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Introduction
 

The Global Dictionary of Theology (GDT) was conceived to provide a general overview of theological reflection and practice throughout the world. It was intended to take the form of a conversation, in which voices from various parts of the world responded to common concerns (sometimes literally responding to each other in a single article), in order to offer a sketch of theological issues in different parts of the world. While working in a framework that we have called evangelical and ecumenical, we did not intend, in our choice of subjects and authors, to suggest either a single methodology or particular theological slant. Our hope was that the articles would reflect a rich diversity of contexts and a variety of styles and perspectives.





In Search of a Global (and Local) Theology

 

The late Hans Frei, in his posthumous work Types of Christian Theology,1 classified contemporary theologies in a continuum of five approaches. On one end are theologians who ignore the contemporary context and seek from the Christian tradition, or Scripture alone, to build what they suppose is a “universal theology.” Most theologies done by theologians in Europe and North America in the modern period are examples of this approach.2 On the other end of the spectrum are theologians who take the surrounding context so seriously that little of the distinctive Christian message remains, or only those elements of the gospel that fit their context. Death of God theologies of the “secular” 1960s, neopagan feminist theologies and some radical contextual theologies in Asian and African contexts provide examples of this pole. Most theologies currently fall somewhere in between: from taking Scripture or tradition as a norm while seeking to make it understandable to the surrounding culture (traditional evangelicalism), to seeking a correlation between culture and Christian truth (Tillich), or adapting Christian tradition to some particular setting or worldview (process or liberation theologies).

Such typologies are only heuristic, of course, but what is striking for our purposes is the implicit claim to universalism in each of these types. In spite of their variety, each one insists that this is the way theology ought to be done. We have said that we seek to represent a broadly evangelical and ecumenical perspective, which would, on the surface, seem to locate our project on the more conservative end of Frei’s spectrum. But even this placement, we believe, can be misleading. Rather, we hoped that a thick description of the context, matched with an equally careful rereading of Scripture, would issue in a surprising number of theological approaches that, at various points, would deepen and occasionally challenge Christian tradition. We can imagine, for example, theologies that on the surface are liberationist or radically African reflect biblical truth more deeply than those more on the conservative end of Frei’s spectrum.

Our only claim is that theology is by nature contextual, whether or not theologians or theological movements acknowledge it. It is not the case that trinitarian theology done by, say, Colin Gunton, would be “neutral” while, say, theology of the Tanzanian Roman Catholic Charles Nyamiti, who takes as the framework African ancestral traditions, would be “contextual.” Rather, they both reflect their (very different) contexts. The latter approach is more intentionally seeking for connections with the particular context, while the former works within the Enlightenment heritage of Western thought. Rather than suggesting which way is better, our intention in this Dictionary is to place these perspectives within a larger (global) conversation. In this conversation Gunton will no doubt have an influence on theology outside the West, but hopefully the insights of Nyamiti will also leaven trinitarian discussions outside Africa.

Our evangelical and ecumenical perspective is evident in that we seek within the various contexts to acknowledge the authority of Scripture and the Christian tradition. A landmark volume written by two leading Roman Catholic missiologists in the United States titled Constants in Contexts argues for the need for Christian theology to negotiate the constant features of Christian beliefs and doctrines in changing, diverse and often perplexing contexts.3 We recognize that Christian theology has occasionally tried to “accommodate” to the cultural challenges in ways that have been less than successful. But we would opt nevertheless for an openness to the variety of ways theologians seek to hear the voice of Scripture (and tradition) today—a variety that might defy all organizing attempts.

In this respect we have learned from Miroslav Volf, who himself comes from the war-stricken Balkans, and who has developed a politically sensitive trinitarian theology to help negotiate our fear of and rejection of the Other:Christian difference is always a complex and flexible network of small and large refusals, divergences, subversions, and more or less radical alternative proposals, surrounded by the acceptance of many cultural givens. There is no single correct way to relate to a given culture as a whole, or even to its dominant thrust; there are only numerous ways of accepting, transforming, or replacing various aspects of a given culture from within.4




 




The way forward in a globalizing world, we believe, is to acknowledge this diversity of Christian difference. As Amos Yong contends, today “theologies are multiperspectival, multidisciplinary, and multicultural.”4 Multiperspectivalism, this Asian American Pentecostal theologian reminds us, means “taking seriously the insights of all voices, especially those previously marginalized from the theological conversation—for instance, women, the poor, the differently abled or disabled, perhaps even the heretics!”6

We would argue that such an approach is necessary today. In the light of religious resurgence, complex flows of migrants, capital and technology, and the dramatic growth of Christianity in some areas and its retraction in others, we believe we are in the midst of a massive re-formation of the Christian church at the global level. To use the striking label of the Cuban American Justo L. González, as Christianity is moving from the Global North (Europe and North America) to the Global South (Africa, Asia, Latin America), nothing less than a “macroreformation” is taking place before our very eyes.5 The demographic shift alone has turned the tables:6 By 2050, only about one-fifth of the world’s three billion Christians will be non-Hispanic whites. As Dana L. Robert has pointed out, compared with the first half of the twentieth century, “the typical late twentieth-century Christian was no longer a European man, but a Latin American or African woman.”7 Or as the Kenyan theologian John Mbiti has put it, “the centers of the church’s universality [are] no longer in Geneva, Rome, Athens, Paris, London, New York, but Kinshasa, Buenos Aires, Addis Ababa and Manila.”8 Jenkins calls this phenomenon “Christianity going south,”9 and as such “one of the transforming moments in the history of religion—not only of Christianity—worldwide.10 Therefore, as the Korean Methodist Jung Young Lee reminds us, due to the dramatic demographic shift, “Christianity is no longer exclusively identified as a Western religion. In fact, Christianity is already not only a world religion but a world Christianity. This means Christianity cannot be understood exclusively from a Western perspective.” As a result of this “macroreformation,” theology in the third millennium will increasingly be done collectively, negotiating differences and seeking new ways of framing questions and answers. As González puts it:One characteristic of our macroreformation is that voices are being heard from quarters that have not been the traditional centers of theological inquiry, and from people who have not been among the traditional theological leaders. When mission theoreticians in the past decades spoke of the “three self ” as a goal for younger churches, they included self-support, self-government, and self-propagation. They did not envision self-interpretation or self-theologizing. They expected theology to continue being what it was, for the meaning of the gospel was fully understood by the sending churches, and all that the younger ones had to do was continue proclaiming the same message.11




 




But our current situation has made this older perspective untenable. As a result, González concludes, we can no longer be excused for confusing the dominant with the universal, or allow the eminent to drown out the marginal. This resource has been shaped as a response to this developing global context.





Challenges and Limitations

 

When Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen initially shared the idea of such a project with Bill Dyrness in the fall of 2002, we did not imagine the challenges that would be involved. But since this had been a deep interest for both of us, as we talked, we grew increasingly excited about the possibilities. We approached the editors at InterVarsity Press, who immediately embraced the idea. Later we engaged associate editors who would represent Asia (Simon Chan) and Latin America (Juan Francisco Martinez). Early in the project Nzash Lumeya provided us essential assistance with Africa. Veteran InterVarsity Press reference-book editor Dan Reid took responsibility for the project and became a vital part of the team. The editorial team brought together a unique international and intercultural experience in that each editor has studied, lived and worked in various local contexts in different continents and thus represents a truly global team. To give shape to our plans, in October 2004 the editorial team held a two-day consultation at Fuller Seminary in Pasadena, California, to talk about issues. That personal encounter resulted in many new and fresh ideas for how to execute a project that was essentially without precedent.

Alongside moments of joy and discovery, the project, not surprisingly, also encountered a number of challenges. In addition to the typical logistical challenges common to any multi-authored work—errant e-mails, missed deadlines and struggles over space limitations, the most pervasive challenge was to locate and recruit writers who would represent the intended diversity. Even when they were known, the challenge was to find ways to communicate with them and to persuade them to join this ambitious endeavor. From the beginning we sought to identify authors who were less well known, including newly minted PhDs and younger scholars in the beginning stages of their career, and in the nature of things, these were harder to locate. But the results were worth the effort. Along with a number of senior, world-class academicians, these younger scholars often made contributions that were both fresh and stimulating.

A further challenge that was in some ways surprising was the number of scholars from the Global South who tended to do theology in the manner of their Northern teachers. Occasionally, entries drafted by theologians from Asia, Africa and Latin America did not differ significantly from entries that would have been written by their European or North American counterparts. This state of affairs is understandable in light of the long history of Euro-American theological traditions and the unequal distribution of resources in publications and theological education, to say nothing of the fact that most theologians in the Global South have been trained in North American or Europe. But this situation nevertheless raised the critical question: who is going to do authentically Asian, African or Hispanic theology if not scholars from those particular locations? Do Asian, African and Latin American theologians suspect that theology too strongly flavored with local insights is somehow less valuable or, worse, less global? In any case, it is clear that the theological academy has some way to go in educating a generation of theologians who will take their contexts seriously.

Early on we determined that major theological themes simply could not be adequately covered from a single perspective. And so we decided that many of these assignments should be shared. But the need to include entries jointly written by scholars in different parts of the world, who often had not met each other, provided yet another challenge. To address this concern we left the nature of the interaction up to the scholars involved—in some cases the result was a single jointly authored article, in others a shorter or longer response to an article, in still others two (or three) separate articles. Occasionally this resulted in an actual and authentic dialogue; in other cases the conversation took the form of a two- or even three- part entry offering different perspectives. How successful these various methods are the reader will judge.





Our Aims and Dreams in Producing This Dictionary

 

The first challenge we faced was in many ways the most important: what should we call our project? We very reluctantly decided on the name Global Dictionary of Theology . This choice does reflect what we are attempting, namely, to bring together voices, testimonies and perspectives from around the world. At the same time the term global smacks of modernity’s preference for “universal” projects and grand concepts. But this very ambiguity illustrates the complexity and dynamic nature of this exercise: the way we are searching for “global” is by shaping theologies that are authentically “local” in the sense of being reflective of particular locations. The term global in the Dictionary name does not mean that we are envisioning the kind of universal theology that can speak to all places at all times—such a thing does not exist, and before the eschaton it never will. The term global, rather, means bringing together, listening carefully to and putting into a dialogue voices from different local contexts. Ironically, what may be most distinctive about the global theology we have in mind is its diversity, richness and plurality. In this sense, the neologism glocal captures our intent. It compounds the words global and local and helps us read them in a thoroughly intertwined way. More than one kind of reading of that nomenclature may follow, of course, which also captures something of our intention!

Doing theology in this way does not mean that the long and rich Christian tradition is to be dismissed. Much contemporary theology, especially that in particular locations and contexts, draws its energy from a careful, painstaking and often tension-filled dialogue with tradition. Theological traditions are the heritage of the whole church of Christ, both of the so-called younger churches and the churches in Europe and America. Irenaeus, Augustine, Aquinas, Calvin and Schleiermacher continue to contribute in various ways to the living and growing tradition, even as newer voices are adding their accents to the Christian conversation.

In the light of this dynamic situation we formed our goal: to provide a general overview of theological reflection and practice around the world in a conversation that does not privilege a single area of the world. This does not mean that every area was given equal attention or that some areas, specifically those parts of the world where Christianity has a longer history, would not receive relatively more attention, particularly in historical discussions (e.g., in articles on patristics or medieval theology). Positively this reflects the intention to contribute to theological reflection that is nourished by a variety of settings and practices. Moreover, our purpose was to select writers from as wide a variety of contexts as possible so as to actually embody this conversation and not simply refer to it. Generalizations are unavoidable in a dictionary of this kind, but overly broad characterizations across large regions and areas of the world were resisted as much as possible.

Obviously, every article has been written by a person, or persons, representing (and reflecting) a particular part of the world. Yet at the same time we expected authors to write as though they were contributing to a larger conversation in which alternative views on issues are expected and invited, and whenever possible to make comparative references in their work. Our goal was to involve a wide selection of voices in the conversation, especially those who for various reasons have not been heard from. A guiding principle in selecting articles and contributions was that the emphasis, and thus the space, be given to movements that reflect their theological and not simply their historical or missiological significance. This principle has affected both the topics chosen and the length of articles assigned to particular movements or issues. Articles on movements highlight their significance for theological developments in their region and, when appropriate, elsewhere in the world. Theological is to be construed broadly as that which reflects the faith and practice of Christian groups around the world. Though use will be made of the traditional loci of theology (the Trinity, ecclesiology, eschatology, etc.), these are to be placed in their contemporary settings, that is, within the faith and practice of the worshiping and witnessing body of Christ worldwide.

Some unique features followed from this basic theological decision. First, unlike other dictionaries, there are no entries on individual theologians. (Those wanting to know more about individual theologians’ contributions can consult the detailed indexes at the end.) All entries are on themes, country and area studies, movements, and traditions. Our approach is thus communal rather than individualistic. Second, rather than having large numbers of short entries, as is common in many dictionary projects, we chose to make space for larger entries, many of which are equal to journal articles. This means that main topics in Christian theology such as Trinity, Christology and ecclesiology received proportionally more space. Third, these larger entries as well as a number of smaller ones are usually coauthored by two or more theologians from various locations and traditions collaborating to produce a joint article with the intention of facilitating dialogue and exchange of ideas. Tensions and differences of viewpoint—which the reader will easily recognize when reading individual entries—have been preserved to allow the diversity and richness of theological reflection from various localities to emerge. Fourth, in addition to standard theological dictionary entries, a number of topics have been selected for their contemporary relevance that are usually not found in dictionaries, such as terrorism, children at risk or globalization. While the GDT is theological rather than missiological in its focus, since we believe that good theology today is missional in nature, many missiological and interfaith entries have been included. For a more particular focus on missions and missiology one might consult the Dictionary of Mission Theology, edited by John Corrie and published by IVP Academic in 2007.

Despite the logistical and other challenges, this five-year project has been an extremely rich learning experience. It has given us a unique opportunity to get to know and connect with such a large number of articulate scholars and theologians from around the world—to sit on the front lines, as it were, of the developing theological conversation. To the dozens of scholars and writers we owe an immense debt, one that greatly exceeds their meager monetary compensation.

And whatever the limitations and weaknesses of this particular effort, our commitment to the vision is undiminished: to see theological reflection and practice as a worldwide dialogue, with theologians from various locations bringing together the riches of their faith communities in an authentic dialogue, that God may be glorified and the kingdom advanced. What Jürgen Moltmann, one of the contributors to this volume, envisions about the way trinitarian theology should be done in contemporary times, accurately describes our dream as well:Truth brings assent, it brings about change without exerting compulsion. In dialogue the truth frees men and women for their own conceptions and their own ideas. . . . Christian theology would wither and die if it did not continually stand in a dialogue like this, and if it were not bound up with a fellowship that seeks this dialogue, needs it and continually pursues it.12




 




Much remains to be done to pursue this vision of exchange and mutual encouragement. The GDT may be considered at least an experiment in this direction. We trust the learning that is represented by the many exchanges included here will be extended to readers around the world. The Dictionary goes with our prayers that, through it, the church will be strengthened and her Lord glorified.

William A. Dyrness

Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen
  




How to Use This Dictionary
 

Abbreviations

Comprehensive tables of abbreviations for general matters as well as for scholarly and biblical literature may be found on pages xvii-xix.

 

Authorship of Articles

The authors of articles are indicated by their first initials and last name at the end of each article. In addition, in composite articles, authors’ names appear at the end of their contribution. A full list of contributors may be found on pages xxi-xxvii, in alphabetical order of their last name. The contribution of each author is listed following his or her identification.

 

Bibliographies

A bibliography will be found at the end of each article. The bibliographies include works cited in the articles and other significant related works. Bibliographical entries are listed in alphabetical order by the author’s name, and where an author has more than one work cited, they are listed chronologically by publication date.

 

Cross-References

This Dictionary has been extensively cross-referenced in order to aid readers in making the most of material appearing throughout the volume. Four types of cross-referencing will be found:1. One-line entries appearing in alphabetical order throughout the Dictionary direct readers to articles where a topic is discussed, often as a subdivision of an article:AFRICAN CHRISTOLOGY.
See CHRISTOLOGY.




2. An asterisk before a word in the body of an article indicates that an article by that title (or closely worded title) appears in the Dictionary. For example, “*minjung theology” directs the reader to an article titled MINJUNG THEOLOGY. Asterisks typically are found only at the first occurrence of a word in an article.

3. A cross-reference appearing within parentheses in the body of an article directs the reader to an article by that title. For example, (see God, Doctrine of) directs the reader to an article by that title.

4. Cross-references have been appended to the end of articles, immediately preceding the bibliography, to direct readers to articles significantly related to the subject:See also AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION; ANTHROPOLOGY, THEOLOGICAL; CHINESE RELIGIONS; CHINESE THEOLOGY; HEAVEN; HELL; INVOCATION, VENERATION OF THE SAINTS; UNIVERSALISM.




 





 



Indexes

Since most of the Dictionary articles cover broad topics in some depth, the Subject Index is intended to assist readers in finding relevant information on narrower topics that might, for instance, focus on particular regions or movements. In addition, since the Dictionary does not have articles focused on individual theologians, an extensive Persons Index will locate mentions or discussions of a wide range of theologians.

A Scripture Index is provided to assist readers in gaining quick access to the Scripture texts referred to throughout the Dictionary.

An Articles Index found at the end of the Dictionary allows readers to review quickly the breadth of topics covered and select the ones most apt to serve their interests or needs. Those who wish to identify the articles written by specific contributors should consult the list of contributors, where the articles are listed under the name of each contributor.
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Contributors
 

Agang, Sunday B., PhD. Professor of Theology, Public Policy and Ethics at ECWA Theological Seminary (JETS), Jos, Nigeria: African Traditional Religion.

 

Anderson, Allan H., ThD. Professor of Global Pentecostal Studies, Director, Graduate Institute for Theology and Religion, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, United Kingdom: African Initiated Churches; Pentecostalism.

 

Aponte, Edwin David, PhD. Vice President of Academic Affairs and Dean, Lancaster Theological Seminary, Lancaster, Pennsylvania: Hispanic/Latino Theology.

 

Augsburger, David, PhD. Professor of Pastoral Counseling, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Discipleship.

 

Baker, Mark D., PhD. Associate Professor of Mission and Theology, Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary, Fresno, California: Salvation; Systematic Theology.

 

Balcomb, Anthony O., PhD. Associate Professor, School of Religion and Theology, University of Kwazulu Natal, Pietermaritzburg, South Africa: African Theology, Evangelical Contextual.

 

Balswick, Jack O., PhD. Senior Professor of Sociology and Family Development, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Sexuality.

 

Balswick, Judith K., EdD. Senior Professor, School of Psychology, Marriage and Family Therapy Department, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Sexuality.

 

Bautista, Lorenzo C., ThM. Assistant Professor of Theology, Asian Theological Seminary, Quezon City, Metro Manila, Philippines: Theological Method.

 

Beilby, James K., PhD. Professor of Systematic and Philosophical Theology, Bethel University, St. Paul, Minnesota: Atonement.

 

Blocher, Henri A. G., DD. Professor of Systematic Theology, Faculté Libre de Théologie Evangélique, Vaux-sur-Seine, France, and Knoedler Professor of Theology, Wheaton College, Wheaton, Illinois: Anthropology, Theological.

 

Bonk, Jonathan J., PhD. Executive Director, Overseas Ministries Study Center, Editor, International Bulletin of Missionary Research, Visiting Professor of Mission and Evangelism, Yale Divinity School, New Haven, Connecticut: Money, Wealth.

 

Boonyakiat, Satanun, MDiv, PhD candidate. Lecturer, McGilvary College of Divinity, Payap University, Chiang Mai, Thailand: Divine Comedy, The;
Suffering.

 

Bouma-Prediger, Steven C., PhD. Professor of Religion, Hope College, Holland, Michigan: Animal Rights; Green Theology.

 

Brun, Washington M., MTh. Professor, Mennonite Education Agency, Washington, D.C.: Radical Reformation.

 

Buchanan, Deborah J. PhD. Richardson, Texas: Dance; Satan; Womanist Theology.

 

Carlson, Richard F., PhD. Research Professor of Physics, University of Redlands, Redlands, California; Visiting Professor of Theology and Science, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Science and Theology.

 

Chan, Mark L. Y., PhD. Lecturer in Theology, Trinity Theological College, Singapore: Hermeneutics.

 

Chan, Simon, PhD. Earnest Lau Professor of Systematic Theology, Trinity Theological College, Singapore: Ancestors; Mysticism; Pietism; Sanctification; Spirituality.

 

Charry, Ellen T., PhD. Associate Professor of Theology, Princeton Theological Seminary, Princeton, New Jersey: Judaism.

 

Cherian, Methrail Thomas, ThD. Director, Academic Affairs, New Theological College, Dehradun, India: Hinduism.

 

Chia, Roland, PhD. Chew Hock Hin Professor of Christian Doctrine and Dean, School of Postgraduate Studies, Trinity Theological College, Singapore: Barthianism; Eschatology.

 

Choge, Emily J., PhD. Senior Lecturer, Department of Philosophy and Religion, Moi University, Eldoret, Kenya: Social Ethics.

 

Chung, Paul S., ThD. Assistant Professor of Lutheran Confessions and World Christianity, Wartburg Theological Seminary, Dubuque, Iowa: Minjung Theology; Revelation and Scripture.

 

Chung, Sung Wook, DPhil. Associate Professor of Theology, Denver Seminary, Littleton, Colorado: Korean Theology.

 

Clark, Chapman R., PhD. Vice Dean of Regional Campuses and SOT Masters Programs, Professor of Youth, Family, and Culture, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Youth.

 

Claydon, David, Rev. Canon Dr. Hornsby Heights, New South Wales, Australia: Holistic Mission; Lausanne Movement and Covenant.

 

Clifton, Shane, PhD. Academic Dean, Southern Cross College, Sydney, Australia: Australian Theology.

 

Cole, Victor B., PhD. Professor of Educational Studies, Nairobi Evangelical Graduate School of Theology, Nairobi, Kenya: Theological Education.

 

Coleman, John A., S.J., PhD. Casassa Professor of Social Values, Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, California: Catholic Social Teaching.

 

Coleman, Monica A., PhD. Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology, Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, Chicago, Illinois: Process Theology.

 

Craig, William Lane, PhD, ThD. Professor of Philosophy, Talbot School of Theology, LaMirada, California: Time.

 

Darragh, Neil, PhD. Lecturer in Theology, University of Auckland, Auckland, New Zealand: Pacific Island Theologies.

 

Dearborn, Kerry L., PhD. Professor, Seattle Pacific University, Seattle, Washington: Celtic Spirituality and Theology.

 

de Gruchy, John W., DD. Robert Selby Taylor Professor of Christian Studies (Emeritus) University of Cape Town, Cape Town, South Africa: South African Theology.

 

de Gruchy, Steve, DTh. Professor of Theology and Development and Head of the School of Religion and Theology, University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa: Apartheid.

 

de Lima Silva, Silvia Regina, M.A.. Professor at the Universidad Biblical Latino Americana, San Jose, Costa Rica: African Background Theologies in Latin America.

 

Deiros, Pablo A., PhD. President, Seminario Internacional Teológico Bautista, Buenos Aires, Argentina: Apostolicity, Contemporary; Fundamentalism.

 

Duerksen, Darren, PhD candidate. Delhi, India: Dependency.

 

Dufault-Hunter, Erin, PhD. Assistant Professor of Christian Ethics, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Secularism; Sociology of Religion.

 

Dyrness, William A., DThéol. Professor of Theology and Culture, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Anthropology, Theological; Apologetics; Art and Aesthetics; Astrology; Body, The; Crosscultural Theology; Culture and Society; Death of God; History; Images, Icons, Iconoclasm; Pragmatism; Visual Culture.

 

Eddy, Paul Rhodes, PhD. Professor of Biblical and Theological Studies, Bethel University, St. Paul, Minnesota: Atonement.

 

Ekström, L. Bertil, MTh. Executive Director, World Evangelical Alliance Mission Commission, Campinas, SP, Brazil: Missionary Movements.

 

Feldmeth, Nathan P., PhD. Assistant Professor of Church History and Director of Faculty Development Regional Campuses, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Medieval Theology.

 

Finger, Thomas N., PhD. Scholar in Residence, Bethany Theological Seminary, Richmond, Indiana: Anabaptist Theology.

 

Flanders, Christopher L., PhD. Assistant Professor of Missions, Graduate School of Theology, Abilene Christian University, Abilene, Texas: Face; Shame.

 

Flores, Margarita, MDiv. Compton, California: Mujerista Theology.

 

Fraser, David A., PhD. Director of Educational Partnerships, Development Associates International, Colorado Springs, Colorado: Globalization.

 

Gener, Timoteo D., PhD. Associate Professor of Theology and Director of Research, Asian Theological Seminary, Quezon City, Metro Manila, Philippines: Contextualization; Evangelism; Fatalism; Systematic Theology; Theological Method.

 

Gibbs, Eddie, DMin. Senior Professor of Church Growth (retired), School of Intercultural Studies, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Nominalism.

 

Gilbert, Pierre J., PhD. Associate Professor of Bible and Theology, Canadian Mennonite University, Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada: Spiritual Warfare.

 

Gill, David W., PhD. Visiting Professor of Business Ethics, Graduate School of Economics and Business Administration, St. Mary’s College, Moraga, California: Technology.

 

Gnanakan, Ken R., PhD. President, ACTS Group of Institutions, Bangalore, India: Creation and Ecology.

 

Goh, William, Rev. Rector, St. Francis Xavier Major Seminary, Singapore: Asian Theology, Roman Catholic.

 

Goizueta, Roberto S., PhD. Professor of Theology, Boston College, Boston, Massachusetts: Liberalism; Liberation Theology.

 

González, Antonio, PhD. Teacher of Systematic Theology, Seminario Evangélico Unido de Teología, El Escorial, Madrid, Spain: Capitalism.

 

Gorospe, Athena Evelyn O., PhD. Associate Professor, Asian Theological Seminary, Quezon City, Metro Manila, Philippines: Metaphor; Myth, Mythical.

 

Hale, Robert, W., O.S.B. Cam., PhD. Professor Emeritus, Jesuit School of Theology, Berkeley, California, and Professor Emeritus, Pontifical Benedictine College, Rome: Invocation, Veneration of the Saints; Monasticism; Natural Law.

 

Hamilton, John R., PhD. Professor of Communication and Cinema and Broadcast Arts, Azusa Pacific University, Azusa, California: Film.

 

Hanciles, Jehu J., PhD. Associate Professor of Mission History and Globalization, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Migration.

 

Harvey, Thomas A., PhD. Associate Dean, Oxford Centre for Mission Studies, Oxford, England: Heresy; Narrative Theology.

 

Hawn, C. Michael, DMA. Professor of Music, Perkins School of Theology, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas: Liturgy and Worship.

 

Hedlund, Roger E., PhD. Director, The Dictionary of South Asian Christianity Project, Mylapore Institute for Indigenous Studies, India: Hinduism.

 

Heltzel, Peter Goodwin, PhD. Assistant Professor of Theology, New York Theological Seminary, New York, New York: Power; Prophecy.

 

Hernandez, Wil, PhD. Adjunct Professor in Spirituality, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Imitation of Christ, The;
Prayer.

 

Hexham, Irving, PhD. Professor of Religious Studies, University of Calgary, Calgary, Alberta, Canada: New Religious Movements, Non-Christian.

 

Hicks, Derek S., PhD candidate. Rice University, Houston, Texas: Theodicy.

 

Higueros, Mario Fernando, Licenciatura. Director of Asesorías para Las Relaciones Humanas and Development, coordinator for ASINDES NOG, Guatamala City, Guatamala: Latin American Theology, Indigenous; Preferential Option for the Poor.

 

Hille, Rolf, DTheol. Rector, Albrecht Bengel House, Tübingen, Germany: European Theology.

 

Hiltunen, Pekka Yrjänä, MA. Study Secretary of Church and other Faiths, Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, Helsinki, Finland: New Religious Movements, Christian.

 

Hurteau, Robert, PhD. Director, Center for Religion and Spirituality, Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, California: Counter Reformation; Vatican Council II.

 

Ignatkov, Vladimir. PhD candidate, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Atheism; Epistemology.

 

Jacobsen, Eric O., PhD. Senior Pastor, First Presbyterian Church, Tacoma, Washington: Place.

 

Jiménez, Pablo A., DMin. Consultant Editor, Chalice Press, St. Louis, Missouri: Preaching.

 

Johnson, Todd E., PhD. Brehm Chair of Worship Theology and the Arts, Associate Professor, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Sacraments, Sacramentality.

 

Kallenberg, Brad, PhD. Associate Professor of Theology, University of Dayton, Dayton, Ohio: Modernism and Postmodernisms.

 

Kalu, Ogbu, PhD. Henry Winters Luce Professor of World Christianity and Mission, McCormick Theological Seminary, Chicago, Illinois: African Theology, Protestant.

 

Kärkkäinen, Veli-Matti, Dr.Theol.Habil. Professor of Systematic Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California, and Do-cent of Ecumenics, University of Helsinki, Finland: Christology; Deification, Theosis; Ecclesiology; God, Doctrine of; Hope, Theology of; Justification; Love;
Ordo Salutis;
Parliaments of the World’s Religions; Pneumatology; Proselytism; Religions, Theology of; Trinity, Triune God.

 

Katongole, Emmanuel, PhD. Associate Research Professor of Theology and World Christianity, Duke University Divinity School, Durham, North Carolina: Eschatology.

 

Kidder, Annemarie S., PhD. Assistant Professor, Ecumenical Theological Seminary, Detroit, Michigan: Marriage and Family.

 

Kim, Kyoung-Jae, PhD. Professor Emeritus of Systematic Theology and World Religions, Han Shin Theological Seminary, Seoul, South Korea: Minjung Theology.

 

Kim, S. I., PhD. Adjunct Professor of Practical Theology, Westminster Graduate School of Theology, Yongin, Korea: Conversion.

 

King, Roberta R., PhD. Associate Professor of Communication and Ethnomusicology, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Music.

 

Koistinen, Timo, Dr.Theol. University Lecturer in Systematic Theology, Faculty of Theology, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland: Logical Positivism.

 

Kurasawa, Masanori, PhD. President, Tokyo Christian University, Chiba, Japan: Japanese Theology.

 

La Poorta, Japie Jimmy, ThD. Lecturer in Systematic Theology and Community Development, Sarepta Theological College, and Deputy President of the Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa, Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa, Kuils River, Cape Town, South Africa: Justice.

 

Lane, Anthony N. S., DD. Professor of Historical Theology, Director of Research, London School of Theology, Northwood, Middlesex, England: Baptism in Water.

 

Lapenta-H., Sarah, MDiv. Writer, Los Angeles, California: Sexism.

 

Le Bruyns, Clint C., ThD. Senior Lecturer in Public Theology and Ethics, Stellenbosch University, Cape Town, South Africa: Salvation.

 

Leavitt-Alcántara, Salvador A., PhD candidate. Graduate Theological Union, Berkeley, California: Latin American Theology.

 

Ledbetter, Bernice, EdD. Assistant Professor of Organizational Management, University of La Verne, La Verne, California: Laity.

 

Lee, Moonjang, PhD. Associate Professor of World Christianity, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, South Hamilton, Massachusetts: Asian Theology.

 

LeMarquand, Grant, ThD. Academic Dean and Associate Professor of Biblical Studies and Mission, Trinity School for Ministry, Ambridge, Pennsylvania: Persecution and Martyrdom.

 

Letham, Robert, PhD Lecturer, Evangelical Theological College of Wales, Brigend, Wales, United Kingdom: Trinity, Triune God.

 

Levison, John R., PhD. Professor of New Testament, Seattle Pacific University, Seattle, Washington: Christology.

 

Luvis-Núñez, Agustina, PhD candidate. Instructor, Seminario Evangelico de Puerto Rico, San Juan, Puerto Rico: Caribbean Theology.

 

Macchia, Frank, DTheol. Professor of Theology, Vanguard University, Costa Mesa, California: Christian Socialism; Faith; Systematic Theology.

 

MacWillie, John, MA. Adjunct Faculty, California State University, Hayward, California: Capitalism.

 

Maggay, Melba Padilla, PhD. President, Institute for Studies in Asian Church and Culture, Quezon City, Metro Manila, Philippines: Art and Aesthetics; Culture and Society.

 

Malony, H. Newton, PhD. Senior Professor of Psychology in the Graduate School of Psychology, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Psychology of Religion.

 

Manickam, Joseph A., PhD. East Asia Director, Mennonite Central Committee, Akron, Pennsylvania: Race, Racism and Ethnicity.

 

Marshall, Paul A., PhD. Senior Fellow, Hudson Institute, Washington, D.C.: Freedom, Religious; Persecution and Martyrdom.

 

Martens, Elmer A., PhD. President Emeritus; Professor Emeritus of Old Testament, Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary, Fresno, California: Biblical Theology; Community.

 

Martínez, Juan Francisco, PhD. Assistant Dean, Hispanic Church Studies Department; Associate Professor of Hispanic Studies and Pastoral Leadership, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Acculturation; Hybridity; Latin American Theology, Protestant; English translation of Spanish articles.

 

Mathew, C. V., ThD. Bishop Elect, St. Thomas Evangelical Church of India and Director, Christ-centered Commitments, Kumbanad, Kerala, India: Polytheism; Reincarnation; Theism.

 

McConnell, C. Douglas, PhD. Dean and Associate Professor, School of Intercultural Studies, Fuller Seminary, Pasadena, California: Children at Risk.

 

McGrath, Alister E., DD. Professor of Historical Theology, Oxford University, Oxford, England: Scientific Theology.

 

McKim, Donald K., PhD Executive Editor for Theology and Reference, Westminster John Knox Press, Germantown, Tennessee: Revelation and Scripture.

 

Mills, Anthony R., PhD candidate, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Existentialism; Monism, Dualism, Pluralism.

 

Mitchell, Jolyon P., PhD. Senior Lecturer and Convenor Theology and Ethics Subject Area, The University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, Midlothian, Scotland: Media.

 

Moltmann, Jürgen, DD. Professor Emeritus of Systematic Theology on the Evangelical Faculty, University of Tubingen, Germany: Political Theology.

 

Muck, Terry C., PhD. Professor of Missions and World Religions, Asbury Theological Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky: Buddhism.

 

Murphy, Nancey C., PhD., ThD. Professor of Christian Philosophy, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Atheism; Epistemology.

 

Muthiah, Robert A., PhD. Associate Professor of Practical Theology, Haggard Graduate School of Theology, Azusa Pacific University, Azusa, California: Believers Church Tradition.

 

Mwiti, Gladys K., PhD. President, Oasis Africa, Nairobi, Kenya: Marriage and Family.

 

Myers, Bryant, PhD. Professor of Transformational Development, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Poverty; Relief and Development.

 

Netland, Harold A., PhD. Professor of Philosophy of Religion and Intercultural Studies, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, Deerfield, Illinois: Enlightenment, The.

 

Nkansah-Obrempong, James, PhD. Lecturer in Theology, Head of the Theology Department, Nairobi Evangelical Graduate School of Theology, Nairobi, Kenya: Ancestors; Angels; Dreams; Evil, The Problem of; Sin.

 

Oborji, Francis Anekwe. Professor of Missiology, Pontifical Urbaniana University, Rome, Italy: African Theology, Roman Catholic; Catholic Theology and the Global South.

 

Okholm, Dennis, PhD. Professor of Theology, Azusa Pacific University, Azusa, California: Postliberal Theology.

 

Overstreet, Jane, JD. President/CEO, Development Associates International, Colorado Springs, Colorado: Leadership.

 

Park, Chan Ho, PhD. President and Professor of Systematic Theology, Westminster Graduate School of Theology, Yongin, South Korea: Reformed Theology; Space.

 

Parker, Cristian, PhD. Professor of Sociology, Universidad de Santiago de Chile, Santiago de Chile, Chile: Popular Religion.

 

Peace, Richard V., PhD. Robert Boyd Munger Professor of Evangelism and Spiritual Formation, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Conversion.

 

Peacore, Linda D., PhD. Director of Academic Programs, School of Theology and Adjunct Assistant, Professor of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Experience, Theology of; Feminist Theologies.

 

Perry, Tim, PhD. Associate Professor of Theology, Providence College, Otterburne, Manitoba, Canada: Mary, Mariology.

 

Persaud, Winston D., PhD. Professor of Systematic Theology and Director of the Center for Global Theologies and Coordinator of STM Program, Wartburg Theological Seminary, Dubuque, Iowa: Lutheran Theology.

 

Pierson, Paul E., PhD. Dean Emeritus and Senior Prof. of History of Mission. School of Intercultural Studies, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Missionary Conferences, World.

 

Pinn, Anthony B., PhD. Agnes Cullen Arnold Professor of Humanities, Rice University, Houston, Texas: Theodicy.

 

Pinnock, Clark H., PhD. Professor Emeritus of Systematic Theology, McMaster Divinity College, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada: Open Theism.

 

Plüss, Jean-Daniel., PhD. Chairperson of the European Pentecostal Charismatic Research Association, Zürich, Switzerland: Testimony.

 

Poon, Michael N. C., DPhil. Director of the Centre for the Study of Christianity in Asia and Asian Christianity Coordinator, Trinity Theological College, Singapore: Patristic Theology.

 

Pope-Levison, Priscilla, PhD. Professor of Theology and Assistant Director of Women’s Studies, Seattle Pacific University, Seattle, Washington: Christology.

 

Preece, Gordon R., PhD. Executive Director, Urban Seed, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia: Work, Theology of.

 

Ramachandra, Vinoth K., PhD. Secretary for Dialogue and Social Engagement (Asia), International Fellowship of Evangelical Students, Colombo, Sri Lanka: War.

 

Reid, Daniel G., PhD. Senior Editor, IVP Academic, Downers Grove, Illinois: Heaven.

 

Rempel, Valerie G., PhD. Associate Professor of History and Theology, Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary, Fresno, California: North American Theology.

 

Richardson, Kurt Anders, PhD. Professor in the Faculty of Theology, McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada: Evangelical Theology.

 

Robeck, Cecil M., Jr., PhD. Professor of Church History and Ecumenics and Director of the David du Plessis Center for Christian Spirituality, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Charismatic Movements.

 

Rocha A., Violeta, MA. President, Latinamerican Biblical University, San José, Costa Rica: Latin American Theology, Roman Catholic.

 

Roy, Parimal, MTh. Associate Professor, Leonard Theological College, Jabalpur, MP, India: Conversion.

 

Russell, Annie, MDiv, PhD candidate. Registrar, Willamette University, Salem, Oregon: Social Gospel.

 

Ruthven, Jon, PhD. Professor of Systematic and Practical Theology, Emeritus, Regent University School of Divinity, Virginia Beach, Virginia: Miracles.

 

Saarinen, Risto, ThD. Professor of Ecumenics, Department of Systematic Theology, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland: Ecumenical Councils; Ecumenism; World Council of Churches.

 

Sachs, William L., PhD. Formerly Vice-President, Episcopal Church Foundation, New York, New York: Anglicanism.

 

Satyavrata, Ivan M., PhD. President, Buntain Theological College, Kolkata, India: Indian Theology.

 

Scholer, David M., PhD. Late Professor of New Testament, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Gnosticism; Mystery Religions.

 

Schreiter, Robert J., ThD. Vatican Council II Professor of Theology, Catholic Theological Union, Chicago, Illinois: Local Theologies; Peacemaking and Reconciliation.

 

Scott, Lindy, PhD. Professor of Spanish and Latin American Studies, Whitworth University, Spokane, Washington: Terrorism.

 

Shaukat, Peter, MBA. Pseudonym. Canada: Business.

 

Shaw, Mark, ThD. Professor of Historical Studies, Nairobi Evangelical Graduate School of Theology, Nairobi, Kenya: Revivalism, Revivals.

 

Shaw, R. Daniel, PhD. Professor of Anthropology and Translation, School of Intercultural Studies, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Folk Religion.

 

Shenk, Wilbert R., PhD. Senior Professor of Mission History and Contemporary Culture, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Gospel.

 

Shenoda, Anthony G., PhD candidate. Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Coptic Orthodoxy.

 

Shenoda, Maryann M., PhD candidate. Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Coptic Orthodoxy.

 

Shields, Candace, MDiv, PhD student. Bishop of Education, Churches of Faith Fellowship In Christ, Inc., Indio, California: Fasting.

 

Shuster, Marguerite, PhD. Harold John Ockenga Professor of Preaching and Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Sin.

 

Sizer, Stephen, PhD. Vicar, Christ Church, Virginia Water, Surrey, England: Zionism, Christian.

 

Smith, Ethan, PhD candidate. Modernism and Postmodernisms.

 

Smith, Gordon T., PhD. President, Resource Leadership International, and Adjunct Instructor, Regent College, Vancouver, British Colombia, Canada: Lord’s Supper.

 

Smith, James K. A., PhD. Associate Professor of Philosophy, Calvin College, Grand Rapids, Michigan: Radical Orthodoxy.

 

Snyder, Howard A., PhD. Professor, Chair of Wesley Studies, Tyndale Seminary, Toronto, Ontario, Canada: Wesleyanism, Wesleyan Theology.

 

Solomon, Robert M., PhD. Bishop, The Methodist Church in Singapore, Singapore: Healing and Deliverance.

 

Stam, Juan E., ThD. National University of Costa Rica (retired): Liberation Theology.

 

Stamm, Mark W., ThD. Associate Professor of Christian Worship, Perkins School of Theology, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas: Liturgy and Worship.

 

Stanglin, Keith D., PhD. Assistant Professor of Historical Theology, Harding University, Searcy, Arkansas: Apostles’ Creed; Arminianism; Doctrine; Dogma.

 

Stassen, Glen H., PhD. Lewis B. Smedes Professor of Christian Ethics, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Human Rights; Social Ethics.

 

Steele Ireland, Marèque, PhD. Adjunct Assistant Professor of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Postcolonial Theology; Syncretism.

 

Stephanous, Andrea Zaki, PhD. Director, Dar El Thaqafa Communications House, Cairo, Egypt: Middle Eastern and Arab Theology.

 

Strengholt, Jos M., PhD. Priest in the Episcopal Church of Egypt, Cairo, Egypt: Middle Eastern and Arab Theology.

 

Stubbs, David L., PhD. Associate Professor of Ethics and Theology, Western Theological Seminary, Holland, Michigan: Resurrection.

 

Tan, Jonathan Y., PhD. Assistant Professor of Religion and Culture, Xavier University, Cincinnati, Ohio: Asian American Theologies.

 

Taylor, Barry, PhD. Artist-in-residence, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Popular Culture.

 

Taylor, William D., PhD candidate. Global Ambassador, World Evangelical Alliance, Austin, Texas: World Evangelical Alliance.

 

Thacker, Kimberly D., PhD. Adjunct Professor, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Evangelism.

 

Thompson, John L., PhD. Professor of Historical Theology and Gaylen and Susan Byker Professor of Reformed Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Reformation.

 

Tibbs, Eve (Paraskevè), PhD. Adjunct Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Eastern Orthodox Theology.

 

Tiersma Watson, Judith M., PhD. Associate Professor of Urban Mission, School of Intercultural Studies, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: City, Theology of the.

 

Tiessen, Terrance L., PhD. Professor Emeritus of Systematic Theology and Ethics, Providence Theological Seminary, Otterburne, Manitoba, Canada: Hell; Universalism.

 

Torres, Theresa, PhD. Assistant Professor of Religious Studies, University of Missouri-Kansas City, Kansas City, Missouri: Guadalupe, Our Lady of.

 

Tunehag, Mats. Senior Associate on Business as Mission, Lausanne Movement and World Evangelical Alliance Mission Commission: Business.

 

Van Engen, Charles E., PhD. Arthur F. Glasser Professor of Biblical Theology of Mission, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Mission, Theology of.

 

Vanhoozer, Kevin J., PhD. Research Professor of Systematic Theology, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, Deerfield, Illinois: Theological Method.

 

Vondey, Wolfgang, PhD. Associate Professor of Systematic Theology, School of Divinity, Regent University, Virginia Beach, Virginia: Glossolalia; Violence.

 

Wan, Milton, PhD. Consulting Pastor, Richmond Hill Chinese Community Church, Richmond Hill, Ontario, Canada: Chinese Religions.

 

Wan, Sze-kar, ThD. Professor of New Testament, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas: Chinese Theology; Kingdom of God.

 

Ward, W. Reginald, PhD, Hon. ThD. Emeritus Professor of Modern History, University of Durham, England: Pietism.

 

Ware, Frederick L., PhD. Associate Professor of Theology, Howard University School of Divinity, Washington, D.C.: Black Theology.

 

Watkins, Ralph C., PhD. Associate Professor of Society, Religion and Africana Studies, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Sociology of Religion.

 

Woodberry, J. Dudley, PhD. Dean Emeritus and Senior Professor of Islamic Studies, School of Intercultural Studies, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Islam.

 

Woodley, Randy, MDiv, PhD candidate. Founder, Eagle’s Wings Ministry, Wilmore, Kentucky: North American Native Theology.

 

Wright, Christopher J. H., PhD. International Director, Langham Partnership International, London, England: Land.

 

Yeung, Hing Kau, PhD. Professor in Theological Studies, China Graduate School of Theology, Hong Kong, China: Ancestors.

 

Yong, Amos, PhD. Professor of Theology and Director of PhD Program in Renewal Studies, Regent University School of Divinity, Virginia Beach, Virginia: Discernment, Discerning the Spirits.

 

Yun, Koo Dong, PhD. Professor of Systematic Theology, Bethany University, Scotts Valley, California: Baptism in the Holy Spirit.

 

Zadurowicz, L. A., MTh. Associate Director Distance Learning, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California: Messianic Judaism.

 

Zimmerman, Joyce Ann, CPPS, PhD, STD. Director, Institution for Liturgical Ministry, Dayton, Ohio: Papacy; Sacraments, Sacramentality.
  




A
 

ABELARD, PIERRE.
See MEDIEVAL THEOLOGY.

 

ABESIMOS, CARLOS H.
See ASIAN THEOLOGY.





ACCULTURATION

 

Acculturation describes the process of adaptation that occurs in the encounter between two or more cultures. It has many levels, which reflect the degree of the encounter, the relevant prestige and power of each culture, the accepted models of acculturation in any given society and the degree of difference between each culture.

The term is particularly relevant because of its link to the cultural encounter in the Christian missionary enterprise, particularly in the modern *mission efforts emanating from Europe. The incarnational understanding of the *gospel means that it can be lived out within any human culture. It also means that all human cultures can reflect parts of the gospel, but they can also distort it, due to human sin. The issue of how Christianity develops and is lived out in any concrete culture is complicated by the relationship between the culture of the missionary, that of the receptor culture and other cultural influences over which neither may have any direct influence.

Christian missionary efforts raise specific issues in relationship to acculturation, in particular, to how the gospel is incarnated in a receptor culture. What role does the “Christianized” culture of the missionary play in defining how the gospel will be lived out in the receptor culture? What happens when the missionary’s culture has more power and prestige than the receptor culture? What about situations where the larger goal of the missionaries’ society is the structural assimilation of a minority culture? What is the missionary role in this type of situation? What if the missionary disagrees with the acculturation goals of a specific national government in relationship to a minority culture in which he or she is sharing the Christian gospel? Should the missionary encounter be used to promote the acculturation of a minority culture into a majority group or to defend the culture of the minority?

These questions have become more complex because most of the modern missionary movement has moved from cultures with more “prestige” to those with less prestige. This has meant that the culture of the missionary has had a direct influence on how Christianity has developed in the receptor culture. Different missionary efforts have sought varied responses to this dilemma. For example, during the conquest of Latin America many Catholic missionaries in Latin America sought to take indigenous cultures very seriously even as the empires of Spain and Portugal were conquering them. On the other hand, Protestant missionaries in the United States clearly understood that Americanization was one of the goals of their mission task among the conquered peoples of the American Southwest during the nineteenth century.

Because religious beliefs and attitudes are often resistant to change, both of these examples, and many others around the world, may reflect forms of conformity and not always *conversion. There are examples throughout the world where Christian faith outwardly reflects the message and culture of the missionary, but there continues to be a “subversive” memory of the previous faith and the cultural expressions that sustained it (see Latin American Theology, Indigenous.

These issues are crucial as Christianity is lived out in a globalized church and in the midst of the religions of the world. Cultural encounter is the environment in which evangelization will always take place. This means that the church must always grapple with the issues of acculturation, and the interplay between the culture of the missionary, the receptor, the larger society in which both are immersed and the larger globalized environment in which Christian faith and practice is being constantly defined and redefined in the worldwide cultural encounter.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; CROSSCULTURAL THEOLOGY; CULTURE AND SOCIETY; GLOBALIZATION; LOCAL THEOLOGIES; MISSIONS, THEOLOGY OF.
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AFRICAN BACKGROUND THEOLOGIES IN LATIN AMERICA

 

In Latin America and the *Caribbean the African presence and heritage are an important legacy. The first theologies of African origin refer to the theologies brought by black Africans in the sixteenth century; these continue to be lived out in the different religions of African origin present on the continent. Because there is no sacred book that contains the philosophical and religious principles of these religions, these theologies are carried in oral tradition, songs, origin stories, symbols, dietary customs, rituals related to the important moments in life, in the daily living of the religion’s members, and in the ceremonies and cultic practices celebrated by these communities. We recognize the profoundly theological character of these religions, but this article will limit itself to the theologies of African origin produced and systematized after the encounter (and confrontation), and dialogue between Christian theologies and the religions and cultures descended from Africa. Within this context one also finds a diversity of theological understandings and experiences, as diverse as the names and designations given to it. One of the classifications these theologies have received is Teología Afrolatinoamericana y Caribeña (TALC) (Afro Latin American and Caribbean Theology). This refers to theological reflection by black agents, women and men, theologians, pastoral agents in Catholic and Protestant communities, and it also includes participants from among the Afro American religions.1. Antecedents and the Beginning of TALC

2. Purposes and Objectives

3. Characteristics and Principal Themes


 





1. Antecedents and the Beginning of TALC.

 

*Liberation theology in Latin America began a creative process of reflection marked by an ethical, critical and prophetic dimension of the Christian experience. At the heart of liberation theology is the experience of God among the poor. This theology, as an instrument for liberation of the poor, has inspired and accompanied the awakening of various groups and movements that assume, as agents (subjects), the search for justice, the construction of new social relations and also the task of reflecting on God’s action in their struggles for liberation. TALC is an expression of this fertile moment and movement where new theological agents express their voices: women, blacks, indigenous people and Latin American campesinos. These are new voices, new faces that bring with them new methodologies, conversation partners and distinct themes for theology.

TALC is a part of a broader movement of reflection on blackness in society and churches. Afro Latin American presence became a reality in the Roman Catholic Church in Latin America at the end of the 1970s, in preparation for the Puebla Assembly. The final document of the conference briefly mentions the reality of black people, who live in the midst of the poverty on the continent: This situation of pervasive extreme poverty takes on very concrete faces. . . . In these faces we ought to recognize the suffering features of Christ the Lord who questions and challenges us . . . [in] the faces . . . of Afro-Americans as well; living marginalized lives in inhuman situations, they can be considered the poorest of the poor.




 




These words are the result of the mobilization of groups of black people—theologians and pastoral agents—in preparation for the Assembly, and they created a motivation for theological and pastoral work at the community level. The first Afro pastoral conference in Latin America was held in 1980 with the participation of black people from various countries. Among Protestant churches this work has been promoted by the *World Council of Churches. An expression of this commitment was the creation in 1968 of the Program to Combat Racism. Therefore, black theological reflection is the result of a number of experiences of Afro American communities.

Another possible antecedent and chronological frame of reference for TALC is the First Ecumenical Consultation on Black Theology and Culture organized by the Asociación Ecuménica de Teólogos y Teólogas del Tercer Mundo (ASETT), celebrated in Brazil in July 1985 with the theme “Black Identity and Religion.” The consultation had thirty participants from eight different Latin American and Caribbean countries, marking the beginning of a process of systematizing, at a continent-wide level, experiences of black theological reflection that up to that point had been local. The consultation was followed by a program within that same organization that became responsible for continuing reflection on the topic.



2. Purposes and Objectives.

 

Among the objectives that TALC seeks to accomplish one can mention the following: develop a critique of racism from a theological framework, particularly of its theological underpinnings and the racism present within theology and the church; recover elements of the black cultural and religious experience; recreate Christianity based on a dialogue with African-origin cultures and religious experiences, that is, seeking ways to live the Christian life without denying elements inherited from the black African religious experience; accompany and motivate from a spirituality of commitment, social movements, blacks in their struggle against racism, in society and in ecclesial spaces; reflect with and support blacks as they rescue their identity, their social conscience; strengthen popular organizations that seek to recover and express the values of black culture; bring to the fore the theme of blackness in places of theological reflection and formation, making it possible for the new theologians, pastors and pastoral agents to overcome the framework of a discriminatory and exclusionary Christian formation in relation to those of African descent; open churches to dialogue with the black cultural world, with its symbolic and mythic richness; and announce the permanent presence and revelation of God in the history of people of African descent in Latin America and the Caribbean.



3. Characteristics and Principal Themes.

 

TALC begins as a narrative theology, collected in the interchange of dialogues and experiences among those of African descent. When it began it addressed topics more immediately related to the conflictive situations lived by the black community: racism, exclusion in the labor market, black people in education and textbooks, discrimination and ecclesial practice; Afro religions and racial discrimination; black women and *sexism, among other topics. The topics have diversified, broadened and deepened, but the relation with reality continues as a theological key. It is a reflection based in daily lived reality (cotidianidad), recuperating issues related to survival, within contexts of *poverty and exclusion that have marked the life and history of those of African descent. But the analysis is broadened toward the causes and effects of discrimination, connecting them with realities and concepts like *globalization, the permanence of “colonial” structures, imperialism, the construction of knowledge and postcolonial theology.

The black community in Latin American lives blackness in the diaspora. Because of this, and given the difficulty of accessing a history told from the perspective of people of African descent, historical memory is very important for this theology. By memory we mean rescuing historical elements of the past, but also the rereading and reconstruction of this history through people, images and symbols that strengthen the sense and feeling of cultural identity among the people.

Christianity arrived among blacks as an imposed religion within the context of colonialism and slavery. This issued in forced baptisms, the changing of names and treating traditional African religions as diabolical manifestations. As a result, from the beginning the religious experiences of African origin were lived out clandestinely. This situation originated what has been called religious syncretism or popular Afro Catholicism. But more than syncretism one can speak of a religious parallelism: In each religious experience, both the Christian (Catholic or Protestant) and the African backgrounds conserve, on the one hand, their own characteristics and place, but on the other hand they communicate among themselves with a very particular dynamic based in daily lived out feelings, sentiments and needs. This religious reality has generated the development of themes like inculturation, interreligious dialogue, religious pluralism and macro-ecumenism.

The reality just described is tied to the continuance of African-origin religious practices particularly in countries like Brazil, with Candomblé; Cuba, with Santería; and Cuba and Haiti, with Voodoo. These have challenged Latin American and Caribbean theological reflection to create new concepts capable of visualizing the relation between these religions and Christian churches, which has to do with the personal, interpersonal and intrapersonal relations that occur with the previously described religious parallelism. Within this concern the concept of macro-ecumenism developed. The term emerged in the first Assembly of the People of God held in Quito, Ecuador, in 1992. The expression seeks the inclusion of various different afro and indigenous religious practices within theological reflection and the ecumenical movement.

The reality of black women—more than a topic—has been a theological perspective that has stood out within TALC reflection. Black *feminist theology in Latin America was born into a double challenge. The first is to question and deconstruct patriarchal theology that has assumed a masculine, white and elitist face on the continent, fomenting a machista, ethnocentric and classicist theology. This patriarchal, hegemonic theology, which is the expression of colonizing power in the past, continues to be an accomplice and participant in the current systems of domination. Another challenge is to propose reflection that is part of the experience of faith lived by black women. We conceive theology as a new location where black women can meet, to share, think and proclaim their liberating experiences and presences of God. The struggle against discrimination, sexism and racism causes this theology to be rooted in the movements and organizations of the poor and other groups that share similar situations of exclusion who together seek the other possible world: a society that respects life, protects those who are weakest, allows each to exist with dignity in the midst of their differences. The construction of alternatives is another important theological space that emerges and which nourishes black feminist theology.

The black rereading of the Bible has been another space of reflection that developed from TALC. It is a reading that reinforces the dimension of the poor as criteria for divine election independent of one’s ethnicity. Four key concepts have characterized black readings. The first is the experience of encounter with the liberating God. This theology, which has also marked the *hermeneutical perspective of liberation theology, is assumed by blacks as God’s involvement in the efforts and commitments of seeking a life of *justice, destroying the exclusions imposed by racism. The second key is the assumption that being created in the image and likeness of God is a principle of dignity, value and recuperation of self-esteem. The third key is really a line of investigation and a proposal for reading biblical texts that is attentive to the recuperation of the presence of blacks in the biblical text. This has meant dedicating particular attention to biblical genealogies and to the geography presented in the texts where the names of people or places connect to Africa. Another element considered by this reading is the anthropological and theological aspects that join traditions and customs present in the Bible with the traditions of peoples of African origin. Finally, a fourth key is a postcolonial and anti-imperial reading that seeks to deconstruct the racist readings of the texts utilized to discriminate and to justify processes of domination and submission of one people by another. TALC is a prophetic voice, a permanent invitation and challenge to Christianity to get out of an exclusivist frame of reference and enter in the dialogical dynamic of the Spirit, learning to listen to many and different words of God.

See also CARRIBEAN THEOLOGY; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; POVERTY; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY.
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AFRICAN INITIATED CHURCHES

 

African Initiated Christianity (also referred to as African independent churches or African instituted churches) has made and continues to make a considerable contribution to Christianity in Africa. This includes the innovative adaptations these churches make to older African religious beliefs, such as their approach to the phenomena of *ancestors, divination, and traditional medicine and healing. They help understanding of issues such as *contextualization, inculturation, syncretism and how Christianity relates to African culture. This contribution is so far-reaching that we may really consider it a reformation of at least the magnitude of the Protestant *Reformation in Europe, and perhaps a more profound Reformation than the European one ever was.

After the European colonization of Africa, a process of religious *acculturation took place as older African religious and social traditions were threatened and partially replaced by new ones. The creative independent African Christian churches that began to emerge at the turn of the twentieth century were initially snubbed and persecuted. In most countries of sub-Saharan Africa today, Africanindependence is a significant section of the Christian population. They are undoubtedly a major force in African Christianity, one manifestation of the shifting of the center of gravity of Christianity in the twentieth century from the North to the South. Living, radical experiments of an indigenized Christianity that has consciously rejected Western ecclesiastical models and forms of being Christian are provided in the African Initiated Churches (AICs). There are many different kinds, from the earliest “Ethiopian” and “African” churches that emerged at the end of the nineteenth century to the later, more prolific “prophet-healing” and “spiritual” churches, and then the most recent “charismatic” churches that emerged after 1970. (It should be noted, however, that within this Dictionary writers use the term AIC in varied ways.)1. Origin and Diversity

2. “African” and “Ethiopian” Churches

3. “Prophet-Healing” and “Spiritual” Churches

4. Newer Pentecostal/Charismatic Churches


 





1. Origin and Diversity.

 

The Liberian prophet William Wade Harris and the Harrist movement that emerged from his remarkable ministry and that of the Nigerian healer-prophet Garrick Braide in 1912-1916 influenced the development of AICs throughout West Africa. Parallel developments took place in the Congo and in southern Africa, where the greatest proliferation of AICs in the continent is to be found. Many AICs found themselves in violent conflict with both the colonial administrations and the European missions. More recent new *pentecostal and *charismatic churches have arisen in different parts of Africa in the last three decades of the twentieth century, resulting in revivalist and rapidly growing independent pentecostal or charismatic churches, some of which propagate a “success” and “prosperity” theology.

Because of the great variety of AICs throughout Africa, it would be very difficult, if not impossible, to describe the theology of African independence without making misleading generalizations. There are some theological tendencies, however, that many AICs share. In any categorization of these movements, the differences must be recognized and the distinctive liturgies, healing practices and approaches to African religion of different AICs appreciated. A typology can be no more than a hypothesis that depends on further research for its confirmation or correction, as it may overlook the complexities of the subject or may even distort our understanding of it. Dividing AICs into types is not particularly helpful, and what is offered here is a very brief outline of an extremely complicated subject. Types are described to facilitate understanding of the broad differences between the movements, but such categorization does not do justice to their diversity. The movements described here are dynamic churches in a constant process of change. Three broad categories of AICs, however, have certain common theological features that distinguish them from others.



2. “African” and “Ethiopian” Churches.

 

AICs that do not claim to be prophetic or to have special manifestations of the Holy Spirit, and which have modeled themselves to a large extent on the European mission churches from which they seceded, have been called “Ethiopian” or “Ethiopian-type” churches in Southern Africa and “African” churches in Nigeria. These were usually the first AICs to emerge. The term Ethiopian or African is not used or recognized by all churches in this category, however. Nevertheless, these terms are used for want of better ones to describe AICs generally of earlier origin than the other two types described below and to describe those that arose primarily as political and administrative reactions to European mission-founded churches.

For this reason “African” churches are very similar to the churches from which they emerged, and their theology can be described as derived from European Protestantism, especially Reformed, Methodist and Lutheran traditions.

These churches usually practice infant *baptism, read liturgies, sing translated European hymns, wear European-type clerical vestments (often black) and are less enthusiastic or emotional in their services than are the “prophet-healing” churches. They tend to be less prescriptive than other AICs regarding food taboos such as eating pork, the use of medicine and the consumption of alcohol. They were a reaction to the white mission’s conquest of African peoples, even though their church organization and Bible interpretation were largely copied from the patterns of those mission churches and sometimes even include the church’s generic name in the church title: Methodist, Presbyterian, Congregational, Lutheran and so on.

In Southern Africa, the word Ethiopian in the church name is more common and had special significance in these countries more heavily colonized than the rest of Africa. Ethiopia, the only African nation that had successfully resisted European colonialism by defeating Italy in war, is mentioned in the Bible as a nation that will “stretch out its hands to God” (Ps 68:31). This verse and the conversion of the Ethiopian court official (Acts 8) formed the basis of the “Ethiopian” ideology that spread in South Africa in the 1890s and may have affected the establishment of these AICs elsewhere. Africans had received Christianity before Europeans had, and therefore had a special place in God’s plan of salvation. The “African” and “Ethiopian” churches have declined in the past fifty years and have been somewhat eclipsed by the other, more enthusiastic churches.



3. “Prophet-Healing” and “Spiritual” Churches.

 

The “prophet-healing” or “spiritual” churches emphasize the power of the Spirit. They are independent African churches with historical and/or theological roots in the pentecostal movement, although they have moved in their own direction away from Western forms of Pentecostalism in several respects over the years. Like Pentecostals, however, they are churches that emphasize—usually in contrast to “Ethiopian”/“African” churches—the working of the power of the Spirit, especially through *healing and *prophecy. Although these AICs differ fundamentally from Western pentecostal churches, they too emphasize the centrality of the Spirit in faith and (especially) in practice, and therefore have also been termed “African Pentecostal.” This is the largest and most significant grouping of AICs, and a particularly difficult type to describe, for it includes a vast variety of some of the largest churches in Africa, with hundreds of thousands of members—and in the case of the Aladura and the Zionists, millions. Some churches are members of ecumenical bodies, and in the eyes of those who consider these councils as offering some measure of respectability, these moves are welcomed and give the AICs legitimacy denied them by European churches and colonial powers. But most of these churches are not members of ecumenical bodies, and their legitimacy hails from a belief in divinely appointed leaders who do not feel a need to seek human recognition and from their time-tested strengths as major denominations in their own right.

Because written theology is not a priority and is generally less precisely formulated in these churches, the differences in theology, liturgy and healing practices are considerable. Foundational are definite theological presuppositions, found more in the practice of their Christianity than in formal dogma. There is an emphasis on healing, although the methods of obtaining healing differ. Whereas most Pentecostals generally practice “laying on of hands” or prayer for the sick, this will often be accompanied in prophet-healing churches by the use of various symbolic objects such as blessed water, ropes, staffs, papers, ash and so on. There are often rules prohibiting alcohol, tobacco and pork. The attitude toward traditional religious practices is generally more ambivalent than in other pentecostal churches, particularly when it comes to ancestor rituals, and some churches also allow polygyny. But the majority take a clear stand against certain traditional practices such as witchcraft and spirit possession.

For the outside observer, the biggest distinguishing feature of these churches in most parts of Africa is the almost universal use of robes and uniforms for members, which are often white robes with sashes and in some cases military-like khaki. These obviously non-African accretions notwithstanding, these churches have possibly adapted themselves to and addressed the popular African worldview more substantially than other types of churches have, and this is their unique contribution toward understanding Christianity in Africa. It is in fact this adaptation to and confrontation with African tradition that constitutes the challenge of these AICs to a contextual African theology, particularly when African theologians have sometimes taken on board the entire spectrum of African traditional religion without question.



4. Newer Pentecostal/Charismatic Churches.

 

The newer pentecostal or charismatic churches and ministries are of more recent origin, and their theology will be dealt with in the entry on Pentecostalism. There is a strong Western, especially North American, pentecostal influence in many of these churches both in liturgy and in leadership patterns, and the “prosperity gospel” is sometimes promoted. They are often seen, particularly by the older AICs, as mounting a sustained attack on traditional African values.

See also AFRICAN THEOLOGY, EVANGELICAL CONTEXTUAL; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION.
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AFRICAN THEOLOGY, EVANGELICAL CONTEXTUAL

 

The evangelical and contextual nature of African theology will be considered in this article. However, the terms evangelical and contextual will be qualified in distinction from their Western, especially North American, counterparts. African Theology has developed with little influence from the European Enlightenment, which has dominated Western theology, and from the associated conservative/liberal debate in the West. While African Theology is orthodox with regard to most of its central beliefs concerning the Bible, God and the person of Christ, one of its central concerns is to accommodate aspects of an African worldview. This has impacted, for example, its understanding of God and salvation. African Theology south of the Limpopo River has emphasized more the aspects of democracy and liberation, while that north of the Limpopo aspects of culture and identity.

Two things are apparent when it comes to the history of Christianity in Africa—the first is that the gospel, at least south of the Sahara, has been widely accepted and embraced, and the second is that attempts have been made, from the earliest beginnings of the Christian mission, to understand it in African terms. It is these two phenomena—reception and reinterpretation of the Christian message—that make the terms evangelical and contextual appropriate adjectives when it comes to describing African theology. But these terms themselves need to be qualified because both of them carry certain connotations associated with influences that are not African.



1. Defining Evangelical and Contextual.

 

Evangelicalism in the West, especially the United States, has associations that African evangelicalism does not have. Four of these are notable: individualism, dualism, rationalism and political conservatism. Most of these characteristics are products of the Western legacy of the European Enlightenment, of which Africa knows little or nothing. The autonomy of the individual, which is so strongly entrenched in the Western worldview, has its opposite counterpart in Africa, where a person is a person through other people. While dualism is manifest in a host of separations in the West—soul from body, reason from faith, church from state, individual from community, present from past, secular from sacred—Africa knows a kind of unity of being and acting unencumbered by such dualisms. Rationalism, characterized by the appeal to Cartesian reason and a Newtonian attempt to organize and control the material universe, is counterpoised in Africa by openness and vulnerability to a spiritual, animated and contingent universe in which humankind finds itself in a constant state of negotiated dependence—in spite of the influences of modernity. Political conservatism means belief, among other things, in the organized promotion of certain values centered around the individual, the free market and the divine destiny of Israel. These beliefs, which most Western evangelicals seem to think are divinely inspired in some way, are accompanied by the equally strong belief that they are central to the Christian mission and that they must therefore be propagated, by all means, throughout the world. African evangelicals, except where American influence has been particularly strong, simply do not have them.

If the word evangelical comes with baggage, so does the word contextual. Contextual theologies are usually associated with a certain kind of methodology and a certain (explicit) political agenda. Liberation theology—in its Latin American and South African forms, for example—are cases in point. Both of these, though the Latin American variety more specifically, used Marxist analysis to help understand the sociopolitical context, and both unashamedly embraced a left-wing political agenda, calling it “prophetic.” African theology knows little of Marx and has coincided with a revolutionary political agenda only in one particular moment of its history—that is in the overthrow of apartheid during the 1980s in South Africa.



2. Evangelical Character.

 

So if the words evangelical and contextual are to be used as descriptions of African theology, they should be understood in a revised way. What then constitutes the definition of these words in an African context? African theology is evangelical in at least three senses—it is evangelical in terms of the nature of its faith, it is evangelical in terms of its orthodoxy when it comes to foundational doctrines of the Christian faith, and it is evangelical in terms of its countenance of the powers. Faith here is used not in the doctrinal sense. We are not talking of “the faith,” that is, adherence to the rubrics of a tradition. Neither are we talking of faith in a Pauline or Lutheran sense—in other words soteriologically, as the opposite of works (although this cannot be excluded from a consideration of African theology). Here faith is being used to denote simply a propensity to believe—belief, primarily, in God, but also in unseen spiritual realities long since lost in the West through secularization. This belief emerges out of a profound sense of vulnerability where the protagonist, in Harold Turner’s terms, “is not alone in the universe, for there is a spiritual world of powers or beings more powerful and ultimate than himself” (quoted in Bediako 1995, 94).

Believing, in the African context, is not something one does when all else fails, or when one feels it is necessary to do so. It is not something that happens at the periphery of life or at knowledge of impending death. It happens at the center of life. It is a fundamental epistemological category. Believing is as real and commonplace as knowing or thinking or being. Faith is the assumption of life.

Other assumptions that are made in African theology are doctrinal beliefs associated in the West with orthodoxy. The divinity of Christ, the efficacy of the atonement, the Trinity and acceptance of the Bible as the Word of God are among some basic tenets of African theology. While most African scholars have found it necessary to interrogate the influence of Western culture in the Christian theological tradition, they have not found it necessary to question the basic orthodoxies associated with this tradition. They have, however, reinterpreted them in the light of an African worldview. The finer points surrounding the deity of Christ as expressed in the Athanasian Creed and Chalcedonian Definition are not uppermost in African theology, but the Lordship of Christ, his victory over the powers, and the efficacy of his death in delivering humankind from these powers are all important.

African theology has had to come to terms with African cosmology; soteriology, for example, assumes that the human being is not alone in the universe. Salvation is not simply a matter of the soul (Pietism), neither is it simply a matter of social transformation (liberalism). African soteriology is suited to African cosmology. Salvation of the human being has to be seen in light of the fact that the human being is part of a universe that is essentially interconnected. There is a hierarchy of power in this universe but an interconnectedness of being. Salvation cannot be seen as taking place separately either from the powers that impinge on the human being or from the ontological connectedness of the human being within the context of a wider, animated universe. This does not mean that the powers are saved. On the contrary, salvation of the human being is to be conceived as victory over the powers within a fallen universe (Jacobs). The lordship of Christ in such a universe means locating the authority of Christ within the panoply of powers that interpenetrate the cosmos, including the ancestors, and a variety of spirits and deities. Very seldom is this cosmology translated into political terms (see Ka Mana for a powerful exception).



3. Contextual Nature.

 

The contextual nature of African theology has been shaped by different forces north of the Limpopo as it has south of the Limpopo. In sub-Saharan Africa north of the Limpopo the issues shaping African theology have primarily involved culture and identity. Those south of the Limpopo—that is South Africa—have primarily had to do with politics and democracy. These have been respectively characterized as theologies of being and theologies of bread (Balcomb 1998). Theologies of being have do with coming to terms with crafting an African Christian identity, and theologies of bread have to do with sociopolitical implications and witness. Bediako (1992) summarizes well the “being” dimension of African theology, covering some of African luminaries that have been part of this endeavor, for example, Bolajo Idowu, John Mbiti and Mulago gwa Cikala Musharhamina. In the South African context theologies of bread have to do with coming to terms with the need to get rid of the sociopolitical policy of apartheid and transform South African society into a democracy. A cutting edge contribution to this cause came from the evangelical sector of the church in the mid 1980s in the form of a document compiled by a host of evangelical church people and known as the Evangelical Witness in South Africa. This document was written during the height of the democratic struggle against apartheid and critiqued some of the basic flaws inherited from the Western evangelical tradition that caused it to be compromised with the apartheid regime. The most prominent of these were political conservatism—reflected in the penchant to obey the ruling authorities in accordance with Romans 13—and dualism, which the document understood as being concerned with the spiritual to the neglect of the social.

There are exceptions to the rule of the “being and bread” hypothesis as common to the south and the north respectively. Gabriel Setiloane, the South African Methodist theologian, for example, strongly contended that issues of culture and identity were as important as issues of liberation and democracy, when everyone else in South Africa was emphasizing the latter. Similarly Jesse Mugambi, the Kenyan theologian, moved to sociopolitical issues, more specifically issues of reconstruction, when his many counterparts were still focusing on issues of identity.

The advent of democracy in South Africa has posed new challenges to African theology in general and evangelical theology in particular. The seismic shift that has taken place since April 1994 when South Africa became a democracy has meant that those who used to be on the left during the days of apartheid have now shifted to the middle; those in the middle now find themselves on the right; while those on the right seem to have disappeared altogether. The liberalization of the society (the new South African constitution is said to be one of the most liberal in the world) has raised new and controversial issues that African theology, especially in its evangelical forms, has not been slow to vociferously encounter. These include the recognition of the rights of gays—to the point where the institution of same-sex marriage is now seriously on the table—the abolition of the death penalty and a pro-choice position when it comes to abortion (See Balcomb 2004a and 2004b).



4. Summary.

 

African theology is an indigenous attempt to understand Christian theology within the African context. It is evangelical in terms of its commitment to the essential orthodoxies of the tradition received from the West and it is contextual in its attempt to shape this tradition in terms of an African worldview. While an essential concern of African theology has been to craft an African identity, it also responded to the need of political transformation during the days of apartheid and continues to respond to the issues that are being raised by political changes in the new democracy. See also AFRICAN INITIATED CHURCHES; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION; SOUTH AFRICAN THEOLOGY.
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AFRICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT

 

In 1973, when John Mbiti heralded the authenticity of African theology, many wondered whether there was an identifiable theology that could be branded as African. The riposte was that theology is a human enterprise, reflecting upon God’s relationship to human beings and the world of nature. It is God-talk by human beings about their understanding of the nature of the triune God, the patterns of human-divine relationship and the requisite ethics. People through the ages have provided conflicting answers to these deep things. In spite of Western efforts to systematize and define it as faith seeking reason, theology remains a process as each generation and context reflects differently on its particular experiences. Context (space) and periodization (time) constitute the framework for doing theology. Each theological enterprise has a background story shaped by the culture, primal worldview, ecology and history. Culture encompasses the socioeconomic and political structures, language, religion and ways of life of a community. It constitutes the contested site in gospel-people encounters. Undergirding each culture is the worldview that enables the explanation, prediction and control of space-time events. Culture is hewn from the rock of a community’s responses to the challenges of the ecosystem. This ecosystem determines the economic structures which, according to Karl Marx, influence other aspects of the culture. Culture, worldview and the ecology, therefore, act as the hermeneutical lens to understand God-talk.1. African Theology in the African Map of the Universe

2. The Goal and the Beginnings of African Theology

3. African Theology: From World Wars to Decolonization

4. Theology, Mother Tongue and Inculturation: From the 1980s to the End of the Second Millennium


 





1. African Theology in the African Map of the Universe.

 

Africa constitutes a specific cultural context. In spite of a myriad of subcultures, there are common denominators and cultural signifiers that underscore shared identity and denote the deep-level assumptions and allegiances that format the varied cultural ingredients and provide larger meaning. Africans appropriate the gospel through the lens of their worldviews. With a cyclical perception of time, life is a journey as the soul (Akan: sunsum) travels from birth to death, through the ancestral world before reincarnating back into the human world. The human world is a reflection of the spirit world; the sacred meshes into the profane. *Ancestors, as the living dead, cross the boundaries freely, their presence being acknowledged through sacrifices, libations and festivals when they visit the human world as masked guests. In the three-dimensional perception of space, spirits inhabit the sky, earth (land and water), and the ancestral world. It is a charismatic, alive universe, a precarious vision in which evil spirits assay to ruin human beings through witchcraft and sorcery. People fight back through rituals that ward off evil spirits with the resources of benevolent gods.

The story of African theology is about the intrusion of an external agent, Christianity, into the cosmos. In the missionary enterprise, the civilization project built on Enlightenment’s evolutionary worldview demonized indigenous religions and cultures. It challenged the viability of African culture to serve as an anchor amidst rapid change and a marker of identity. The clash of worldviews became the first concern of African theology. Slave trade and various brands of colonialism severely disfigured every aspect of African culture, religion, ecology, resources and history. Admittedly, every culture contains life-threatening elements, and indigenes colluded in the destructive enterprise that created the loss of freedom and vulnerability. Often, it was “we on us.” Efforts at liberation included primary resistance, nationalist struggles, armed rebellion, freedom wars, constitutional conferences, self-rule projects, coups, countercoups and ethnic wars. The concern here is the reflective, theological dimensions in the quest for identity, recovery of dignity and the freedom to respond to the gospel using indigenous resources such as language, cultural production and indigenous knowledge.



2. The Goal and the Beginnings of African T heolog y.

 

The goal of African theology is to create the possibilities for the gospel to answer questions raised in the interior of African worldviews. It seeks to remove Western hegemonic structures and captivity in the modes of expressing the indigenous responses to the gospel—to declare that Western culture and theology are not normative. Epistemology is crucial in doing liberation theology.

This task was ironically performed by Protestant missionaries when they translated the Bible into various vernaculars, and by African Americans, who returned to evangelize Africa in the eighteenth century before the first Western missionary organization was founded. They came with a fully fledged antistructural, charismatic theology articulated in the New Life movement. In the next century, the nascent African theology spilled into the Ethiopianism movement, whose cardinal affirmations were articulated by McNeal Turner, Thomas Delaney, Alexander Crummell and Edward Wilmot Byden. Declaring that “God is a Negro” and that they “are no longer slaves,” they explained that God’s providence brought them to America so that they could return to redeem the motherland through Christianity. Indigenous revivalist movements such as Godianism and Afrikania would sprout to clothe African concepts of God in Western garb and rituals.

In the interwar years, the pneumatic emphasis blossomed in the *African Initiated Churches variously named Aladura (western Africa), Zion (southern and central Africa) and Roho (eastern Africa). Before splintering into myriad groups, the classical forms used the resources of the translated Bible to appropriate the pneumatic resources of the gospel within the depths of indigenous worldviews. The Hebrew culture resonated prominently with African indigenous cultures and created inculturating pathways as they reimagined God’s saving presence in their wilderness and the healing power of Christ through the Holy Spirit. Emphases were on prayer, rituals and symbols drawn from indigenous African and biblical roots, and a muscular ethical replication of Levitical practices. The theological achievements included the recovery of orality and narrative as a method of doing lived theology, articulated through ritual processes, *dance, *music and lively liturgies that elicit participation. The psychology in the healing practices privileged the organic union of *body, soul and spirit. Spiritualized diagnosis betrayed the sensitivity to the numinous world where the presence of evil forces explained causality. Healing, deliverance (exorcism) (see Spiritual Warfare), visions, *dreams and the quest for material resources loomed large in the ritual repertoire that included the use of indigenous pharmacopoeias. As the movement expanded, messianic, nativistic and vitalistic genres emphasized elements that challenged Christian doctrinal purity.



3. African Theology: From World Wars to Decolonization.

 

The enlarged space for African culture set the stage for the challenges to the mainline churches in the post-World War II era. A new crop of theologians trained in Western institutions joined the nationalist affray in a kerygmatic enterprise to convert African peoples and their cultures by turning these to the glare and judgment of the gospel. They argued that Africans should not be mere proselytes but truly converts; that Christ is in every culture and judges the life-denying aspects of all cultures; that the pilgrim and indigenous principles, the global and local processes must be held in tension. The enterprise went beyond cultural nationalism to interrogate how one responds to the gospel in a world in which the gods of the ancestors remained resilient. The character of African God-talk in the mainline churches in the colonial period elicited the quest for identity. John Parratt averred that African theology could be divided into two streams: one emphasizing culture in western Africa and one stressing the politics of social justice in central and southern Africa. Both dimensions remained relevant in all contexts. Each theme was privileged at different points in time, driven by forces in the environments.

In the 1960s, Harry Sawyerr led the quest for indigenization that contested missionary theology of adaptation/transplantation. He wondered whether ancestors could pass muster as the communion of saints. E. B. Idowu (1962) studied the Yoruba concept of God (Olodumare) to decry the racism in missionary theology, arguing that Christianity should be an extension of African traditional religion. By the next decade, the limits of indigenization became obvious: God was in Africa before the missionaries, but missionaries brought the gospel at known points in time. Therefore, the task of theology should be to examine the patterns of traditioning or appropriation processes better described by *contextualization and incarnation. Concerns revolved around doctrine, culture, the foreign liturgies and decision-making power monopolized by missionaries. How could one understand God, Christ, the Holy Spirit and other Christian doctrines with the backdrop of African deities, ancestors and spirits? John S. Mbiti’s doctoral dissertation at Cambridge University (1964) examined the concept of *eschatology in the New Testament, as preached by missionaries and as understood among the Akamba of Kenya from their indigenous conception of life after death. Christian Gaba (1974) examined the theology of *salvation through the sacred scripture of Anlo people in Ghana; Gabriel Setiloane developed an African theology from Tswana indigenous concepts, and Kwesi Dickson hosted a group that compared African and biblical concepts of revelation. It became the staple diet of African scholarship to explore various biblical themes either through ethnographic case studies or by painting with broad brushes. Debates on African theology moved from Botswana (1980) to Monrovia (1982) when Sergeant Doe’s coup scattered the conferees! Some suggested the ancient method of “spoiling the Egyptians.” Conservatives like Byang Kato rejected the methodology that uses indigenous religion and culture as the basis for doing Christian theology; he compared it to confusing natural and revealed theologies. Catholic scholars from Kinshasa tended toward philosophical method while Protestants deployed anthropological approaches. Kwame Bediako’s Theology and Identity (1992) likened the vibrancy of African theology to the first two centuries of Christianity in the Greco-Roman world.

The study of African traditional religion intensified, driven by the theological task. As John Mbiti insisted, the kernel of the gospel remains the same everywhere; Christ redeemed African religions and cultures that served as praeparatio evangelica. Okot p’Bitek’s African Traditional Religion in Western Scholarship accused him of “hellenizing” African traditional religion. Undeterred, Mbiti studied how Africans named God in many vernacular languages, and he examined the use of the Bible in African churches to illustrate the large areas of resonance that served as pathways to reclaim identity and demonstrate the nature and significance of African theology. He continuously repeated the Akamba proverb that cattle are born with ears, they grow horns later; that the sources for African theology are oral narratives, the Bible, inherited Christian traditions and African experiences. In this enterprise Christ remained a sore finger in the African map of the universe; so younger scholars explored various imageries for Christ: guest, ancestor, chief, king and more. Each was limited by the ambience of cultural understanding and differences in usage.

By the 1980s, it became clear that decolonization was a form of passive revolution as the departing colonialists installed black representatives who soon established dictatorships. The challenge for liberation theology was to analyze the neocolonial structures, expose the new forms of social injustice, and respond to the challenges of resilient covenants with the ancestors in the midst of modernity. Apartheid in southern and central Africa further challenged the churches. Vatican II and Uppsala 1968 changed the international Christian perspectives on Africa. But African American influence became crucial as James Cone visited Accra, Ghana, in 1977 with the message of a black liberation theology (see Black Theology). Southern Africans grasped it as an exit. A debate ensued whether it was applicable in Africa. Four political positions emerged in South Africa based on nuanced understanding of black liberation theology: Luthuli and ANC, Sobukwe’s anti-white Pan African Congress, Steve Biko’s Black Consciousness Movement and Desmond Tutu’s nonviolent United Democratic Front. This theological trend led to the Kairos Document, which became important in forcing the churches to theologically engage issues of social justice in the heat of the liberation of southern Africa. It sustained the guerilla movements by reinterpreting the gospel contextually and challenging “church theology” from the viewpoint of the oppressed. Its method was a prophetic social analysis with the mind of Christ’s sedaqah (“righteousness”).



4. Theology, Mother Tongue and Inculturation: From the 1980s to the End of the Second Millennium.

 

The cultural identity theme did not fade but was tackled through increased recognition of the power of vernacularization, experiments in ministerial formation, new models of theological education, and the concept of inculturation, which enables Christian theology to be respectful, humble, dialogical, and postures the gospel as the good news that responds to the deepest aspirations of the people.

New concerns emerged as the economies of soft and militarized African states collapsed. The World Bank’s Structural Adjustment programs worsened the scourge of poverty at the microeconomic level. Faced with the implosion of the modern state, environmental degradation, abuse of human rights, poverty and pluralism, African theology was required to become a tool of hope and a sign of God’s saving grace and preference for the poor.

In the late 1980s, a number of creative theologies emerged in Africa: Inus Daneel developed the Earth-keepers’ Theology among traditional healers, AICs and mainline churches in Zimbabwe. To counter environmental degradation and the lack of a viable eco-ethic of preservation, this theology utilized the indigenous concept that to cut down a tree without appropriate ritual is like killing a person. The ngozi spirit hovers and may become hostile until appeased. Daneel designed the Eucharistic liturgy that enabled people to confess their abuse of nature, to present and bless tree saplings at the altar and to plant the new trees.

Mercy Amba Oduyoye mobilized a Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians to write theological treatises that contest patriarchy in African churches. The dominant method was the art of remembrance, an excavation of indigenous memory that searched the language (proverbs and folktales) and the cultures in matrilineal and patrilineal communities for images that degrade women. These narratives could be reconstructed in favor of women’s roles in the past of communities. The enterprise benefited from the reconstructionist hermeneutics of suspicion in Western feminist theology but distanced itself in significant ways. For instance, its Christology painted Jesus as womanist-friendly because the maleness of Jesus does not matter in African language structures that do not differentiate according to gender. In every encounter with women, Jesus exposed some aspects of the meaning of the reign of God. *Mariology became iconic in this ecumenical sharing as evangelical and Catholic women found common ground. Like African American *womanist theology, the Circle members remained trinitarian, believing in the church, challenging the flat reading of the Bible in African churches as the source of patriarchal gender ideology, and therefore called the church to deal justly with women.

Toward the end of the second millennium Africa experienced a rapid growth of Christianity, with the cutting edge the charismatic/ pentecostal movement whose theological register includes word-faith, prosperity, deliverance, intercession, intense evangelism and exercise of charismatic gifts. The charismatization of the mainline churches all over Africa and the decline of the numerical strength of the older AICs in West Africa indicate the acceptance of theologies rooted in indigenous spirituality, the reclamation of the pneumatic resources of the Bible and the privileging of experience. Experience serves as a cipher indicating the insertion of a contradictory opinion, a right to be heard, a contradiction of what authority says. It is an assertion of a self-authenticating autonomy deploying language symbols of resistance that appeal to inherited ideology. It demands that the gospel performs better than the traditional religions in responding to health and wealth challenges. It is sensitive to the untoward natural environment, and declares that Christianity is about power in the midst of a precarious worldview and threatening global processes.

The new theology is based on the old cardinal principles of evangelicalism: intensely biblicist, emphasizing conversion, eschatology and social activism, rejecting cessationism, and recovering the pneumatic dimensions of the gospel muted in the racist effort to avoid confusion with the spirits of “pagans.” It rejects some of the compromises in the earlier *pneumatology of the Aladura, Zionists and Abaroho, especially appropriation of symbols and rituals from traditional religions. Charismatic theology enables African Christianity to regain the power in the gospel for coping and engaging the problems from both indigenous worldviews and modernity. It is an experiential theology with a muscular Christology. It is intensely charismatic because it reflects a charismatic indigenous worldview. African theology has reshaped the religious landscape of Africa.

See also AFRICAN INITIATED CHURCHES; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, EVANGELICAL CONTEXTUAL; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION; BLACK THEOLOGY; SOUTH AFRICAN THEOLOGY.
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AFRICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC

 

Since the beginning of modern missionary work, African Christian thinkers have deliberately articulated their own interpretation of the Christian faith, which has usually been consultative and ecumenical in character. Before the 1950s, African theology existed largely in oral form, though since Vatican II many works have been published giving a theological response to the changing African reality, usually as a result of international congresses and conferences organized by African scholars. Africa is a continent of immense diversity, not only on the level of its geographical contrasts, but especially on the cultural, social, political and economic levels. However, in spite of the diversity, one could still speak about the continent as a whole. And in our context, behind the diversities found in the works of African Catholic theologians, there are common elements. The writings of African theologians deal with two main topics: on the one hand the role of cultures in *evangelization (theology of inculturation) or dialogue with *religions, and on the other, the “gospel and human promotion” (or *liberation theology).1. Paths of African Theology

2. The Growth of African Theology

3. Concrete Experiences

4. Conclusion


 





1. Paths of African Theology.

 

African theology is that theology which reflects on the gospel, the Christian tradition, and the total African reality in an African manner and from the perspectives of the African worldview. The African reality in question includes the changing African society. Discussion of African theology usually considers the scene in Sub-Saharan Africa, leaving aside the *Coptic tradition in Egypt and Ethiopia. Principal trends of African Catholic theology are inculturation (see Contextualization) and liberation. The theology of inculturation, in this context, refers to the discussion on the encounter of the gospel with African cultures. The primary focus of these investigations in African traditional religion, culture and customs, was to articulate the African concept of “ontology,” or rather of “ultimate reality,” and its relation with human life and history. The theology of liberation in Africa can be distinguished by its three main currents: (1) African liberation theology as developed in independent parts of Africa; (2) African women’s liberation theology, developed along the path of injustices women undergo both in the traditional and modern African society; and (3) South African liberation theology—developed in protest to racist ideology—focusing on poverty, social challenges and structures for political and economic stability, and on self-reliance.

Recently, advocates of the emergent African theology of reconstruction have called for new directions in theology. In the view of the theologians of reconstruction, both inculturation and liberation responded to a situation of ecclesiastical and colonial bondage that no longer obtains. In place of the inculturation/ liberation paradigm, which was mainly reactive, we should install a proactive theology of reconstruction. Instead of being preoccupied with the ascendancy of liberation over inculturation or vice versa—a matter which is still of great debate in African theology—advocates of a theology of reconstruction call for an innovative transcendence of both. They propose a theology that passes from cultural and political ethics to christological ethics and politics. This unitary perception of inculturation and human promotion has produced a new term or language into African theology, namely, the theology of reconstruction.

African theologians today seek a more universal Christian theology that will connect them and their people with the whole of humanity and the history of salvation. Thus, in the writings of African Christian theologians, one sees the effort to link the African *ancestral worldview with the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ. They do this by reflecting on the Christian faith and exploring the universal dimensions of the African ancestral heritage—their origins in the One Supreme God. Africans in the diaspora, who for circumstances of history were uprooted from their ancestral heritage, also seek a world that is founded in the universal dimension of the *kingdom of God. In any case, theologians began to realize the strength Africans could draw from their ancestral history and wanted to construct a theology that would bridge the gap between their colonial past and their newfound Christian faith.



2. The Growth of African Theology.

 

Two main stages have been identified in the development of theological thought, especially among African Catholic theologians. The first stage started with the debates on the theology of adaptation. Inspired by Placide Tempel’s work on Bantu philosophy, some African theologians sought for African philosophical categories to articulate a systematic way of presenting the gospel to Africans. The method was influenced by scholastic theology. However, this first attempt has been criticized for its concordism and lack of scientific rigor. The second stage began with an anthropological approach. Inspired by *Vatican II’s teaching on the role of cultures in evangelization, on human promotion, and on autonomy and communion in the universal church family, African theologians began to use cultural categories to interpret the Christian message and to demonstrate that Christianity is the true religion for Africans. They also started to make ethical judgments on the African situation on the basis of their Christian conviction.

Thus, since Vatican II some concrete efforts have been made in some of the local churches of Africa toward inculturation. An example is the Congolese (formerly Zaire) local church, which developed its “form for the celebration of Mass.” The Congolese form of Eucharistic celebration received the Vatican approval in 1988 and was a result of over seventeen years of research and consultation by experts on the local culture and Catholic theology and liturgical tradition. There is also the Cameroonian Mass (which enjoys the approval of the local bishop), the Eucharistic Prayers of East Africa and the ritual for the consecration of virgins in Zaire (Democratic Republic of Congo). Apart from these, similar efforts are emerging in other parts of Africa. For instance, in West Africa there are particular ways in which the eucharistic celebration is turning native among the Ashanti, Yoruba and the Igbo groups. But the emerging liturgical contribution of this region to African Christianity and to the universal church is in developing Christian rites of passage or transition.

The post-Vatican II teaching and documents not only inspired African authors but also greatly influenced the development of their theological reflections. Pope Paul VI linked liturgical adaptation to the development of African Christianity. In an address to the closing session of the Symposium of African Bishops (SECAM) in Kampala (1969), Paul VI made the historic statement: “You may, and you must, have an African Christianity.” He added that liturgical development taking place in various parts of Africa was a living example of this. The same perspective could be seen in John Paul II, as is evident in his numerous pastoral visits to Africa and in his teachings which encouraged theological reflection in the areas of inculturation of the faith and human promotion in the continent. African bishops, for their own part, through their magisterial teachings also contributed to the growth and path of African theology. During the 1974 Synod on Evangelization that was held in Rome, African bishops declared as “completely out of date the so-called theology of adaptation.” The new strategy to be adopted was incarnation of the gospel into African culture.



3. Concrete Experiences.

 

3.1. African Christology.
*Christology is perhaps the one aspect of theology that has received the greatest attention from African theologians. Christ has been designated as the liberator, the ancestor, the firstborn son, the master of initiation, the healer, the African king, the African chief, mediator, savior, redeemer with power and so forth. All these are concepts and images very familiar to most African people and can serve to illustrate the figure of Jesus Christ. African Christologies based on such specifically African concepts may be called “illustrative Christologies”; some have called it “narrative theology.” Such Christologies have the merit of being sufficiently inculturated in African culture. They also serve a catechetical purpose since people can readily relate themselves to the images of Jesus Christ proposed by African Christologies.

Championed by such theologians as Benezet Bujo (Democratic Republic of Congo), and Charles Nyamiti (Tanzania), ancestor Christology is one of the motifs that fits into most of Africa. Nyamiti’s work, Christ as Our Ancestor, is perhaps the most elaborate presentation of a new Christology. Nyamiti examines the African’s ancestral belief and concludes that there are basic similarities and differences between it and Christ’s ancestorship.

With a slightly different nuance and in what looks like a more acceptable approach, Benezet Bujo attributes to Christ the title of “Ancestor par excellence” or “Proto-Ancestor,” in whom the whole life of the African Christian can be rooted. To arrive at this title Bujo does not place Christ the ancestor at the level of biological lineage (as Nyamiti did), as if Christ is just one of the ordinary human ancestors, that is, at the level of consanguinity. Rather, for Bujo Christ the ancestor is at the transcendental level.

In the view of these theologians, it is meaningful for the African to speak of Jesus as Ancestor par excellence, for in him are fulfilled all the qualities and virtues that the Africans ascribe to their ancestors. In other words, the historical Jesus fulfils the highest ideals ascribed to the ancestors in African thought—he heals, he cures, he raises the dead and so on. In short, he imparts life force in all its fullness. This love and power he bequeaths, after death, to his disciples. It is precisely in his death and resurrection, with its soteriological meaning, that Jesus transcends the ancestors. These theologians see the Eucharist as the “ancestral meal” instituted by the proto-ancestor and as that which should stand at the heart of African *ecclesiology. The Eucharist is not simply an object of contemplation. Rather, it is the very life of the church and the source of its growth, life that is not merely biological generation but rather mystical and spiritual. The purpose of the Eucharist (as with some African death-life ritual) is to impart life in all its fullness for the welfare of the whole community.

3.2. African Ecclesiology. At the Synod of Bishops Special Assembly for Africa in 1994, the language in African theology received an ecclesiological formulation through the African renewed image of the “Church as Family of God.” This renewed image of the church as family of God is the most recent result of theological reflection in Africa, which found great reception among African bishops at the 1994 Synod for Africa. In evaluating this model of the church as family, the bishops appreciated the important role of African theologians in promoting the work of evangelization in the continent.

In the Post-Synodal Exhortation Ecclesia in Africa, John Paul II once again highlighted this path of African theology. He exhorted African Christians in the following words:Today I urge you to look inside yourselves. Look to the riches of your own traditions, look to the faith which we are celebrating in this assembly. Here you will find genuine freedom—here you will find Christ, who will lead you to the truth. (John Paul II, 48)




 




It must be noted that the core message of the African renewed image of the Church as Family of God is not for the glorification of the African cultural and religious elements. Because like every other human culture, there are many elements in those cultures that may not be compatible with the Gospel message, they too need purification and redemption. In the first place, the African renewed image of the church as family wanted to point out the devastating effect on the human family of new forms of racism, ethnic exclusivism (see Race, Racism and Ethnicity) and the hidden violence of all forms which, according to the African bishops, are caused by “envy, jealousy and the deceit of the devil.” These have continued to burden the human family:They have lead to war, to the division of the human race into first, second, third and fourth worlds, to placing more value on wealth than on the life of a brother, to the provocation of interminable conflicts and wars for the purpose of gaining and maintaining power and for self-enrichment through the death of a brother. (Synod of Bishops, 25)




 




However, this is not the end of the road. Attention is drawn to the complexity of the whole problem. But the reality is that there is a new offer of hope in Jesus Christ. So, the Message adds: But Christ has come to restore the world to unity, a single human family in the image of the Trinitarian Family. We are the Family of God: this is the Good News! The same blood flows in our veins, and it is the blood of Jesus Christ. The same Spirit gives us life, and it is the Holy Spirit, the infinite fruitfulness of divine love. (Synod of Bishops, 25)




 




In other words, the church-family model intends to promote a healthy relationship between Africans themselves and people of other races, just as it presented some trajectories for strengthening and deepening the relationships among Africans of different ethnic or religious groups living in the same community and nation.

All this means that African theology seeks ways of achieving harmony, peace and understanding among people of different ethnic groups in African societies and between Africans themselves and peoples of other races. It also highlights the importance of helping us all to embrace the fact that we are all children of one God and therefore should accept one another as brother or sister. Furthermore, as an ecclesiology, it touches on the issues of the recognition of signs of growth or development into maturity found in the African churches and society.

3.3. Poverty and Human Promotion: The Theological Response. African theologians have started to show the way to commitment in human promotion in the continent. Through their prophetic voice, the theologians have put the external and internal factors responsible for Africa’s impoverishment under the judgment of the Word of God. In this their fellow elites and the African leadership have much to learn, for oppressive and dehumanizing structures are part of our daily struggle in Africa today. The reflections of African theologians on this topic, influenced by the Latin American model, focuses on poverty. This is an area where the prophetic voice of the theologians has sounded its clear call for the liberation of the continent and its millions of inhabitants from the crushing face of impoverishment. The main concern of the theologians is the building of healthy economic and political systems inspired by the African reality and the gospel message.

Engelbert Mveng from Cameroon, a great advocate of human promotion in Africa, addresses the issue of *poverty in Africa. In fact, his is an attempt to define poverty in relation to the African situation. According to him, “poverty as we experience it today in Africa is indeed a political problem.” Mveng observes that the question of poverty must not be restricted to lack of material goods alone. There are other goods—spiritual, moral, intellectual, cultural, social and so on. These kinds of poverty are just as devastating for a human being as is simple material poverty. He argues that the African situation must be viewed from the perspective of anthropological poverty: a poverty that is deeply rooted in the “anthropological pauperization” of the African. Mveng calls this anthropological poverty the indigence of being, the cause of which is the legacy of centuries of slavery and colonization that has banished Africans from world history and the world map. For while the colonialists exploited Africa’s resources, the early missionaries, according to him, waged war on African culture, with the aim of civilizing and christianizing the Africans. In addition, Mveng contends that there is an impasse in arresting poverty in Africa—because the modern mechanisms of impoverishment by the so-called industrialized nations have kept producing poverty instead of destroying it.

The concrete order of these relationships is based on perversion of meaning of political rhetoric. It “is a discourse that claims to speak of life and produces death, that claims to speak of freedom and produces oppression, that claims to speak of equality and produces inequality, that claims to utter justice and produces injustices, and so forth.” One such perverted rhetoric is found in the use of the expressions development versus underdevelopment, industrialized nations versus Third World. At industrialized nations versus Third World. At the end, what is produced is nothing but a twin industry of power and misery, of rich and poor. The significance of this division between the rich and the poor is not simply that one man has more food than he can eat, more clothes than he can wear. The reality and depth of the problem arises because the man who is rich has power over the lives of those who are poor, and the rich nation has power over the policies of those who are not rich. All this amounts to a creation of a new discourse of world domination by those who possess force, wealth and power. The paradox is that it is by making the poor poorer that the rich become richer. Thus poverty becomes this industry’s indispensable raw material.

Elochukwu Uzukwu, from Nigeria, discusses the dependency status of Africa as the major cause of poverty in the continent. The basis of his argument is that dependency is a systems problem. It is destroying African society and indeed the church from the inside. For him, dependency means first and foremost control. The control is rooted in the most elemental or primitive human preoccupation, the stomach. Hence, Uzukwu argues that the type of foreign aid Africa is receiving presently may not be in the best interest of the continent. Hunger is on a steady increase in many African countries in spite of the great risks of such church organizations like Caritas and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). For confronted with the unfair trade agreements of the General Agreement on Trade and Tariff (GATT) and the World Trade Organization (WTO), the Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) (one option of the International Monetary Fund [IMF]), an ideology of development as natural law and, indeed, the exploitative capitalist system, the churches and NGOs are powerless. They spend themselves and their resources in providing temporary relief to the suffering masses. But what emerges is the triumph of the capitalist nations’ program—the one particular notion of the individual—the middle-class individual who should be allowed to have access to all markets and to take advantage of the weaker economies of the world.

Furthermore, Uzukwu affirms that a beggar has no self-respect. Self-respect for African nations and churches will continue to be elusive until there is a certain level of self-reliance. Foreign aid destroys not only local economies but also creativity and originality. In addition, it alienates the individual or nation, since a beggar has no choice but to dance to the tune of the one who provides nourishment for the stomach. From this standpoint, Uzukwu calls for committed leadership in Africa that would positively underline the importance of communion, partnership, co-responsibility and interdependence with other nations on a civil level and with sister churches of the West and the missionary congregations on the ecclesiastical level. Leadership must rely on the ingenuity of the African people, learning to trust the people and work with them. The matter can be restated in the words of Patrick Kalilombe, who insists that what is needed is co-responsibility. Starting from the ecclesiology of Vatican II, there should be a new relationship based on co-responsibility and on what Uzukwu rightly calls the model of the “listening church” or the apostolate “with large ears.” This is not the simple relationship between the ruler and the subject or the giver and the receiver, but rather comprehension of the African situation and acknowledging of the people’s initiative and capability.

In sum, African theologians of human promotion call for the crowning element of proclamation of the good news that may lead to the conversion of the human heart and the building up of a more humane and just society for all.



4. Conclusion.

 

African Roman Catholic theology is still at its infancy stage of development, and so its impact on the actual ecclesial life in Africa is still minimal. But a good beginning has been made by asking that African cultural and religious heritage be appreciated and taken seriously in the process of inculturation, and that the gospel be used in making ethical judgments on Africa’s sociopolitical and economic situations. It is quite obvious that Africa urgently needs political and economic liberation. Poverty, injustice and different forms of oppression on the continent have assumed unbearable proportions. Furthermore, some of the leading concerns of African theologians, such as culture, human development, liberation, poverty and oppression, are viable theological categories that can enrich the traditional themes of systematic theology and the pursuit of mission. In that respect, the inculturation and liberation trends in African theology have become very important in the understanding of the mission of the church today. They are necessary instruments through which the church (at least in the African context) could address the cultural, sociopolitical and economic crises in the continent today.

See also AFRICAN INITIATED CHURCHES; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, EVANGELICAL CONTEXTUAL; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION; CATHOLIC THEOLOGY AND THE GLOBAL SOUTH; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; SOUTH AFRICAN THEOLOGY; VATICAN COUNCIL II.
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AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION

 

African traditional religion is the term used for the indigenous religious traditions of Africa. While African traditional religion has often been seen in negative terms, especially by early missionaries, later studies have demonstrated that African traditional religion was often misinterpreted by these earlier commentators. A more positive evaluation has emerged that pays more attention to the impact of African traditional religion on the African peoples and on Christianity and its effect on the larger global community. African traditional religion is not just limited to ritual sacrifices, but it reflects a holistic way of life of the African peoples. Therefore one could argue that African traditional religion even contributes to the phenomenal growth of the church in the Global South.

The important questions are: What kind of contribution does this way of life make? How does African traditional religion become the source of authority for the African people? Why is Christianity in Africa sometimes described as “skin deep”? We will begin with a brief review of the classic and contemporary efforts to examine African traditional religion and then reflect on the possible link between African traditional religion and the global Christian community.

1. Classic and Contemporary Understandings

2. African Traditional Religion and the Global Christian Community


 


1. Classic and Contemporary Understandings.

 

African traditional religion is not a single religion but is a way of life for the diverse ethnic and cultural groups of a vast continent. Therefore there is diversity in beliefs and practices. African traditional religion is the religion of pre-Christian and pre-Islamic Africa as this is embedded in the diverse cultures.

African traditional religion is the foundation stone upon which all African morality and ethics are built. African people are known to be deeply religious. There is no separation between church and state or between faith and life as in the West. African traditional religion is intrinsically tied to African people’s beliefs, culture and practices. Thus it has both inner and outer realities. John Mbiti has argued that Africa has become fertile ground for Christianity because Christianity and African traditional religion focus on the things to come. He writes, “The Christian faith is intensely eschatological, and whenever the Church expands she brings and displays her eschatological presence (kerygma, repentance, conversion, sacraments, salvation, mission and the like).” Likewise, “Akamba religious ideas and practices are directed primarily to ‘eschatological’ aspects of life—concerning death, the departed (the living-dead), the spirits and the hereafter” (Mbiti, 17). While this seems to reduce African traditional religion to otherworldliness, it is accompanied by a deep and abiding concern for this world.

Africans’ worldview is not dichotomized as the Greek philosophical worldview. While in Africa the spirits unite heaven and earth, humans are the center of attention. This is why the belief in *ancestors is incorporated into the belief system of African peoples. Yusufu Turaki points out that African traditional religion sees human beings as the pivotal point of God’s creation. Thus “the religious beliefs and the practices and the rituals and ceremonies, are all done to man’s ‘self-advantage.’ His dealings with the spirit world, is ‘not for their sakes, but for his own’” (Turaki, 129). This provides a clue to the kind of ethics and theology that obtains in this sort of environment. If humans are the center of everything, then the issue of *sin, guilt and *shame are inherent in the ethical schema of African traditional religion. As Steyne notes, “Man is the measure of all and everything else, including sin, submits to his judgment. He will decide how a deviant act should be evaluated and who should be blamed for it” (Steyne, 63).

African traditional religion has largely been preserved through oral traditions, songs, and so on. Samuel W. Kunhiyop noted that although African traditional religion does not make use of written documents, the African moral vision has been preserved over the years in three forms. First, regarding oral tradition, as far as we know, other major religions, particularly Judaism and Islam, started this way. That is, they started from oral traditions passed down from one generation to another, which were later preserved in written form. So there can be little question that oral tradition can actually pass on a valid religious morality or be the carrier for a religious tradition. These traditions can even be understood as “Scripture.” According to Kunhiyop, what has been passed on from generation to generation automatically becomes “the Scripture of the people” (Kunhiyop, 6), because, Kunhiyop goes on to argue, “tradition tells people about what God requires” (Kunhiyop, 7).

Second, songs preserve the traditional religion. Music is a way of life in African traditional society. Africans express and encounter their experience with realities—both spiritual and physical—through music. For example, in music the youths are warned of the danger of not getting married. Songs warn people of what to do or what not to do in the crises of life. In this sense one can argue that music in African traditional religion is intrinsically linked to morality. In short, if you take away the singing of religion African morality is emptied of its control (Kunhiyop, 9).

Third, African sayings and proverbs encapsulate the lived experiences of the people. They are concise sayings that speak deeply to the core of the peoples’ consciousness and religious life (Kunhiyop, 10).

Therefore, in trying to explore the fundamental issues and ideas in African traditional religion that shape African morality and theology, we must ask what issues and ideas are important for our discussion. The answer is: the issues of religion, community, morality and ethics. As Kunhiyop notes, “Morality in Africa is mainly social ethics rather than personal ethics” (Kunhiyop, 4). That is to say, African ethics is regulated by the community, and this control is often carried out in the form of proverbs. “Communal morality regulates and controls the individual’s behavior or conduct” (Kunhiyop, 4). For instance, society can pressure someone to get married even when he or she does not have the desire to marry. He or she obeys in order to avoid embarrassment from his or her kin.



2. African Traditional Religion and the Global Christian Community.

 

What then is the link between this deep-rooted way of life and the Christian influence on the continent of Africa and elsewhere? Since the birth of the Messiah, Jesus Christ, African traditional religion—and indeed all indigenous faiths—ceases to have a monopoly over its own context. African traditional religion is no longer a religion in isolation from other contexts. Jesus’ message through the apostle John sets the agenda that determines the fate of all world religions: “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself ” (Jn 12:32). The phrase, “all people to myself,” is instructive. It gives a reason for Christians to discuss not only African traditional religion but actually all religions in the world. It concerns the message of a global God who calls people into relationship with himself and with one another (Spencer and Spencer, 10).

African traditional religion has impacted the world in many ways. As Lamin Sanneh points out, the roots of African Christianity go beyond the Euro-American missionary activities in Africa. He notes, “The roots of that contact can be traced back to the very beginning of Christianity itself, when Africans played a prominent role in the life and expansion of the early Church” (Sanneh, 1). It is therefore true that “Christianity is the major modern religion practiced today throughout Africa south of the Sahara” (Hinnells, 692). But although it is true, as Hinnells argues, and “this can be accounted for by contact with European nations, which began in the fifteen century” (692), the influence has clearly not been unidirectional. African traditional religion has had a tremendous impact on the religious life of North America, Europe, the Caribbean and Brazil. Cecil Cones’ work has proved this fact (1975). He argues that in order to have a genuine black theology, black religion (African traditional religion) has to be one of the three sources and/or bases of its authenticity. Cone points out that these sources include (1) African traditional religion, (2) the environment of slavery and (3) the Bible. He contends that in order for the black theologian to be authentic, he or she must look to these sources to grasp the authentic Black truth about God (Cone 1975, 31). Thus Cone concludes, “It may be said that Africans were not converted to Christianity but they converted Christianity to themselves” (Cone 1975, 32).

The fundamental issues and ideas in African traditional religion that have shaped and will continue to shape African morality and theology are religion, community, morality and ethics. But the influence is not limited to these four spheres of life and includes, among other things, socioeconomic and sociopolitical dimensions. Therefore African traditional religion has far-reaching impact on every sphere of the life of Africans both within and outside the continent.

Finally, the study of African traditional religion is crucial today because of the paradigm shift of the Christian center of gravity. If Philip Jenkins’s assessment is right, Africa is one of the areas where we can expect to see the next Christendom. Thus his assessment needs to push African theologians to do more careful analysis of the situational development of African traditional religion so they can predict the sort of Christianity that Africa will give the world. One might even propose that Africa holds hope for the world only if African traditional religion is carefully analyzed and developed in relation to global Christianity.

See also AFRICAN BACKGROUND THEOLOGIES IN LATIN AMERICA.
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ANABAPTIST THEOLOGY

 

The Anabaptist movement, which arose during the Protestant *Reformation, is often considered not to have a theology of its own. During their first half-century, Anabaptists wrote relatively little theology, mainly because (1) they hailed mostly from lower classes, which were largely illiterate; (2) they emphasized living their faith and rejected thought that did not enhance practice; (3) they were considered traitors and/or heretics, and forbidden to attend schools or to openly publish or debate. By the twenty-first century, however, Anabaptists worldwide (1) had risen modestly on the social scale, yet still prioritized mission to marginalized peoples; (2) still emphasized practical living; but (3) were much less often legally barred from education and publication. This article will show how the last three factors affect current Anabaptist theology.

First, several terms must be defined. Anabaptist will denote groups stemming from the sixteenth-century movement, mostly called Mennonites today; groups stemming from the early eighteenth-century German Baptist Brethren, especially the Church of the Brethren and the Brethren Church; and the swiftly multiplying numbers of people who call themselves Anabaptist but remain in other denominations.

Second, we will assume that Anabaptists always had an implicit theology—a set of basic convictions about God’s character, human destiny and so forth—which guided their lives, even if somewhat unconsciously (McClendon). This article will show how this implicit theology is becoming explicit today—being articulated more precisely in more comprehensive, interconnected ways. However, since constructive or *systematic theology is relatively new among Anabaptists, some expressions of their explicit theology could be classified under biblical studies, ethics, church history or missions.

Third, two of Anabaptism’s most basic convictions have always been the following: (1) The church is a close-knit, participatory, nonhierarchical community. The explication of Anabaptism’s implicit theology often occurs in group discussion: at local levels, regional conferences and in periodicals. (2) Practical Christian living is patterned after Jesus’ life and teachings, including his way of peace, servanthood, and critique of wealth and social privilege. These convictions have often distanced Anabaptists from ordinary society and politics, sometimes because forced to be separate, sometimes by choice.

1. Africa

2. North America

3. Latin America and Spain

4. United Kingdom and Oceana

5. Continental Europe

6. East and Southeast Asia


 


1. Africa.

 

Community-oriented theological explication is visible in the countries with the fifth and second largest Mennonite populations, two of Africa’s poorest countries. Before an oppressive Marxist government forced it underground in 1982, Ethiopia’s Meserete Kristos church numbered 5,000. By the end of that period, without trained leadership, it numbered 51,000. To finally provide theological training, Meserete Kristos College opened in 1994. By 2006, over 350 persons had graduated, but only 45 at the bachelor’s level. As of 2006, about 17-20 people possess master’s degrees and none a doctorate in this church of 131,000 (membership numbers do not include active regular attenders or children who are not baptized; membership statistics should be tripled if they were included). Nonetheless, Meserete Kristos leaders have developed some 67 courses of study, beginning with 15 theological issues (God, Bible, Christology, soteriology, etc.), followed by the church, ethics, and biblical and topical issues, studied methodically in most congregations (see Mennonite World Conference).

In 2001, Congolese women initiated a “Women Theologians” program. By 2006 it had spread to most of Africa and to South American’s southern cone, organized by the participating women and subsidized by the Mennonite World Conference. Though the participants work at reading Scripture afresh in their contexts, the movement aims mostly at utilizing women’s gifts in churches. Why, one might wonder, have most issues commonly called “theological” not yet appeared on their agendas? One answer is education. Among the 200,000 Congolese Mennonites (600,000 active participants), only thirteen women possess bachelor’s or master’s degrees in theology. In the four other most involved countries (Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Zambia and Kenya) only seven women have the bachelor’s, none the master’s. Despite their intelligence, few of these African women are yet familiar with commonly recognized theological concepts.

One might wonder, then, should these women be called “theologians”? From an Anabaptist perspective, the answer for them, as for the authors of the Ethiopian study courses, is yes! For they all are endeavoring to articulate the implicit theologies of their communities explicitly. They do not wish to remain at their present level, but are eager to go further. Yet given the imperatives of evangelism, church work, and meeting desperate human needs, combined with the scarcity of educational opportunities, this process may move slowly.



2. North America.

 

Turning to a quite different point on the explication spectrum, theologies in Anabaptist perspective (differentiated from Biblical, ethical, historical or mission studies) began to emerge around 1980. This development owes much to ethicist John Howard Yoder’s efforts to teach systematic theology, beginning in the 1960s (Yoder 2002). Theological thinking, Yoder argued, is important for church life and ministry because it began in the NT. John, Paul and others needed to articulate the basic kerygma differently as the gospel spread into different cultures.

Yoder traced theology—the church’s necessary task of explicating its faith in different contexts—up to Chalcedon (AD 451). The Nicene Creed, in his view, expresses many NT claims about Jesus, but in an ontological language and a political context which he criticized. Though more critical of Chalcedon, Yoder affirmed it and Nicaea (“the Creeds”) broadly throughout his career, especially in ecumenical contexts, for presenting Jesus’ lifestyle and teaching as “fully” and therefore “normatively” human. Yoder always derived ethics from Jesus and the NT church, whose pattern(s) he considered unique (Yoder 1972).

Most North American Anabaptist theologians prioritize this biblical, or narrative, orientation. J. Denny Weaver greatly appreciates Yoder, but considers “the Creeds” direct products of their “Constantinian” context which, because they skip over Jesus’ life, allow professing Christians to abandon his teachings and the church to assimilate to the state. Weaver includes Anselm’s satisfaction theory of the *atonement among “Constantinian” constructs and rejects it in toto for basing atonement on divine violence. He prefers a Christus Victor account highlighting Jesus’ struggle against and resurrection victory over evil powers. Weaver’s narrative Christus Victor, however, treats these powers solely as the inner ethos of human institutions and seldom mentions atonement’s spiritually transformative dimensions.

C. Norman Kraus’s work, including a brief systematic theology, displays neo-Orthodox influences. Somewhat like Emil Brunner, Kraus underscores revelation’s priority, Christ’s centrality and God’s historical inbreaking, while distancing theological claims about these from factual, philosophical or scientific language.

James McClendon approached theology from a “baptist perspective” by covering its Doctrine in a second volume, following a first volume titled Ethics and preceding a third volume titled Mission. McClendon did not prioritize any of these, but interrelated them closely, as “three logical levels of penetration into the data of theology” (1986, 45). Somewhat like Yoder and unlike Weaver, McClendon appreciated “the Creeds” in some ways while critiquing their ontological language and political context. His three-volume effort often interacts with other traditions and is the most comprehensive current Anabaptist theology.

The present writer’s theology also prioritizes biblical narrative. It is somewhat less comprehensive than McClendon’s but perhaps more ecumenically oriented. Here “the Creeds” express not “Constantinianism,” but a culmination of pre-Constantinian confessing and theologizing. Like Weaver, I favor the Christus Victor understanding of Christ’s work, but also stress its spiritually transformative side.

According to A. James Reimer, Yoder and Weaver (and G. Kaufman) build too much on an immanent historicism that ultimately subjects all things to human control, and most people to technological and political manipulation. Reimer affirms “the Creeds” and other classical themes, but apparently bases this more on their implied critique of historicism than biblical narrative.

Nancey Murphy proceeds quite differently, from a profound philosophical examination of modern science. Physical sciences, she concludes, cannot explain ultimate causation and purpose, and neither can social sciences provide ultimate ethical principles. Theology must supply both lacks, with an Anabaptist ethic of self-renunciation replacing the theology of violence that subtly permeates the social sciences (Murphy and Ellis).

For Harvard Professor Emeritus Gordon Kaufman, perhaps the best-known Mennonite theologian, all religions and theologies are social constructions. Christian theology, then, cannot be based on claims of unique revelation. Instead, it must, through metaphysics, construct a concept of “world,” and then one of “God,” showing how this “world” depends on “God”; finally, it must reconstruct its “world” concept in light of its “God” concept. Kaufman’s emphasis on contemporary construction has influenced some younger theologians such as Daniel Liechty and Ted Grimsrud. Duane Friesen seeks to integrate Kaufman’s orientation with Yoder’s, and he includes not only social ethics, but also art and philosophy in his comprehensive explication of Anabaptism.



3. Latin America and Spain.

 

Anabaptist theology’s influence in Latin America has spread far beyond Mennonites and Brethren, largely among evangelicals sensitized by liberation theology’s sociopolitical critique. Because Anabaptism has always promoted a communal ideal critical of “worldly” structures, it can suggest creative approaches other than political or military to Latin America’s social problems. This influence can also be traced to John Howard Yoder, who taught in Uruguay in the 1970s. Many influential evangelicals of other denominations, such as C. René Padilla and Samuel Escobar, often call themselves Anabaptists.

Many current theological tendencies appear in John Driver’s writings, which were developed, taught and tested in multiple Latin American and Spanish settings. Driver often describes the church as a countercultural, non-hierarchical community, forming disciples and sharing wealth in ways that challenge dominant systems. He also exegetes NT images of the church in mission, of the people of God and of atonement comprehensively. Driver recounts church history in “upside down” fashion, highlighting movements such as Montanism, Anabaptism and Ecclesial Base Communities.

Themes like the church of the poor and history operating through marginalized peoples appear in Latin American Anabaptist writings. Various authors have outlined differences and similarities between Anabaptism’s and liberation theology’s appropriation of these. Latin American Anabaptist Christology highlights the earthly Jesus and the importance of following him, but sometimes seems, at least to some outsiders, to downplay his divinity.

A Latina outlook informed by Anabaptism is provided by Nancy Bedford, an Argentinean Baptist with a doctorate under J. Moltmann, now among Mennonites in North America. Bedford notes, for instance, that an Anabaptist perspective can bridge common dichotomies, such as liberal-evangelical, and encourage the open, vulnerable dialogue and friendship needed to cross cultural and theological borders (Aquino and Nuñez). Recently an established Catholic theologian with years in El Salvador, Antonio González, was baptized into the Brethren in Christ in Spain. González’s latest work, Reinado de Dios e imperio (The Kingdom of God and Empire), analyzes today’s global socioeconomic situation from a theological perspective quite compatible with Anabaptism in far greater detail than other authors mentioned here.



4. United Kingdom and Oceania.

 

Elsewhere around the globe most explicit Anabaptist theologizing appears in countries with surprisingly few Mennonite or Brethren churches. It is developed in and influences far wider circles, as in Latin America. The London Mennonite Centre concentrates far more on introducing the Anabaptist perspective to other Christians than on planting Mennonite churches. In 1992 it birthed the Anabaptist Network, with its own journal, Anabaptism Today. In 1995 Australians and New Zealanders joined and began publishing On the Road, a similar journal. The Network consists mainly of scattered study groups (about fifteen in Britain in 2006). It holds conferences, provides Anabaptist resources and conducts online discussions.

Network participants discuss intensively what it means to be Anabaptist Christians in countries that never had any. This includes articulation of basic beliefs, but in the contexts of diverse local challenges and issues. The Network and other Mennonite efforts attract more highly educated persons than Anabaptists often have, but this is largely due to their vision of mission and community among the marginalized. Here and elsewhere, as we shall see, “sectarian” Anabaptism has broad ecumenical appeal.

British Anabaptists have concentrated on formulating their “core convictions,” and more recently on atonement, where differences between Christus Victor and substitutionary/ satisfaction models are debated, as in North America. Stuart Murray, an Anabaptist Network leader, wrote a scholarly work on Anabaptist hermeneutics, highlighting themes such as congregational participation. Murray also chronicles the historical rise and demise of “Christendom” and the challenges of “Post-Christendom” for church life and mission. In Oceania the scholarly theology of Australian Baptist pastor Thorwald Lorenzen and the detailed biblical work of New Zealander Christopher Marshall on issues of justice and human rights both stimulate and are stimulated by the Anabaptist Network.



5. Continental Europe.

 

Much stimulating Anabaptist reflection comes from the International Baptist Seminary in Prague, its Journal of European Baptist Studies and its frequent conferences. Baptists originated around 1600 among English refugees in the Netherlands who were influenced by Mennonites there (though exactly how much is debated). Since European Baptists have always been distinct, sometimes persecuted minorities, they resemble Anabaptists more than most Baptists elsewhere. Questions of Baptist identity, which often arise, include how Anabaptist the seminary is, and sometimes connect with themes such as “following Jesus in a violent world.” Conferences and sophisticated articles are devoted to themes such as ethical normativity, environmental theology, the role of tradition, engaging other Christian traditions and church mission in a postmodern world. Much like Mennonite efforts in Latin America and Britain, the International Seminary engages many people beyond Baptist or Mennonite circles.

Since 1980 French-speaking European Mennonites have published about eighty thoughtful studies, usually multi-authored, on crucial issues. Since most of these Mennonites had become acculturated and even surrendered the peace witness by then, this series documents the rediscovery and reappropriation of early Anabaptist beliefs and values. Some studies deal with themes such as Christian formation and modernity (no. 1, 1987), the meaning of faith (no. 1, 1988), and eschatological hope (nos. 3 and 4, 1999).

Among German-speaking Mennonites, who hold several theological conferences each year, University of Heidelberg Mennonite theologian Fernando Enns writes extensively on the ecumenical significance of peace churches. To impact the ecumenical world, Enns argues, these churches should present peace not as one particular issue, but within the framework of their ecclesiologies. Enns shows how such a communal ecclesiology can be rooted in the relations among the Trinitarian persons. He draws on Yoder, but critiques him for overplaying God’s kingdom, a quasi-social concept, and downplaying the Holy Spirit.

Despite the widespread interest in rediscovering Anabaptism, historian Hans-Jürgen Goertz cautions that the sixteenth-century movement was not uniform, nor are its connections to the present direct. Some German-language theology, some aimed at laity, emanates from Bienenberg Seminary near Basel, which includes French classes.

In the Netherlands Mennonites gained toleration much sooner than elsewhere. Among the results were greater social assimilation, the influence of Enlightenment thought, a liberal Anabaptist theology and loss of members. The most prominent recent Dutch Anabaptist theologian, Sjouke Voolstra, championed a return to a more biblical theology and traditional beliefs to stem further decline.



6. East and Southeast Asia.

 

Consistent with its history, Anabaptism here spread mostly among marginalized peoples. Explicit Anabaptist theology is visible mostly in two countries with high educational levels. Although Korea has only about sixty Mennonites (as of 2003), an Anabaptist study center was established in 2001. Already scholarly works (in Korean) are beginning to appear (Shin).

Although Japanese Mennonites number only about 3,500, a significant number of other denominational leaders have “Anabaptized” through Mennonite leadership in the Tokyo Mission Research Institute and the Asia Graduate School of Theology/Japan around 1990, and the Japan Missiological Society in 2005. Anabaptist theological reflection appears most frequently in historical, cultural and socioeconomic analyses of Japanese society from the vantage point of mission.

Through his study of communitarian societies, the eminent sociologist Gan Sakakibara discovered early Anabaptist models, translated some early writings, and, late in life, joined a Mennonite church. Takanobu Tojo, perhaps Japan’s leading Anabaptist thinker today, teaches and writes on sociology and economics, pastors a Brethren in Christ congregation, and provides leadership in the mission organizations just mentioned. Mennonite Robert Lee, a pioneer in the same efforts, compares and contrasts at length Japanese history, society and mission with Western counterparts.

Several Japanese theologians and biblical scholars, such as Masami Nakashima and Atsuyoshi Fujiwara, who recently completed doctoral dissertations, are assuming leadership in Anabaptist-oriented theology and mission.

See also BELIEVERS CHURCH TRADITION; LUTHERAN THEOLOGY; REFORMED THEOLOGY; WESLEYANISM, WESLEYAN THEOLOGY.
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ANCESTORS

 

Ancestral veneration is part of many religions and cultures, including ancient Roman religion, African tribal religion, as well as the religions of East Asia.1. Chinese Perspective

2. African Perspective

3. Ancestor Veneration in Asia: Some Theological Issues


 





1. Chinese Perspective

 

Practiced in different forms, ancestor veneration is not a uniquely Chinese phenomenon. Herbert Spencer even maintains that the ancestor cult could be considered the root of every religion. In East Asian countries such as China, Japan and Korea nowadays, the term ancestor does not always refer to a lineal progenitor; it may simply represent a close, deceased relative. In China the practice of the ancestor cult was forbidden by Communist ideology from 1949 to 1982. The cult returned to most families, however, after the economic reformation.

1.1. The Place of Ancestors in the Context of Chinese Culture. In his book Under the Ancestors’ Shadow, the anthropologist Francis L. K. Hsu points out that patriliny is one of the principles governing the entire kinship structure. The father must provide for the sons during their early years, educate them in the ancestral tradition and get them suitably married. The son owes his father absolute obedience, and he must support his parents, mourn for them, give them a decent burial that is commensurate to their social and financial status, provide for their needs in the other world, and make every necessary effort to preserve the male line. The kinship organization is a necessary link in the great family continuum, with numerous ancestors at one end and innumerable descendants at the other. The education provided is based on the assumption that they are being watched over by their ancestors from moment to moment. Death does not cut off the relationship of the departed with the living. The attitude of the living toward departed members of the family is one of continuous remembrance and affection.

The attitudes of the living toward the dead and that of the dead toward the living are functional; the relation of the living with the dead is essentially modeled upon that of the living. By glorifying the dead it both idealizes and sets the standard and pattern for kinship relations. The world of the spirits is more or less a copy of the world of the living. 1.2. The Spirits of the Ancestors. In comparing ancient China with ancient Israel and Christianity, it could be said that Judaism and Christianity are religions of the fathers, that is, patriarchal religions, whereas Chinese culture is an ancestral religion. The fathers of Israel cannot become gods after death. Israel believes in the God of her fathers, but not in divinized fathers. Nor will the Israelites pray to their fathers. In ancient China, only important people like kings or top officials could be divinized as gods or ghosts after their passing away. The term “god” or “ghost” means the same thing in classical Chinese. The world of gods and ghosts is similar to that of human beings. For ordinary people the spirit of the dead will somehow vanish into thin air after a certain period of time. Thus says an old Chinese idiom: “The death of men is just like putting out the lamp, nothing exists after that.” In the Chou dynasty (1111-249 BC), for example, Tzu-ch’an tells us in Ch’un-ch’iu Tao chuan (vol. 10, Chiu-kung year 7) that the spirit or ghost after death is only an extension of physical energy. If a strong man dies suddenly, say murdered by others, his spirit will continue to exist so that he can accomplish any unfinished job. Once the job is done, the spirit will disappear. Tzu-ch’an suggests that people build an altar for the spirit to settle. In the case of ordinary people who die peacefully, their spirits will leave calmly. The term “ghost” (kuei) means returning home, although no one knows where the original home of the spirit is. Tzu-ch’an suggests that people should build a home (tablet or shrine) for such spirits.

Confucius was not sure of the existence of spirits. He said: “If we do not even know about life, how can we know about death?”(Analects 11:11). If we are not sure about things related to the spiritual world, then what is the significance of sacrificing to the ancestral spirit? According to the Analects, when Confucius offered sacrifices to his ancestors, he felt as if his ancestral spirits were actually present. He said, “If I do not participate in the sacrifice, it is as if I did not sacrifice at all” (Analects 3:12). Confucius suggests that one should sacrifice to the ancestral spirit wholeheartedly. The concern does not lie in whether they are real or not, but in putting filiality into practice. The ancestral cult provides for people the chance to honor their forefathers in a visible way. Its basic intention is therefore educational rather then religious, aiming to remind the younger ones to show gratitude to their existing father or elders in the family.

1.3. Ancestral Worship. Confucius was honest enough not to give any instruction on life after death just because he was not sure about it. However, his answer cannot satisfy people’s curiosity. Ancestral worship had been practiced long before Confucius and continued thereafter. In early times, worshiping heaven and worshiping ancestors could be separated. The worship of Heaven originated from the concept of Feng Shan. “Feng” was the name of the grand ceremony of the worship of Heaven conducted on top of Taishan Mountain, in which prayers and thanksgiving were offered as a petition for peace and prosperity. “Shan,” on the other hand, referred to the ceremony and worship of the god of earth. Later the venue of the ceremony was changed from the top of Taishan Mountain to the outskirts of the nation’s capital.

Evidence of ancestral worship can be found in the Bamboo Chronology, which states that Huang-dih (a legendary emperor prior to the third millennium BC) passed away and his minister Tzuo Cheh took his clothes, headgear and scepter and worshiped them in the temple. Succeeding emperors of China continued this practice, thus gradually establishing the worship of ancestors. As mentioned above, ancestral worship in early times was confined to kings or top officials.

In the early Han Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220), Buddhism was introduced to China (AD 65-73). Its doctrines were based mainly on the beliefs of heaven, hell, the transmigration of souls and reincarnation. Taoism emerged in the south-western part of China almost at the same time, borrowing from the doctrines of Buddhism, and soon became a popular religion. According to the teachings of Taoism, people regard the spirits of the forefathers as real beings living in the other world. The ancestral spirit will fly around in the house of the family, bringing them fortune or misfortune right after one’s death. To console the spirit, people have to follow a set of Taoist rituals in their home. Family members should pay respect to the tablet shrine twice a day (morning and evening) by burning incense and bowing to it.

The practices of burning incense, candles and paper money were adopted in ancestral worship after the introduction of Buddhism to China. Incense burning, a ritual derived from Buddhism, was not mentioned in any Chinese classics until the book History of Jin (or Chin) Dynasty (AD 265-420). According to Buddhist teachings, one’s spirit after death needs incense burned to maintain its vitality until its reincarnation is accomplished. Candles were used in ancient times, as the worship was conducted before dawn. Now candles are used to illuminate the exhibited foods prepared for the ancestor’s spirit. The use of paper money, a practice probably originating in the Wei (AD 220-265) and Jin dynasties, became popular during the Tang dynasty (AD 618-907). Wang Yu, the official of the Tang dynasty in charge of royal ancestor worship, said that real coins were buried with the dead at their funerals during the Han dynasty. It was in later generations that paper was used to substitute for actual money to satisfy the spirits or ghosts.

In recent years ancestor worship still emphasizes the continuity of the family line and reverence for one’s elders and forefathers. It is essentially a family affair, involving prayers and offerings performed before the tablets in one’s own house and in ancestral temples. People visit the graves of their forefathers twice a year on special dates (spring and autumn) to convey their grateful remembrance of the deceased. In the Chinese tradition, the primary virtue is filial piety, an obligation to serve and honor one’s parents, without any sense of fear or reward seeking, which often results in strong social solidarity of the family. According to the studies of Francis Hsu, the ancestral spirits are believed to help their own descendants whenever they can. The living can always depend on these spirits to whom they are related, for better or for worse, and the relationship is subject to no changes. The ancestors’ behavior in life, as well as in the world of the dead, exerts influence on the fate of their descendants. In turn, their fate will also be influenced by the behavior of their descendants. It is believed that they will never take offence at their descendants, nor will they cause any disasters to befall the coming generations. In fact, it is their obligation to use every possible means to protect their descendants.

1.4. The Controversies Between Ancestral Cult and Christianity in the Ming and Ch’ing Dynasties. Jesuit missionaries first came to China in the late Ming dynasty (1368-1644). They reached out to the Confucian elite and successfully earned the trust of the Chinese emperors. They stayed in China over several hundred years, witnessing the takeover of a new dynasty. The early Ch’ing emperors (Manchu 1644-1912) still trusted Jesuit missionaries until Emperor K’ang-hsi banned Christianity because of the Rites Controversy. In fact, similar controversies emerged from time to time in missionary circles. Questions arose whenever missionaries had to deal with the “Chinese rites.” Should Christian converts be permitted to continue the practice of the ancestral cult and the veneration of Confucius? As Christianity had been accustomed to claim that it was the one and only true religion, the positioning of missionaries on one or the other side of the issue was quite revealing and even ironic. Those who were more tolerant of the “Chinese rites” were missionaries favoring greater cultural adaptation. For example, the Jesuits, who were working among the educated elites, agreed with Confucius that the ancestral cult was educational in essence. They were thus more tolerant and accepting. Other missionaries, like the Franciscans and Dominicans who worked mostly among grassroots people, tended to regard the rites as not just religious rituals but pagan superstition that had to be eradicated.

Subsequently missionaries who rejected the rites sent reports to the pope in Rome. Pope Clement XI sent as envoy to China the Patriarch of Antioch, Maillard de Tournon, to sort out the question. Incidentally, Tournon was a conservative who also condemned the “Malabar rites” of India, which the Jesuit Robert de Nobili had accepted. The Jesuits in China immediately sought help from the Chinese Emperor K’ang-his (1662-1722), who officially clarified that Confucius was not to be worshiped as a deity but venerated as a model teacher; that ancestral veneration was to be regarded as a memorial service rather than as a worship of the spirits; and that the ancestral tablet served only as a focus for filial attention and devotion, and no more.

The controversy lasted for a long time; it was considered by as many as eight popes, and involved several leading European universities in the debates. Rome vacillated in the beginning, but finally decided to settle the dispute in favor of those who opposed it. The points of the judgment were that the ancient Chinese were idolaters and the modern Chinese, atheists; the Confucian classics themselves, and even the Jesuit works published in Chinese, taught doctrines contrary to the Christian faith; ancestral rites were illicit because they were offered to the spirits of one’s ancestors and so involved idolatry and superstition to a certain extent. In a decree of 1704, which was reinforced by a bull of 1715, Pope Clement XI banned the rites decisively. In response to the decree, an imperial edict issued by K’ang-his banned Christianity in return (1724). Soon afterward the temporary suppression of the Society of Jesus by Rome (1773) effectively closed an important chapter in the history of the Catholic Church in China.

1.5. Protestant Response to the Ancestral Cult. The conflict between Christian faith and Chinese traditions further intensified in the nineteenth century. Liberal missionaries considered ancestral worship a mere cultural practice containing no element of idolatry at all. The acceptance of Chinese ancestral worship, according to them, would in fact eliminate the greatest obstacle to evangelism in China. As a result of the conflict between liberals and conservatives, the topic of ancestral worship became the chief concern in most missionary conferences.

At the First Conference of Protestant Missionaries in China, held in Shanghai in 1877, William A. P. Martin and Alexander William presented their liberal viewpoint, which differed greatly from the conservative view held by Hudson Taylor and others. The same concern was again brought forward during the Second Conference held in 1890. In this second conference, William Martin prepared a very important paper titled “The Worship of Ancestors: A Plea for Toleration.” Martin reaffirmed in this paper the educational and moral values contained in the practice of ancestral worship. The three elements of ancestor worship—posture, invocation and offering—actually contained very few elements of idolatry. The bowing posture was reserved not just for worshiping idols but for paying respect to living persons, such as parents and seniors as well. Invocation was a kind of filial expression rather than a request of protection or special favor from the object of veneration. In regard to offering, the key emphasis lay not on what was offered, but on the object to whom it was offered. Martin argued that if the Westerners could offer flowers to the dead, surely the Chinese could offer meat, vegetables and fruits and such to their ancestors. To conclude, Martin advised foreign missionaries to refrain from speaking against Chinese traditional practices.

The opposing side was led by Hudson Taylor and C. W. Mateer. They rejected Martin’s viewpoint, stressing the fact that he observed only the outward value of human respect but failed to detect the hidden element of idolatry. Toleration of ancestral worship was virtual treason against Christianity. Speaking as one of the most influential missionaries in China at that time, Taylor insisted that every detail in the ancestral worship ceremony was an act of idolatry. In condemning Martin’s viewpoint he maintained that evangelical Christians should not even discuss the toleration of ancestral worship. The conference ended up in an overwhelming victory for the opponents of ancestral worship.

1.6. Conclusion. The term ancestor is rich in meaning in the context of Chinese culture and religion. The importance of ancestors was first reflected in the ancestral worship in ancient China. This concept of one’s forefathers gave birth to the traditional ideal of extended families building on a tightly knit hierarchy of kinship. Ancestral worship is not only an essential part of Chinese religions; it is also a practice of moral teachings and a continuum of family relation. To address the issue in simple pro and con fashion will certainly miss the deeper meaning and historical implications behind it. H. K. Yeung



2. African Perspective.

 

In the previous section of this article, Yeung begins his discussion of ancestors in the Chinese context by acknowledging that ancestral veneration is a common practice in many parts of the world, and thus is not a uniquely Chinese phenomenon. Ancestor, he points out, does not always refer to a lineal progenitor; it may simply refer to a close, deceased relative. He demonstrates that the ancestral cult has two basic functions in the Asian context: a regulative and educational function. The regulative function sets “the standard and pattern for kinship relationship,” while the educational function is “to remind the younger generation to show gratitude to their existing fathers or elders in the family.”

In Africa also, the ancestors are the dead of the community, clan and national leaders who have lived a fulfilled life while on earth and have made significant contribution to the life of the clan or community and, at the larger level, to the nation. In African thought, it is a person who has lived an exemplary life who becomes an ancestor, so the cult of the dead is not to be equated with that of ancestors in general. This means that not everyone qualifies as an ancestor in the African context.

There are some similarities in the functions ancestors play in both Asian and African societies. Like our Asian counterparts, the ancestral “cult” serves a regulative function. It is connected with the Africans’ sense of community that requires the recognition of the presence of the ancestors as the rallying point of the group’s solidarity. The ancestors become the model for the community’s life, and the laws and morality given by the ancestors shape their values and their behavior within the living community. The ancestors therefore are the moral custodians who govern the community and who may punish or reward to ensure the maintenance of the group’s stability.

The educational function is seen in the exemplary lives of the ancestors—their moral uprightness, selfless devotion to the family, clan and community; their hard work and the contribution they have made to the well-being and prosperity of the community that is often enshrined in the family or community story, which the living are to emulate.

In both societies, ancestor veneration involves filial relationship with the ancestors. For example, both cultures show honor and respect for the dead; they have a high regard for the spirits of the ancestors, and regard them as real beings (living dead). They both believe in the ability of the ancestors to protect and bring fortune or misfortune to the living depending on how they behave. They share similar practices and rituals to appease the ancestors when wronged. Their rituals involve the offering of food, drinks, invocation for blessings and so forth.

2.1. Distinctive Functions of African Ancestors. Although there are shared values and functions of ancestors in the two cultures, there are, however, some distinctive differences in the way the two cultures perceive ancestors. While the Asian context seems to place emphasis on the educational function of the ancestors, the regulative function is more at the center in the African context.

2.1.1. Ancestors as Providers, Protectors and Preservers of the Living Community. In the African mind, ancestors are not just honored; they regulate the behavior of the living community. Ancestors give identity to the community. They are the custodians of family or community traditions, values and customs, and they ensure that these laws or taboos and customs are followed for the well-being of the family or the community.

The community must obey them because its prosperity—good health, children, long life and so forth—depends on them. The ancestors guarantee the community’s continuity. Failure on the part of the living community to walk in the customs or traditions of the ancestors will result in punishment, sickness, misfortune and even death.

The family, clan or tribal-ethnic ancestors are venerated according to the needs at hand. The occasion indicates which ancestors are to be contacted. The family ancestors are called upon at important moments of life, principally at birth, puberty, marriage and death; they are also called upon on occasions when members of the family envisage new undertakings. When the issues are at the national or community level, then the community will solicit the help of their national or community ancestors.

2.1.2. African Ancestors Play a Religious Function as Mediators. In the African context, moreover, the ancestors play a third function that is religious in nature. The ancestors occupy a unique place in the religious consciousness of Africans. This religious dimension of the ancestral cult in Africa constitutes one distinctive element in the African’s mind in relation to the ancestors’ cult. Unlike the Asian understanding, where the cult of the ancestors only plays an educational function, in the complex African cosmology, the ancestors are benevolent spirits who are the link between the living and God, the Supreme Being. Besides God, Africans believe in a spirit world that is made up of “lesser gods” and the spirits of the dead. This religious dimension, which is expressed in the mediatory role the ancestors play between God, the spiritual world and the living, is what stands out. As mediators the ancestors understand both the spiritual world and the physical world because through death they have joined the spirit world and are nearer to God than when they were on earth.

First, the ancestors play a religious role in bringing prosperity and blessings to the living community. “Salvation,” which is associated with the good life, prosperity, good health, long life, children, healthy animals and so forth, are all attributed jointly to God and the ancestors. The ancestors are responsible to remove anything that threatens the well-being of the living and their survival.

Second, the ancestors play a vital religious role by conveying human requests, needs and prayers to God, and often God’s response to these needs are communicated back to the living through the ancestors. The ancestors, therefore, play a very critical role in religious life in many African societies.

2.2. Ancestors and Their Relation to Christ. The question raised by many people is whether Africans “worship” their ancestors or “venerate” them. Ancestral veneration in Africa is a *christological issue. Are African ancestors seen as rivals of Jesus Christ? How does Christ relate to the ancestors? Most Africans call upon their ancestors for help and not to worship them. The phrase “ancestor worship” is misleading and must be rejected. It is a description of African religion, especially the attitude adopted toward the ancestors, that distorts the African view of the ancestors.

In Africa the central place ancestors play in being the source of blessing and prosperity seems to set them up as rivals to Christ. How then are we to understand the ancestral cult in relation to Jesus Christ? Africans do not worship their ancestors because in reality their ancestors do not become after death what they were not before death. They maintain their nature as part of the living human community, thus the term “living dead.”

For Africans death binds up relationships in society, revitalizes the living and underscores their sense of community. Christ’s death, therefore, merits his being called Ancestor. However, he is the Greatest Ancestor, who never ceases to be one of the living dead, because there always will be people alive who know him, whose lives are irreversibly affected by his life and work. Through his death and resurrection, Christ displaces the human ancestors and becomes Lord over both the dead and the living. The ancestors can then be “desacralized,” and Christ can take his rightful place in the African religious consciousness. The ancestors cease to be the source of blessings and prosperity as Christ now is.

2.3. The Place of the Ancestor in African Theological Reflection. Ancestors and their place in African Christian theology have occupied African theologians for the last thirty years. The debate has largely focused on the doctrines of *God and Christ. African theologians have used the concept of ancestor to express the Christian faith in African terms in order to make the gospel meaningful to African Christians. Ancestor theology helps to emphasize the theological truth that God is the source of human life and that all blessings are now mediated through Christ. This affirmation challenges the theory of evolution as advocated by secular Western society. It also stresses the truth that life does not end with death. Death ushers humanity into another state of existence (see Heaven). The African belief in spirits and ancestors, therefore, serves a theological purpose. On the one hand, God’s transcendence is safeguarded through the respect for the distance between God and the living. On the other hand, the spirits render the transcendent immanent.

Both Protestants and the Roman Catholics in their theological reflections have explicated the theological significance of ancestors for Christian faith. For example, the Roman Catholic Church sees the ancestral cult as a bridge for the doctrine of the communion of saints, arguing that the strong attachment to ancestors makes it easy to promote both devotion to the saints and the prayers for the departed. The Roman Catholic Church is leading in this venture of inculturation. The evangelical church is beginning to open up to this thought in recent years.

African theologians have underscored the ultimate and irreplaceable significance of Christ for African Christianity. Christ by his incarnation, death, resurrection and ascension into heaven—the realm of the spirits—can rightly be called, in African terms, an ancestor, indeed the Ancestor par excellence. Ancestor Christology helps African Christians clarify the place and significance of their natural ancestors. As ancestors, they remain essentially human just as us, though they exist in the spirit realm and they cannot become rivals of Jesus Christ. African Christianity makes a clear qualitative distinction between Christ as Ancestor and natural ancestors.

The ancestor’s significance is seen in his or her continued relevance for society, not as a spirit, “but as a regulative focus for the social relations and activities that persist . . . as a deposit of his life and career” (Fortes, 129). Jesus Christ can be designated Ancestor because of the regulative focus he provides for the Christian community in terms of its social relations and activities, which are based on his life and ministry while on earth.

J. Nkansah-Obrempong



3. Ancestor Veneration in Asia: Some Theological Issues.

 

After more than four centuries of debate, the issue of ancestral veneration is not anywhere near resolution for Asian Christians, and it is likely to remain this way unless the basic underlying issues are understood.

One important fact that has not been taken into serious consideration is that ancestral veneration cannot be abstracted from the larger folk religious consciousness or primal religious instinct that forms the stable substructure of much of Asian cultures. As M. R. Mullins has noted, even in Japan, modernization has not completely eliminated folk religiosity. The lack of theological progress could be attributed to a predominantly elitist hermeneutic that characterizes Christian encounters in Asia. An elitist interpretation usually tries to isolate ancestral veneration from its religious context and treat it as largely a cultural concern for filial piety and for the preservation of the family and national solidarity.

Attempts to distinguish what is cultural from what is religious in ancestral veneration has been made since the time Christianity came into contact with Asian cultures (notably Chinese and Japanese), but this approach has had only limited success. This is because interpretations are neither contextless nor individualistic but involve a complex of shared myths and rituals within an interpretive community. Elitist perspectives tend to demythologize the beliefs, seeing in them more culture than religion and thus rendering the rituals religiously innocuous. An elitist interpretation might satisfy the conscience of some Christians, but whether it will convince Christians or non-Christians at the folk level is quite another matter. In my observation, once the central features of ancestral rites are removed, like the ancestral tablet or altar, the central meaning of ancestor veneration no longer obtains. In the minds of most folk religionists, if one removes food offerings before the ancestral tablet, what results is no longer true veneration. At the popular level, rites and their interpretation are not readily separable, and any attempt to separate them either by finding nonreligious ritual substitutes for ostensibly religious ones or reinterpreting religious beliefs into acceptable cultural and ethical norms (demythologization) will not convince. Within the Christian community it may salve the conscience of the “weak,” but it will not convince practitioners of folk religions. There is a place for the strengthening of weak Christian conscience. Its salutary effect is that over time it narrows the gap between the “strong” and the “weak” and broadens the Christian consensus. But non-Christians remain unconvinced that Christians take ancestral veneration seriously despite the latter’s strong avowals. This troubled state of affairs is further exacerbated in Chinese households where the Christian converts are usually the children exposed to a Western education.

Conservative Protestant missionaries are usually not given to demythologizing folk beliefs. They tend to adopt a non-elitist view. But even then they are not entirely free from the elitist assumption that the religious and cultural could be separated. The only difference is that they tend to see more religious than cultural elements in ancestral veneration. They acknowledge the reality of the spiritual world of folk religionists, but they would reject ancestral veneration as a sign of sinful humanity’s propensity to worship the creature instead of the creator, or even regard it as the worship of demons. Little could be retrieved from ancestral practices except what ethical values these practices symbolize (such as filial piety). Only suitable Christian equivalents should be observed in ancestor veneration. The conservative approach is often accused of radically divorcing converts from their cultural milieu, but it also contains an attractive feature that is often overlooked. It presents Christianity as an alternative worldview that liberates from the fears and uncertainties generated by folk beliefs. It accounts for the mass conversion of tribal societies, which generally abandoned their ancestral practices afterward. But this phenomenon is not observed in strongly Confucian societies like China and Japan.

The missionary movement in Asia using the culture-religion distinction approach has failed to come up with satisfactory ritual options for Christians that are equally convincing to non-Christians, particularly at the popular level. But there is something that we could learn from the indigenous Christian churches in Japan to break the impasse. These churches develop an integrated, coherent worldview to address the worldview of ancestor veneration rather than try to break it down into cultural and religious components. They take the primal worldview seriously, but unlike the conservative missionaries, they have a more positive assessment of the primal worldview and seek to interpret it in the light of Scripture. They acknowledge the permeability between this world and the spirit world based on texts such as 1 Peter 3:18-22; 4:6 (Christ’s descent into hell) and Matthew 18:18-20 (“whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven”). A number of practical consequences follow. The founder of the Glorious Gospel Christian Church, Kotaro Sugita, teaches prayer for the dead, believing that since the ancestors could hear them, the living could preach to them and read the Bible before them as part of a Christian version of the memorial service. They could even pray for the unbelieving ancestors for their salvation. The Spirit of Jesus Church practices baptism on behalf of the dead based on 1 Corinthians 15:29. Many of these indigenous Christians emphasize the power of Christ over the world of the dead and his salvific will for them. They take Paul’s words to the Philippian jailor that he and his household would be saved to include the extended family embracing both the living and the dead.

Several important lessons may be learned from the approaches adopted by the indigenous churches of Japan. First, they have developed a comprehensive theology of religions without compromising the finality of Christ. In this respect they are far more faithful to the Christian tradition than some Christian inclusivists and pluralists. (In terms of contemporary theories of religions theirs approximates the “postmortem” theory.) Second, they have demonstrated that satisfactory ritual substitutes (such as reading the Bible to and baptism on behalf of ancestors) could be developed if there is an adequate theology of ancestors. A demythologized doctrine of ancestors will only produce impoverished rituals. Third, they have given to the larger church, particularly the Protestant church, fresh insights into the meaning of the communion of saints and the vision of a sacramental universe. Whether their approach is to be understood as syncretism or genuine contextualization of the gospel will depend on how their beliefs and practices stand up against the light of Scripture and the Christian tradition. It would appear that in the light of their interpretation of neglected passages of Scripture, such as 1 Peter (which is not without traditional warrant), and of the larger Christian tradition (such as the idea of purgatory and communion of saints), their approach should not be too readily dismissed as syncretism.

S. Chan
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ANGELS

 

The belief in spiritual beings or spiritual powers is a prevalent notion in many cultures around the globe. The Bible affirms there are other spiritual realities that are a part of God’s creation other than human beings. These spiritual beings are called angels. This article will deal with the subject of angels by looking at their nature, their activities and functions, in relation to God, to humanity and to creation.1. Definition and Terms

2. The Nature of Angels

3. Good Angels

4. The Functions and Ministries of Holy Angels

4. Evil Angels

5. Theological Significance of Angels


 





1. Definition and Terms.

 

Angels are supernatural or heavenly beings distinguished from God and from human beings. The Hebrew word malʾak and the Greek angelos used for angels in the Bible mean “messenger.” So human messengers (1 Kings 19:2; Eccles 5:6), messengers such as prophets (2 Chron 36:15; Is 44:26; Hag 1:13), priests (Mal 2:7, 3:1) and John the Baptist (Lk 7:27) are referred to by the same word as are angels in the Bible. In most of the references to angels in the Bible, the context determines whether they are heavenly beings or human messengers. The focus of this article however, is on heavenly beings.

The Bible also uses other terms for angels. For instance, “sons of God” (Gen 6:2, 4; Job 1:6; 2:1) and “sons of Elim” (Ps 29:1; 89:6) are terms that refer to heavenly powers. They are also called “holy ones” (Ps 89:5, 7), a name that depicts their nature as well as their activities. And they are called “watchers” (Dan 4:13 KJV). Other characterizations of angels are “council,” “assembly” (Ps 82:1; 89:5, 7) and “hosts” (Ps 89:8), the idea of “hosts” referring to their countless number.



2. The Nature of Angels.

 

What is the nature of angels? The Bible classifies angels as either good or evil. The good or holy angels are those who obey and serve God. The evil angels are those who, according to Christian tradition, rebelled against God, fell with Lucifer—the devil—and are opposed to God and all he stands for.



3. Good Angels.

 

Angels are created, spiritual beings (Ps 148:2- 5; Heb 1:14; Col 1:16) who also possess human characteristics. As created beings, they are not divine or independent beings but are subordinate to and dependent on God. They are different from humans in that they are not material beings. They do not engage in sexual activities and do not marry (Lk 20:35-36). They possess the ability to take on human form whenever they appear to people in Scripture, especially when they are sent to communicate God’s message and will to humans (Gen 18:2, 16; 19:1; Josh 5:13 -14; Judg 6:21-22; 13:21; Ezek 9:2). They always appeared as men and always clothed. Occasionally, angels appear as men with a terrifying presence or in dazzling clothing (Judg 13:6; Lk 24:4). They represent God’s presence and power and derive their power from God.

Like human beings, they are moral beings who engage in actions that are judged either right or wrong. They also possess certain human characteristics, such as will, emotions and reason. Like all other beings, angels possess free will (2 Pet 2:4; Jude 6) and knowledge (Mk 13:32). Compared with humans, however, angels are of a higher order and much more powerful than humans (Heb 2:7), and they are not subject to the limitations of human flesh.

Unless they appear in human form, they are not visible to the naked eye (Gen 28:12; 31:11; Num 22:22-31). The name “holy ones” not only speaks of the moral purity of their being, but also of the kind of activities they engage in. It is this moral purity and the kind of activities that result from moral integrity that distinguishes good angels from evil angels.

Angels are classified as cherubim (Gen 3:24; Ex 26:31; Ezek 10:1-5) and seraphim (Is 6:1-2, 6), which are winged creatures, and archangels. Two archangels are mentioned in the Scriptures: Gabriel and Michael (Lk 1:26; Jude 9; cf. Dan 10:13). This suggests a certain hierarchy within the good angels. Paul describes the same hierarchy among the evil angels as governmental rulers: thrones, dominions, rulers and powers (Col 1:16), which appear to be demonic forces at work in the world.

3.1. The Angel of the LORD. The Old Testament refers to the angel of the LORD as a distinct angel, differentiated from the other angels mentioned in the Bible. The description of the angel of the LORD in the Old Testament suggests he is God in person who has taken on human form to appear to different people at different times. This angel, who appears to Hagar, Abraham, Jacob and later to Moses in the burning bush is called “the LORD” (Gen 16:10, 13; 22:11; 31:11, 13; Ex 3:2, 6). However, this angel seems to be distinct from God (2 Sam 24:16; Ps 34:7; Zech 1:11-13). This angel also guides and guards the children of Israel in their exodus from Egypt. He appears to Joshua as the “commander of the army of the Lord” (Josh 5:14; 6:2). This unique angel is believed by some to be theophanic appearance of the preincarnate Christ in the Old Testament.



4. The Functions and Ministries of Holy A ngels.

 

4.1 The Ministry of Angels in Relation to God. In respect to God, angels act as God’s messengers to fulfill his will in heaven and on earth. They are created to promote God’s purposes; they act to fulfill his will and plans in the world. Angels are to offer continuous praise to God and to the Lamb, Jesus Christ (Ps 103:20-21; 148:1-2; Rev 4:8; 5:11-13). Their basic purpose is to render service to God, in praising him or in ministering on his behalf in the realm of human affairs or other parts of creation.

4.2. The Ministry of Angels in the Community of God’s People. In relation to humans, angels interpret God’s will to humans, showing them the right way to live (Job 33:23). They also care for humans in meeting their needs (Ps 91:11). The ministry of angels was prominent in the life of the community of God’s people in both the Old and New Testaments, especially in the life of the early church.

In the Old Testament, angels executes God’s judgment on wicked nations and evil people. They are also represented as “destroying angels” (2 Sam 24:16; 2 Kings 19:35; Ps 78:49; Ezek 9).

Angels minister to believers by protecting and physically delivering them from danger (Acts 12:11), providing, encouraging and assisting in bringing answers to prayers (Dan 9:20- 27). They give direction and warning to people (Acts 8:26; 10:3, 22), escort believers to heaven (Lk 16:22) and execute God’s judgment on evil people (Gen 19:12-13; Rev 14:14 -20).

Although the ministry of angels is prominent in both the Old and New Testaments, the Christian church today does not give prominent place to angels and their ministry among believers. There are exceptions, however: the *African Initiated Churches give a prominent place to the ministry of angels in their communities. Though evangelical Christians tend to replace the ministry of angels with the work of the Holy Spirit, this confusion is not warranted. God has always accomplished his work through the agency of angels. Indeed, The Holy Spirit uses angelic beings to get God’s work done.

While the ministry of angels is necessary and important for the church of Jesus Christ univerally, we are to recognize the uniqueness of Jesus Christ and his Lordship over angels, demons and the powers (Eph 1:20-21; Phil 2:9-10; Col 1:15-16). Scripture forbids the worship of angels or any form of ancestral spirits, as created beings, and prohibits the practice of witchcraft, sorcery or manipulation of demonic or other potent powers with charms, amulets and so forth (Deut 18:10-11; Acts 19:18-19; Col 2:18-19).



5. Evil Angels.

 

The other spirit beings we are concerned with are demons and the powers. What is their nature? Unlike the good angels, evil angels have corrupted their nature and have become evil. They are charged with folly (Job 4:18) and found untrustworthy (Job 15:15). These are the evil angels or demons whose chief is *Satan.

5.1. Satan: His Nature and Activities. Satan, or the devil, is referred to in the New Testament as the chief of demons. His activities are described in the New Testament. Satan is the agent who tempts Jesus in the wilderness after his baptism (Mt 4:1-11), and he is cast into the lake of fire after the last conflict between God and the Devil (Rev 20:10). The Bible calls him by other names. He is called the serpent (Gen 3:1-7; Rev 12:9, 14-15; 20:2), Lucifer, “the son of the morning” (Is 14:12-15 KJV), destroyer or Apollyon (Rev 9:11), and described as a Dragon (Rev 12:1-17; 20:2). His other names include murderer (Jn 8:44), deceiver (Rev 12:9), tempter (Mt 4:3; 1 Thess 3:5), adversary (1 Pet 5:8), sinner (1 Jn 3:8), father of lies (Jn 8:44) and many others. These names and titles suggest the nature and activities the devil and his cohorts are engaged in.

Satan exercises power over the fallen angels as well as on the world. He is responsible for the evil and darkness that is in the world (Jn 12:46). Jesus came to bring light to the world and also to destroy the works of Satan. Jesus calls him the prince or ruler of this world (Jn 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). Paul describes him as the god of this world (2 Cor 4:4) and as the “ruler of the power of the air” (Eph 2:2). Although the Bible tends to give Satan much power, this power is restricted. He cannot go beyond the limit God has set for him. God, however, will judge and destroy the evil in the world that has been caused by Satan and his demonic forces.

5.2. Demons: Their Nature and Activities. What is the nature and identity of demons? One view identifies demons as the spirits of deceased people. Other views say demons are the unnatural offspring of angels with antediluvian women (Gen 6:2; Jude 6), or angels who fell into sin prompted by the rebellion of Lucifer against God (Mt 25:41; 2 Pet 2:4; Rev 12:7-9). The third view seems most plausible: Demons are “fallen” angels created by God who were originally good; but they sinned and therefore became evil. The Bible teaches they “left their proper dwelling” and now are “kept in eternal chains in deepest darkness for the judgment of the great Day” (Jude 6; 2 Pet 2:4). The Bible refers to demons as unclean spirits or as evil spirits. Like the good angels, the bad angels or demons are spirit beings; but they are described as unclean (Mk 1:23; Acts 8:7), localized (Mt 8:28-34; Acts 16:16), intelligent (Mt 8:29; Mk 1:24) and powerful (Mt 15:22; Mk 5:3 - 4; 9:22; Jn 10:21).

Unlike the good angels who serve as ministers to God, demons serve the devil, the chief of demons, working against God’s plans and harassing humanity (Mt 12:22-32; Mk 3:22-30; Lk 11:14 -23). The purpose of demons stated in the New Testament is to destroy people and to afflict them with diseases such as dumbness (Mk 9:17), deafness and dumbness (Mk 9:25), blindness and muteness (Mt 12:22), convulsion (Mk 1:26; 9:20; Lk 9:39), paralysis or lameness (Acts 8:7), and many others. Demons also oppose the spiritual progress of God’s people (Eph 6:12). There seems to be a relationship often between mental illness, sickness and demonic activities (Lk 13:11, 16). However, not all diseases are attributed to demonic possession or activities. For the believer, any affliction by Satan or demons can only come as God permits (Job 1:12; 2:6; 2 Cor 12:7-10), otherwise demons have no place in the life of the believer.

5.3. The Powers: Their Nature and Activities. Lastly, what are the powers? The powers are part of the fallen angelic hosts. However, the powers sometimes refer to human authority (Rom 13:1-3; Tit 3:1). Unlike the demons who often possess individuals and work against humans, the powers wrestle with Christians in their service and prayers to God (Eph 6:12). However, they also oppose the work of God in other ways.

Paul mentions angelic hierarchy such as thrones, dominions, rulers and powers who are in charge of certain affairs that relate to humans and the world. He prohibits the worship of angels, and he proclaims that Christ is superior to these cosmic powers (Col 1:15-16; 1 Pet 3:22).

The powers are part of Satan’s cohort that seeks to fight against God’s plans and purposes and often fights and opposes believers. The Christian is engaged in a spiritual warfare against these forms of angelic beings. The powers are seen as being a hierarchy. Paul describes them as rulers, authorities, “cosmic powers of this present darkness,” and “spiritual forces in the heavenly places” (Eph 6:12). These powers or groups of evil angels control certain human institutions and certain political structures and use them to oppose and hinder the work of God (Wink). While these forces wage war against believers, Paul teaches that with the right spiritual weapons, believers can overcome the enemy and his forces (Eph 6:13-18). In the end these powers are subjected to the lordship of Jesus Christ because he created them (Col 1:16) and defeated them on the cross (Col 2:10, 15).



6. Theological Significance of Angels.

 

What is the theological significance of angels? First, in a world that belittles the spiritual dimension of reality, the study of angels raises the question of the supernatural. Second, angels, as created spiritual beings, are not divine (Col 1:15-16) and eternal as God is. While they possess certain powers and abilities that humans do not have, they are not to be worshiped. God still accomplishes his work within creation through angels. God also sends his angels to protect and minister to believers. The ministry of angels went side by side with that of the Holy Spirit in the life of the apostles and the early church. In the book of Acts, where the activity of the Holy Spirit is emphasized, one can see the Holy Spirit and angels actively involved with the early church, and both helped the believers in their Christian pilgrimage. Throughout the history of humans and the world, the triune God has always used angels to accomplish his plans and purposes for the world.

While we recognize that Satan rules the world with the powers and demonic agents, Christ through his death and resurrection has defeated the evil angels and the authorities. Whether such authority is exercised through human agency or through the demonic powers, Jesus Christ is Lord over them. All these powers and authorities are subject to Jesus Christ. Consequently, they cannot exercise power or dominion over believers and the church of Christ. Through the blood of Jesus Christ, the believer has overcome the forces of darkness. So these demonic powers—though very real—can no longer exercise control over the believer.

The power of evil and evil forces should be put into perspective. Though they are powerful beings, they are not all-powerful. Their power is limited. Believers are not to fear these demons, principalities and powers, for Christ has rescued us from their dominion by defeating them on the cross, disarming them and making a public show of them (Col 2:15). In Christ, Christians have overcome the powers and can live victorious lives.

The evil social, political and economic structures the rulers and the powers are controlling and using to oppress humanity, and all the opposition Satan and the principalities have marshaled against God and the church of Jesus Christ, will eventually be destroyed at the end of the age. Jesus Christ will come with his angels to destroy the work of Satan and his forces to usher in the kingdom of God. Meanwhile believers seek in the power of Christ to anticipate this victory by their faithful discipleship.

See also SATAN; SPIRITUAL WARFARE.
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ANGLICANISM

 

The pattern of Christian belief and practice that originated in the Church of England and has spread globally is known as Anglicanism. Its institutional expression is known as the Anglican Communion. The term Anglican was first applied to this family of churches in 1846 when the noted Christian Socialist writer Charles Kingsley applied it to the church in an entry in the Oxford English Dictionary. From such English origins Anglicanism has grown to encompass nearly one hundred million persons in more than one hundred sixty countries. The linkages among Anglicanism’s various regional provinces have reflected broad consensus about the foundations of Christian life and shared loyalty and collaboration among themselves, with the Church of England continuing to serve as the fountainhead. The Archbishop of Canterbury, titular head of the Church of England, serves as Anglicanism’s spiritual leader and is accorded considerable respect. But the office possesses no outright power beyond England, and most Anglicans resist the thought of enhancing its prerogative.1. Origin and Character

2. Global Spread

3. Leadership and Organization

4. Unity and Its Tests


 





1. Origin and Character.

 

Anglicanism has never been a confessional tradition whose identity reflected a particular doctrinal formulation nor a centralized institution in which definitive authority resided. As a product of the Protestant *Reformation, the Church of England has shared broadly in Protestantism’s tenets, especially the centrality of biblical authority and the central role of Scripture in church life. In Reformation England there was a profound movement to make Scripture available and generally understood. This emphasis has been consistent as the Anglican Church has expanded to other continents. The role of lay people, also an emphasis from Reformation times in England, has been prominent. Anglicanism as an ideal envisions church life as collaboration between laity and clergy.

Anglicanism has also perpetuated Catholic forms of worship and ministry to a large degree, and by the late twentieth century Anglicans generally put heightened emphasis on Eucharistic worship as the cornerstone of liturgy. But the Anglican Church’s focus on local initiative and the role of laity has confirmed its Reformation heritage. An intention to meld Catholic forms and Protestant ideals adapted to contextual realities has been the basis of Anglicanism’s identity and its global expansion.



2. Global Spread.

 

Long regarded as the church of the British Empire, Anglicanism has succeeded in becoming indigenous in a multitude of cultures, a pattern of expansion that is continuing in diverse settings. Expansion has been such a reality of Anglican life, notably in sub-Saharan Africa, that Anglicanism has become one of the largest forms of Christianity and the most widely dispersed of all religious groups other than Roman Catholicism. The church’s growth has been especially dramatic in Nigeria, Kenya, Uganda and South Africa. Improbably the church is growing in such places as Rwanda and Mozambique, and growing Anglican numbers are also found in such disparate locations as Southeast Asia, parts of Latin America and the Middle East. The end of colonialism has meant a profound shift away from dependence on external guidance and has resulted in Anglicanism becoming a truly indigenous Christian form across the Global South.

While the church retains its historic roots in the British Isles, North America and Oceania, its shift to the Global South has been facilitated less by institutional heritage than by an emphasis upon local leadership and mission to its social settings. Mission has consistently entailed evangelism, but mission has also emphasized ministry to local needs. Typically Anglican growth has entailed the creation of educational, healthcare and social service programs. In some cases Anglicans direct significant portions of their nations’ social service systems. The task of becoming indigenous has also meant that Anglicanism has incorporated theological and liturgical perspectives that reflect new roots in cultures far removed from its British origins. In practice Anglicanism represents an effort to balance historic ideals, local forms and global linkages.



3. Leadership and Organization.

 

Anglicanism’s historic leadership offices, especially the central role for bishops, whose office reflects apostolic succession and the necessity that priests celebrate the Eucharist, suggest that authority resides in the clergy. Indeed those who hold ordained office have considerable freedom of initiative. Throughout Anglican history there have been numerous examples of powerful clergy leaders, notably Archbishop Desmond Tutu of Cape Town, South Africa, who won the Nobel Peace Prize late in the twentieth century for leading opposition to the former apartheid system in that country. Leading Anglican clergy often become noted public figures in their settings.

But Anglican clergy do not possess authority apart from democratic process. Bishops are elected in most branches of Anglicanism, for instance. The church relies upon finding consensus through democratic process to secure its unity at all levels from the local to the international. As a result, while there are variations in Anglican practices and even disagreement on notable issues, Anglicans have sought unity through few doctrinal statements. The most common reference point is the Lambeth Quadrilateral, first approved by the General Convention of the Episcopal Church in the United States in 1886, and then adopted by the Lambeth Conference of 1888. The Quadrilateral affirms that Anglicanism’s pillars are the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, the Nicene and Apostles Creeds, the sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist, and the historic episcopate. But Anglicans have not viewed unity in terms of adherence to specific doctrinal tenets. There are few if any Anglican fundamentalists, though degrees of biblical literalism are apparent among Anglicans.

Instead Anglicanism represents a way to live the Christian life and to organize the church. Anglican spirituality centers on the cultivation of personal and shared forms of holiness, and there is a rich tradition of Anglican spiritual writing on this theme. Valuing both tradition and diversity Anglicans have sought to organize the church’s life and work through committees, commissions and consultative groups. Prominent among the global forms are annual meetings of the heads of Anglican provinces, known as primates, and the Lambeth Conference, a meeting of all Anglican bishops late in each decade. There are also various gatherings of leaders, such as the annual All-Africa Conference of Bishops. The various branches of Anglicanism hold regular conventions and synods at local, regional and national levels. A prominent ideal uniting Anglican intention in such gatherings is that of the national church. Anglicans have historically maintained that their role is to bring out the best in a given society. This intention has been the basis of both prophetic ministries and of efforts to accommodate to prevailing social trends. For Anglicans there has long been a tension between their impulse to adapt to a given culture and their urge to chart a way of life that is distinct from the cultural context.



4. Unity and Its Tests.

 

Late in the twentieth century the issue of homosexuality tested the unity of Anglicanism as no issue before has tested it. Not even polygamy, which challenged international Anglican gatherings for a century, has produced such intramural strife. The eventual compromise on the issue of polygamy affirmed monogamous marriage but committed a polygamous person to contribute to the support of all other, former spouses.

Thus a fault line arising from moral issues that represent particular cultural settings is not new to Anglicanism. The church’s expansion has heightened tension between progressively- and traditionally-minded Anglicans. The progressively-minded emphasize social justice and the accommodation of historic Christian teaching and practice to achieve it. To this view the church’s challenge is to emulate the kingdom of God, which must be diverse even in defiance of social convention. Such sentiment is most vigorous in the Global North. On the other hand, traditionalists link the church’s integrity to its maintenance of historic biblical understanding and discipline. Traditionalists tend to read the Bible literally and are most visible in the Global South. The fault line between progressives and traditionalists first became apparent in debate over the ordination of women, which surfaced in the last quarter of the twentieth century. In this case Anglicans have agreed to disagree. Women are ordained to the priesthood in a number of Anglican branches on every continent, and as bishops in several branches, notably in Canada and the United States.

The tension between progressives and traditionalists has largely superseded a historic friction between evangelical and catholic Anglicans. Historically evangelical Anglicans have emphasized Scripture and mission, while Anglo-Catholics have stressed the church’s sacraments and spiritual life. The church’s increasing breadth of belief and practice has strained its ability to be inclusive and created an insistence among some for more centralized direction. But at its core, historic Anglicanism has sought elasticity, preferring flexible application of tradition to suit local needs. The heart of Anglicanism lies in the centrality of worship as the basis of Christian community and ministry that is faithful to tradition while expressed in contextual terms.

See also REFORMATION.
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ANIMAL RIGHTS

 

Do dogs have rights? What about pigs or vultures or snakes? More generally, do we humans have duties to animals because particular animals have certain rights? The Christian tradition through the years has spoken with more than one voice on this issue, though the majority voice affirms that animals do not have rights and thus may be used by humans more or less as they see fit. In recent years, however, many have challenged this majority opinion to argue that animals must be treated with more respect. One prominent argument is that animals have rights, and thus we humans have moral duties toward all or at least certain animals.

A right is a legitimate claim to some good, for example, a right to life or food or shelter, and rights imply duties or obligations on those of us who are moral agents and thus responsible for our actions. So rights imply duties, but duties do not necessarily imply rights. We might have moral duties to certain nonhuman creatures even if they do not have rights. So animal rights is only one approach to securing respect and care for animals.

There are four main arguments used to support the majority view that animals do not have rights: (1) animals do not have immortal souls and thus are of no lasting value; (2) animals feel no pain and hence may be treated as we see fit; (3) animals are our property and therefore may be used however we wish; (4) animals are violent and part of an inherently violent world, and thus doing harm to them is a normal part of their existence. For all of these reasons animals have no rights, it is argued, and thus we humans have no (or minimal) duties with regard to animals.

Proponents of animal rights offer the following counterarguments: (1) Biblically speaking, even humans do not have immortal souls (the Hebrew word nepeš does not mean soul and, furthermore, is used of both humans and animals) and thus the question of souls is irrelevant to whether animals have rights or are valuable. (2) Many animals, especially the higher vertebrates, do in fact feel pain. They have the capacity to suffer and thus are sentient creatures. Since all sentient creatures have rights, at least certain animals, mammals, for example, have rights. (3) The rights of property owners are not absolute, and thus animals may not be used however we wish—a moral intuition well-recognized in laws prohibiting the inhumane treatment of animals. (4) The natural world does include predation and parasites, but is not the “nature red in tooth and claw” that some claim. It also displays symbiosis and cooperation. That violence is sometimes part of the animal world is not a legitimate reason to justify doing violence to animals.

See also CREATION AND ECOLOGY.
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ANTHROPOLOGY, THEOLOGICAL

 

Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man advises: “Know then thyself, presume not God to scan; The proper study of Mankind is Man” (Epistle II, 1.1-2). Modern civilization, having taken this to heart, is marked by an unprecedented development of scientific studies on human constitution and behavior. Rival philosophies offer competing interpretations of the nature, meaning and value of human life—few of which take into account divine knowledge. Despite this concentration, or because of it, men and women the world over confess a sense of confusion, of deep uncertainty as to what they really are and should be. The answer of theological anthropology is that the deeper truth of humanity, a “mystery” in many ways, is only found in the relationship to God. Natural sciences, sociology, psychology, describe the phenomenon, but what defines the essence of being human is only revealed before God: existing for and before God. Hence the bond of solidarity, which Calvin forcefully expressed in the opening paragraphs of his Institutes, between the knowledge of God and the knowledge of ourselves—echoing St. Augustine’s wish in his Soliloquies 2.1: “That I may know myself; that I may know Thee.” Theological anthropology unfolds the view of the human that proceeds from divine revelation.

Not all agree on where in revelation to begin. Karl Barth, for example, sought to ground anthropology in Christology and “to infer from His [Jesus’] human nature the character of our own” (Barth CD 3/2, 54). Many doubt that he succeeded in this. One can only interpret the Christ event if one can use a grid and prior information, especially if one wishes to avoid confusing Christ’s deity and his human nature: how could one assign to the two natures, among the traits he sees in Jesus, what belongs to each without some prior, and authorized, notion of them? Moreover, this principle leads Barth to a reversal of the chronological sequence in Scripture. For Barth Jesus Christ is the first Adam (the inner basis of creation is found in reconciliation); if Adam incurred God’s wrath, and we do, it is only the case because “it became true first of all in Jesus Christ” (CD 2/2, 739). This daring paradox produces a tension with Scripture, which presents the incarnation as “consanguinity with us,” not the reverse (Berkouwer, 95). Classical Christian theology follows the safer course of drawing the truth of humanity from the whole teaching of Scripture, which culminates in, rather than starting with, the portrayal of Jesus Christ, the recital of his work, and the proper interpretation of the data.

Opinions still differ on the possible input from nonbiblical sources—scientific or philosophical—on our understanding of the human. Heirs of the *Reformation have generally been suspicious of outside influences or attachments (contraband goods!), in view of the impairment of humankind’s cognitive powers by natural sinfulness. Roman Catholicism has been less pessimistic or vigilant, with notable effects especially in ethics.

The precise relation between humanity and sin is an important issue. The doctrine of sin (hamartiology) has traditionally modified our understanding of the human, though the human creature as such, who is perfectly fulfilled in the man Jesus, is exempt from sin—sin is an alien factor which dehumanizes humanity. However, since all human individuals (except for Jesus) de facto are sinners, it would seem artificial to deal with anthropology in abstraction from universal sinfulness. This article will briefly note the effects of sin after each of the main aspects of human reality have been set forth. Under the guidance of Scripture, it will unfold these in the following order: first (1) the foundational truth of creation in the divine image, then aspects that may be seen as consequential, (2) cohumanity, (3) historical and eternal calling, (4) inwardness and outward expression.1. Created into God’s Image

2. One and Many

3. Of Time and Beyond

4. Inner and Outer

5. Global Perspectives


 





1. Created into God’s Image.

 

The statement in the majestic Genesis Prologue (Gen 1:26 -27) has been widely regarded as the key proposition of biblical anthropology. This is warranted, despite the small number of explicit references in the rest of the Old Testament (Gen 5:1; 9:6): canonical arrangement is not insignificant, and its place as the supreme creational word (with the repetition and the divine deliberation, “let us make”) in the opening chapter determines the way the whole Scripture is to be read. Though the phrase “image of God” is not quoted, other passages appear to reflect that statement, above all Psalm 8. In the New Testament, it is connected with the important theme of Christ as the image of God (in Col 1:15, reflecting the Wisdom of the Father, called “image” after the development of Prov 8:22-31 in the book of Wisdom, cf. Wis 7:26). The richness of these connections confirm that the proposition is adequately foundational, especially if one takes into account its twofold import: (1) limitation: created, not a god, only an image, and (2) privilege, which entails superiority over all other earthly creatures: the image of God.

1.1. Historical Interpretations. With respect to the unique privilege within creation, there have been many answers to the question What is the privilege the writer has in mind? Sirach 17:3 apparently links creation after the image of God (Sir 17:3b) with the authority and strength conferred (Sir 17:2b, 3a) and domination over the animal realm (Sir 17:4); but in the next verse (Sir 17:6!) free will (diaboulion, NEB: “power of choice”) and discernment are also mentioned. Wisdom 2:23 conjoins the creation of the human person as the image of God’s own eternity with the calling to incorruptibility (ep’ aphtharsia). Since in its cultural context, this notion approximates that of spirituality, where Philo also locates the image-privilege (the possession of “reason which rules the soul,” Philo On the Building of the World 69), these two passages from the Apocrypha already witness to the two main interpretations in history: the image interpreted either as dominion or spirituality (being endowed with reason and/or freedom).

The church fathers preferred the “spiritual” understanding. Tertullian stresses the power of free will as the mark, the stamp (signatus est), of God’s image (Tertullian Against Marcion 2.5). St. Augustine enriched that tradition by analyzing the soul as distinctly three—memory, intelligence and will, impossible to confuse, and yet one, with each being the whole soul undivided, a distant image of the divine Trinity. Since the end of the eleventh century, many have detached the “likeness” from the “image,” the latter concerning the “metaphysical” status and properties of human nature, the quality of rational and moral agents, and the former the moral-spiritual agreement with God’s holiness, righteousness, benevolence; the “likeness” of God is the object of divinization.

The Protestant Reformers, armed with philological science and method, saw that “image” and “likeness” were to be taken as quasi-synonyms, but they chose to interpret the one reality under these two words along the moral-spiritual line. They took their cue from the New Testament teaching on the restoration of the image-likeness in Christ (Col 3:10; cf. Eph 4:24). They could thus denounce in most dramatic terms the effects of the Fall: the divine image was lost (though their language was not always consistent or clear). The Socinians revived the “dominion” theory, which has been adopted by much of “critical” scholarship. Lately, Karl Barth outlined a fourth option: considering that the clause “male and female he created them” explains the preceding statement, he argues that the sexual difference in humankind calls all human individuals to an I-Thou relationship that is analogous to the trinitarian I-Thou (hence the plural “let us make”), and to the covenantal I-Thou between God and humans (Barth CD 3/1 and elsewhere). His position, however, is complex: being in the image of God is not a property of men and women. It is not transmitted. Only Jesus Christ is the image; he associates to himself his church, his bride; our creation means that we are bound to him.

1.2. Biblical Hints. All four views are subject to criticism. Though Barth’s interpretation has been popular in our sexualized and relational world, it is vulnerable exegetically. Though sexual differentiation is a major trait of human life, more important than any other differentiation among humans (race, class, learning, wealth, etc.), nothing indicates that the clause is intended to explain the image-creation. Rather, it opens the way for the blessing of fecundity (Gen 1:28). Dominion is surely included in the blessing, but it may be considered more a corollary or consequence of the image-privilege than its contents: since humankind represents God, then they shall rule in stewardship and regency. Psalm 8, the strongest support of the dominion view, speaks of the human affinity with the divine before it speaks of dominion (Ps 8:5: “Yet you have made them a little lower than God,” NRSV, with note “Or than the divine beings or angels: Heb ʾĕlōhîm”). The dominion interpretation does not fit the ethical use of the theme in Genesis 9:6 and James 3:9 (nor does Barth’s). But neither do these verses fit the Reformers’ main choice. The “spiritual” interpretation could appeal to the parallel account in Genesis 2 that amplifies in pictorial language the creation of humankind. What corresponds there to the image theme, and signals the difference between humans and animals, is the breathing into man’s nostrils of the breath/ spirit (nĕšāmâ) of life; nĕšāmâ is only used for humans and could, therefore, refer to what has been considered the “spiritual” dimension of humanity. However, the apparent lack of interest in this theme elsewhere in Scripture casts a doubt on the validity of this traditional preference, which is not popular today.

The word “image” normally refers to a concrete representation (not the model), such as the statues, images of himself, that a conqueror would erect in cities that fell under his authority (or a king in a city he had built). This suggests that the human creature is the image, not “after” the image. Though not the majority choice today, the prepositions can be construed in a way that supports this reading (so D. J. A. Clines): God created the human being into his own image, as his own likeness, so that men and women might be resembling effigies of himself on the earthly scene.

A resembling effigy of oneself, a living one on earth? What else is a son supposed to be in relationship with his father? Actually ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian texts alternate talk of the king (usually) as divine son and talk of him as being the god’s image. And the text of Genesis itself gives us the clue: it uses the same words to tell that Adam begat Seth, his living likeness and image (Gen 5:3). The natural implication is not only that he transmitted the human privilege (Gen 5:1), but that the relationship between the Creator and his favored creature is analogous to the father’s and the son’s. Being created into God’s image must basically mean a kind of sonship. The direct language of sonship is avoided to ward off pantheistic temptations, but it comes close, and later passages warrant the thought: We are his “offspring” (genos, Acts 17:28-29); Adam could be called, at the end of the genealogy, [son] of God (Lk 3:38). Possibly, the reason why the Son was not ashamed to partake of flesh and blood with the “children” whom God designed to bring to glory, with them the “sanctified,” was their quasi-filial origin with God (Heb 2:10-14; NRSV paraphrases in v. 11 “all have one Father”). And that “image” and “Son” go together is first of all true of the archetypal relationship—of the Second Person of the Trinity in relation to the First.

1.3. Consequences and Connections. Other data fall into place when the image theme is interpreted as quasi-sonship. A normal corollary is representative authority. More precisely, the calling of the filial creature will be to enter into the Father’s work and to imitate him, to do the Father’s works after him, analogically, in dependence upon him. This may be discerned in the twofold blessing that follows the grand statement and which the next chapters unroll. The human rule over the earth (which will also be service, according to Gen 2:15) will reflect God’s sovereign exercise of authority in creation: it will be paracreation (the Bible never calls humans “creators,” but they share in a participative analogy of creation). The human gift of fecundity, multiplication and transmission of the image-privilege will reflect God’s own begetting of the world and of humankind: it will be procreation. Eve marvels at the glory of this blessing (Gen 4:1)!

Sonship involves likeness in nature. Though the focus of the text is not on the possession of properties, some are entailed by creation into the image of God. Here the considerations appealed to by advocates of the “spiritual” interpretation may be relevant. Two elements are present in the Genesis accounts. God exercises his creational authority by his Word and gives names to the main elements of his creation. Adam exercises his paracreational authority through the word, giving names to animals (Gen 2:19-20). Inasmuch as one can hardly disentangle speech and reason, this provides distinct support for the old description of the human being as the animal logon ekhōn, possessed of logos, word or reason. It also converges with the anthropologists’ emphasis on linguistic abilities as the decisive marker of humanity in distinction from animals (see W. S. Brown). The second support is more implicit, but stands out if we consider the whole Bible. Creation is an expression of God’s freedom; it can be argued that his sovereign freedom is unthinkable in polytheistic or pantheistic systems, and is essential to the true concept of creation. Now, humankind is also characterized, biblically, by the gift of (creaturely) freedom. The presence of the two trees in the middle of the Garden is a powerful symbol of the importance of human decision for human destiny and indeed creation as a whole.

The prohibition of images (Ex 20:4-5) takes on added significance if we think of the human being as the divine image. While the negative side must not be forgotten (Deut 4:12,15; cf. 1 Kings 8:12), the Lord may be understood, positively, to forbid man-made images because he has fashioned his image—and given it its proper place in the cosmic temple. The service pagans render to idols is to be rendered to the human person, for God’s sake. Hence the sacredness of human life (Gen 9:6) and the foundation of the so-called human rights. It is the logic which Jesus brings out when he joins the “second commandment” with the first (Mt 22:34-40): the “likeness” between them reflects that of Genesis 1:26. I must first apply the anthropological truth of Genesis to my neighbor.

1.4. The Turn to Caricature. Debates regarding the effects of the Fall into sin on the divine image focused on the questions Was it lost? If so, to what extent? To avoid excusing the human plight, the Reformers said it was lost (though not unambiguously), but nowhere in Scripture is such a statement found, and the “ethical” passages make it unlikely. At the same time, how dissimilar is God’s and the sinner’s character, as exposed in the Bible! Understanding humanity itself as the image makes it possible to express the dark paradox of sinfulness. The resembling image of God willed to become “like God (gods)” in another, suicidal way (Gen 3:5, 22). The shift, the twist, could distort and corrupt, but not abolish. The image turned to ugly caricature. Humans became inhuman. Sin initiated a willful, and therefore responsible, slavery. The arrogant and ungrateful son left the Father’s home to squander self-destructively the Father’s inheritance. The singular duality of sin, human and inhuman, can only be approached, not explained, with the categories of “broader” and “narrower,” or “formal” and “material,” image.



2. One and Many.

 

The word ʾadam, more often than not, is a collective designation for “humankind”; it is so in Genesis 1:27, where the plural pronoun is used (“them”). This, at once, raises the problem of human plurality and unity. It is widely accepted today that the Bible never considers the human person as an isolated individual, and there seems to be enough warrant for the popular view that the social character of humanity reflects, image-wise, the social character of the Godhead (Trinity). One must, however, observe the diversity of forms in human togetherness and the value put on the individual subject.

2.1. Individuality and Sociality. Archaic and traditional societies give high priority to the social bond and tend to treat individuals as mere elements of the whole. Their members find “Western” individualism repulsive and, in contrast with Descartes’s “I think, therefore I am,” they champion the saying “We are, therefore I am” (Kapolyo, 23, 111, cf. 123; Green, 158, quotes it as a Libyan proverb). Many Western writers also denounce individualism, though more in theory than in practice. This rejection finds abundant support in Scripture, especially in the Old Testament.

One should remember, however, that the promotion of the individual as more than a cog in a machine first occurred in the biblical tradition. Their vast knowledge of anthropology enabled Frankfort and Frankfort to perceive “the strange poignancy of single individuals in the Old Testament,” unparalleled in ancient times (Frankfort et al., 245). The prophetic emphasis on individual responsibility (Jer 31:29-30; Ezek 18) is even more pronounced in the New Testament (Gal 6:5), with the call to a conversion that breaks away from (with the preposition apo) community solidarities (Acts 2:40). Jesus’ sword cuts through most cherished family ties (Mt 10:34-37; cf. Mt 12:46-50); while the new community bond requires a personal commitment. In this light, one can say that modern individualism is a biblical truth “secularized,” uprooted from its original soil, and thus “gone mad” (to borrow Chesterton’s words).

The biblical God alone is able to nurture the individual and the communal dimensions, and their harmony. Individuality, for the image-creature, is elicited by the relationship to the transcendent God, as Kierkegaard so keenly discerned, whereas it ultimately dissolves in monistic systems, either primitive or refined. When the individual is absolutized and God is eclipsed, it acquires the strident tones of individualism, and it becomes exclusive of community—which avenges itself in the counterabsolutization of collectivism.

2.2. Various Forms of Community. Genesis 1:27 and the creation of woman as the remedy for the “not-good” implied by man’s loneliness (Gen 2:18-25) suggest that the primary form of cohumanity is the relationship of person to person, and especially of man and woman, as Karl Barth famously stressed. The combination of difference and common nature, of other-ness and likeness, ensures that individualities are safeguarded, and yet a new entity appears, which is more than the addition of individualities. The relationship implies both the I-Thou encounter and a specific institution (Gen 2:24 is treated in Scripture as the charter of the marriage institution): a duality which is observed more generally, and diversely, in the neighbor-to-neighbor relationship.

Only the main structures and institutions of communal life may be mentioned. The blessing of procreation bestowed on man and woman issues in the family, a reflection of the Trinity (Eph 3:15). The place of genealogies in the Bible illustrates the conviction that every individual is constituted by belonging to a family line. Though *ancestor worship is deeply alien to Scripture and Christianity, reverence for parents is foundational, as “the first commandment with a promise” attests (Eph 6:2). The family, through clan and tribe, grows into the nation, which appears to be a form of community willed by God (Deut 32:8; Acts 17:26), for which he instituted special authorities (Rom 13:1-7; 1 Pet 3:13-17). The city has links with the nation, but its togetherness seems to be more economic and cultural. The church recapitulates all of these: she is the family, the city, the nation of God in the new creation.

Human solidarity/sociality does not stop at the national level; it has a universal horizon. Scripture implies that humankind as a whole is comparable to one living body (as no animal species is). We speak of the headship (or covenant-headship) of Adam, a structure that again appears with Christ, the Second and Final Adam, whose body, the church, is the new humanity (1 Cor 15:45-49).

2.3. The Effects of Sin on Human Togetherness. The first effect of disobedience was the estrangement of man and woman from each other (Gen 3:7, 12), and it was followed by fratricide (Gen 4:8). Scripture and experience alike testify that the most obvious expression of sinfulness is the breakdown, perversion and corruption of human togetherness. The individual is either crushed or made into an idol. Family solidarity means inheriting futility (1 Pet 1:18). Adam’s headship is the key to what has been called “original sin.” While sin still proceeds from each person’s heart (Mt 15:19- 20), it further enslaves humans in the form of wicked structures and institutions.



3. Of Time and Beyond.

 

Meditating on human submission to time has been constant in poetry and philosophy. Scripture echoes the theme (e.g., Ps 90:9-10, 12; Eccles 3:1-15) and highlights the temporal dimension of human life (from Gen 1:14 onward). However, it suggests that the human person is not enclosed in time as animals may be. He/ she remains temporal as an earthly creature, but as the “image of God” shares in a unique privilege: God has set ʿôlām, “eternity,” in their hearts (Eccles 3:11), even if they do not share the absolute mastery that is God’s over all events from beginning to end. This creaturely transcendence, without which we would not be conscious of time, has consequences for life in time and beyond.

3.1. Makers of History. As humans rise partially above the flow of time, they are able to retain some of the past in memory and to foresee some of the future, therefore to frame projects, to develop complex actions, to choose between courses and to shape how things will be. Their existence is no longer merely “natural,” in obedience to cosmic rhythms, but historical: a succession of days that takes on meaning as the embodiment of freedom, of freedoms colliding or cooperating, of freedoms thus responsible for what happens. This is true of individuals; this is true of communities, for which the word history is more often used. But this is true within the bounds of creaturehood—as grounded upon and encompassed by the project of God who accomplishes everything from beginning to end (cf. Eph 1:11). From eternity there arises in the heart the question about the meaning of the whole, but the answer belongs to the sovereign Lord of all.

The more-than-temporal dimension of humanity entails a cumulative enrichment in the continuity of generations. The paracreative powers of the image-creature introduce relative newness, as analogies of creation, and this newness does not vanish as cyclical snows in the spring, it is transmitted to successors and constantly augmented: thus the gigantic phenomenon of cultural progress becomes characteristic of humankind. One may interpret it as the fulfillment of the “cultural mandate” involved in the original blessing (Gen 1:28).

3.2. Made Not to Die. The duality of creature-hood and divine image is also that of dust and destiny. Though sharing with animals an origin out of the ground (Gen 2:19), humans—through fellowship with the Eternal One (the Tree of Life), were not destined to die. Though it corresponds to one dimension of humanity, returning to dust is inflicted as a punishment (Gen 3:19). And even then the human being is no mere animal (Eccles 12:7 answers the doubt and question of Eccles 3:19-21). Scripture attests that physical death does not end the person’s history. Judgment will confirm the awesome import of responsible freedom, and it will issue in a form of existence, whether in life everlasting or in everlasting death.

Immortality is a slippery term. For original humanity it suggests a metaphysical property instead of participation in the Tree of Life. For fallen humanity, if one refers to existence beyond the “first death,” it does not correspond to biblical language. However, God’s intention of eternal life for his quasi-filial creature must be stressed: the bond which binds him with his covenant partners can never be interrupted: “God is not the God of the dead but of the living, for to him all are alive” (Lk 20:38 TNIV; cf. Jn 11:26).

3.3. The Fall in Time and Beyond. The first effect of sin on human temporality has been mentioned: death (Rom 5:12). The introduction of sin was a historical exercise of created freedom, which gave history its tragic cast; it is sin that has filled it with sound and fury. Culture reflects the pattern: composing the three factors of its original goodness, of its pervasive corruption and of the preservation of some good by common grace—with the promise of its redemption (cf. the biblical view of the city). Unrepented sin will cause the final division of destinies.



4. Inner and Outer.

 

A sizable part of the “doctrine of man” in classical theology was devoted to the composition of human nature, body and soul. It relied on Scripture but underwent the influence of culturally dominant (Platonic) dualism. In the twentieth century monism (the human being is only a unity) gained prominence, not without cultural influence. Though still present, a strong reaction to that reaction has recently taken place: recognizing that the Bible teaches, alongside human unity, a duality free of dualism (S. Laeuchli, R. H. Gundry, J. W. Cooper and C. S. Evans recently). Even more recently a “nonreductive physicalism” (championed by Brown, Murphy and Maloney), which wishes to retain “emergent” or “supervenient” properties and avoid “the reduction of the spiritual life of persons into mere physical phenomena” (Anderson, 187) has proposed something similar, making use of contemporary scientific categories. Clearly there is correspondence between metaphysics and anthropology: metaphysical dualism breeds anthropological dualism (Plato); metaphysical monism a corresponding monism (materialism). The creational monotheism of Scripture escapes both monism and dualism; it reveals a unique principle of reality and yet an irreducible duality (God/world) that may be reflected in the image-creature.

4.1. The Privilege of Inwardness. The creaturely transcendence which corresponds to “eternity,” symbolic capacity and freedom implies that persons can distance themselves from their earthliness. The word heart is the preferred expression for this phenomenon of inwardness; it is contrasted with the lips and outward expression (Is 29:13; Prov 23:7 NIV; Prov 26:23-25), with what is visible (1 Sam 16:7). The metaphorical circumcision of the heart is contrasted with that of the body or flesh (Jer 9:25-26; Rom 2:28-29). The heart represents the “inner person” (Eph 3:16- 17; 1 Pet 3:4 RSV); “intelligence” or “mind” (nous) is used almost as a synonym, implying a duality (cf. Rom 7:22-23; 2 Cor 4:16- 18) also indicated by other words, such as “soul,” “spirit,” “conscience” and so on. This duality within the unity is essential to person-hood: it makes communication a matter of free choice, since one’s inward thoughts are not openly displayed as is animal life (1 Cor 2:11); one remembers the etymology of presona, the theater mask that enables one to play a role.

Against this it has been urged that (1) Hebrew thought, contrary to Greek, is monistic (in anthropology), and that we should read Hebrew meanings in the New Testament; (2) the words translated “soul” and “flesh” (nepeš and bāśar) refer to the whole person, in psychosomatic unity; (3) Scripture is foreign to Platonic dualism, with its disparagement of the body. The last proposition is well established (though one can hear Platonic echoes in Hebrews, and harsh words on the body in 1 Cor 9:27 and Col 2:23), but this does not rule out duality without dualism. The previous argument confuses the broad polysemy of nepeš and bāśar with a monistic proposition; nepeš and bāśar often (not always) refer to the whole person, but other uses are possible (for nepeš the meaning “principle of life” does not cancel that of “corpse,” Lev 19:28)—the duality may be expressed otherwise. Since James Barr’s critique few scholars maintain the pure Hebrew/Greek antithesis. Intertestamental Judaism absorbed Hellenistic and especially Platonic influences, and a significant measure of anthropological dualism became dominant. The Greeks, moreover, were not all dualists. As to the Old Testament (rather than “Hebrew thought”), it is not lacking in some expressions of duality: Job (looking back to Gen 2:7) can describe humans as those who dwell in “houses of clay” (Job 4:19; cf. Eccles 12:7); greatly-disturbed Daniel can speak of the trouble of his spirit, literally, “within [its] sheath” (Dan 7:15); more generally, the phrase “within me” is very frequent, mostly meaning heart or spirit.

4.2. Adequate Formulation. How is the biblical teaching to be expressed? Barth, who criticized traditional anthropology, suggested “Man, the soul of his body,” a happy choice. D. Price correctly sees that “Barth is himself a dualist and not a monist,” since for him “the soul transcends the body as it is inseparable from it. The soul is the seat of freedom; it is the center of the subject, and thus capable of exerting control over the body, which is the periphery” (Price, 256, 258). Barth discarded the category of “substance,” but with Berkouwer, “we might ask why the concept of substance could not also be used, freed from its scholastic contexts” (Berkouwer, 262 n. 44).

4.3. Possible Separation. The question remains whether the “inner person” can exist separately from the body, however unnatural and temporary this separation (in the “first death”). Some sense of the “intermediate state” has been constant in the tradition, and since Calvin’s De Psychopannychia, it has been shown to be biblically grounded. Scholars agree that the Greek psychē may refer to a disembodied state (Mt 10:28), and Luke 16:19-31 seems to assume an intermediate state. Several other passages could be adduced in favor of the doctrine and, consequently, of a consistent anthropological duality.

4.4. Effects of Sin. The unnatural separation of soul/spirit and body at death is a consequence of humanity’s alienation. Before that denouement sin appears to disrupt the unitary functioning of inner and outer functions. Sin proceeds from the heart, as Jesus emphasizes (Mt 15:18-20), but is able to seize hold of the body so that the body becomes “the body of sin” (Rom 6:6) and checks good intentions (Rom 7:23-24): believers must “put to death the deeds of the body” (Rom 8:13). However, for those who are in Christ Jesus, and will come with him at the end of the “intermediate state” (1 Thess 4:14), the promise is clear and sure: the full restoration of humanity, inner and outer, will result in the perfect imaging of God through conformity with Christ.

H. A. G. Blocher



5. Global Perspectives.

 

The African proverb “We are, therefore I am,” which Henri Blocher contrasts with Descartes’ famous dictum “I think, therefore I am,” can be said to characterize many cultures around the world, though the nature of this solidarity reflects significant differences. The solidarity in Africa, for example, reflects the extended clan, living and dead; that in Asia often includes an overriding sense of the unity of all reality; among indigenous people in North America the connection is often with the land itself.

But for all these, contextual factors—social, economic, religious, even climatic—deeply influence understandings of what it means to be human. Indeed if the fundamental challenge for European and American theologians is to see and understand the role that context inevitably plays in religious belief and practice, outside these areas the challenge is sometimes the reverse: how does one keep the inescapable and often painful challenges of the context from drowning out the Good News of the gospel? And how can the embrace of the Christian gospel not involve a denial of one’s cultural (and often religious) identity?

This last challenge reminds us that the communal and social understanding of humanity in traditional cultures is often, indeed almost always, incorporated within a religious framework. Even if many languages in Africa (and elsewhere) have no separate word for “religion,” life is invariably lived in the presence of influential powers—*ancestors, gods and spirits of all kinds—that demand ritual attention. Though this religious practice takes a variety of forms, its presence is virtually universal. Most people live out their lives in a richly imagined world of family, ancestors and spirits which condition not only their identity but the choices that are available to them. The Western secular notion that humanity is a product of chance processes and that individuals possess a radical freedom to create their own meaning in life would be, for many people in the world, simply incomprehensible. The growing awareness of religious pluralism has encouraged some scholars to suggest that any view of human nature today must be formed in dialogue with views of other faiths (Ward). For most cultures outside the West, the description of this social and religious world, often recounted in the form of stories and epic narratives, is more important than precise accounts of human nature or origins. These social, contextual and religious perspectives would be widely shared by traditional cultures worldwide. But within these general similarities, especially among cultures not yet modernized, the meaning of the human varies widely.

5.1. Latin America. Hispanic and Latin American discussions of the person take as their starting point the political and economic situation in which they find themselves. Justo González, for example, argues that this situation leads Hispanic theologians to be less interested in the ontology of the human, or in how many parts there are to the person, than in the drama of humanity. This drama, he thinks, enacts an essential kinship with all creation. But unfortunately this affiliation, this “forotherness,” has been lost, and this loss constitutes the essence of our sin and our fallenness. And because sin is about lost connections, it relates to property rights as well as sex; it is about public responsibility and not just private morality.

This sensitivity to the drama of humanity rather than its being, its situation rather than its essence, leads Latin American theologians to focus on the growing aspirations of Latin people for their freedom from all that has oppressed them. Gustavo Gutiérrez, early in his classic description of Liberation Theology, claims that “a broad and deep aspiration for liberation inflames the history of humankind in our day, liberation from all that limits or keeps human beings from self-fulfillment” (Gutiérrez 1988, 17, 18). He connects this drive with the whole history of Western culture since the Enlightenment, which has led people, especially in Latin America, to call for a “permanent cultural revolution” (Gutiérrez 1988, 21). The secret of this revolution, as he argues in a later book, is the encounter people must have with Jesus Christ, and with him, “to pitch camp in the midst of human history and there give witness to the Father’s love” (Gutiérrez 1984, 41).

Similarly Latino/a theologians have stressed the interpersonal nature of the life of faith that reflects the communal and family-centered character of Latin Culture. There we discover, Juan Segundo argues, that grace is understood in relationship, as charm: “God’s gift which transforms human existence, providing it with new dimensions” (Segundo, 14). Such a perspective enables women to see “everyday life” (la cotidiano) as a horizon of theological reflection (Isasi-Díaz), where we all discover the way Jesus wishes to accompany us through our difficulties and transform our communities (Goizueta).

5.2. Africa. The continent of Africa, arguably the site of the earliest human civilizations, reflects the strongest sense of a communal human identity. The person is defined by their tribe or clan. As J. V. Taylor describes this:The sense of the personal totality of all being, and of humanity which embraces the living, the dead, and the divinities, fills the background of the primal world view. But the foreground in which this solidarity becomes sharply defined and directly experienced is the life of the extended family, the clan, and the tribe. This is the context in which an African learns to say I am because I participate. To him the individual is an abstraction; Man is a family (Taylor, in Kapolyo, 123).




 




Africans have a strong sense of their creation by God—a process that is described in many stories and myths. This creator is usually identified with the one who sustains them throughout life and who must be approached by prayer and sacrifice. This God, however, often distant and mysterious, is not thought of as the center of things. Africans give this centering role to the human person and the tribe. As John Mbiti says, African “ontology is basically anthropocentric: God is the explanation of man’s origin and sustenance, it is as if God exists for the sake of man” (Mbiti, in Kapolyo, 35, 36). For Africans then, it is unthinkable that the person is destroyed by death. The unity of all things, John Mbiti argues, centers on the person: “It is a unity centered on man in such a way that death cannot destroy him. To destroy man would, in effect, mean destroying the whole coherence of being, including the destruction of the creator” (Mbiti, 132). This communal orientation offers rich resources, and occasional limitations, for biblical and theological interpretation.

The goal of human life for Africans is the promotion of one’s vital powers, whether through the expansion of the family or by the fertility of crops and animals. The spirits are enlisted to promote this expansion of life and its endowments—prayers, sacrifices, oblations are offered in pursuit of this goal, as in this West African prayer:Chase sickness away from us, give us health. Give us well-being.

Sickness is evil and terrible. Life is supreme.

Therefore give us life, viable life, long life.

Life with living hope. Life that knows prosperity.

Worthy life. (Okorocha, 69)




 




The character that Africans aspire to reflects a particular view of virtue, as the “practice of giving oneself to the promotion of the good of the community” (Kapolyo, 39). Interestingly, the qualities admired—hospitality, generosity, loyalty—reflect this communal orientation, in much the same way that Western virtues—honesty, thrift, perseverance, integrity—reflect an underlying individualism.

If virtue involves the promotion of the communal good, sin is understood as that which disrupts this common good. For Africans then, forgiveness cannot simply be a matter of judicial declaration, as in Luther’s justification by faith, it must involve a cleansing and, often, some concrete restitution.

All of this makes possible new ways of thinking about the person and work of Christ. First, since for Africans the respected dead become ancestors who continue to influence the community, their presence has inevitably been compared to the continuing role of Christ in the Christian community. Charles Nyamiti proposes that belief in the ancestors has prepared the way for Africans to understand Christ’s role as bridging the gap between these worlds. Kwame Bediako believes that Christ supplants their role as mediator of spiritual power, while allowing their continuing honor and respect. Second, Africans tend to have a keen sense of Christ’s death as striking a blow against the powers that hold people in bondage. Mbiti argues that “the incarnation brings the spirit world into the physical, so that the person who becomes in Christ is enabled to live simultaneously in both worlds” (Mbiti 1971, 143). In contrast to the muted power of spirits, Mbiti argues, God has decisively intervened in Christ to transform human and created reality.

5.3. Asia. Asian religions express a deep sense of the spiritual connection of all things. In this context, thought about the person has reflected two tendencies, one deriving from *Hinduism and the related *Buddhist tradition, the other originating in the Daoist and Confucian tradition. In the former, views of the self tend to embrace spiritual practices that encourage a realization of one’s unity with all that is, sometimes referred to as the state of enlightenment. The latter encourages practices that reflect the order of all things in their lives, families and even the state. The Daoist metaphysic of the harmony of humanity and nature is widely reflected in Asian cultural practices such as herbal medicine, geomancy and acupuncture. As the Confucian Zhongyong says: “What heaven endows is human nature; following nature is Dao, cultivating the Dao is education” (in Wan). Both streams have stimulated significant reflection on theological anthropology.

A noteworthy attempt to apply Buddhist thought to Christian views of the self and Christ is that of Japanese theologian Katsumi Takizawa (1909-1984; see Furuya, 93-100). Takizawa argues that one could understand the Buddhist assertion that there is no other reality outside the one awakened in the formless self, as the New Testament’s description of our unity with God in Christ. This fundamental experience of awakening is the primordial truth of God with us, in Christ. A secondary account of this is the religious expression of Buddhism and Christianity in history. In this sense, these two are sister religions, the one based on Buddha, the other on Jesus. Just as Buddha pointed beyond himself to the ultimate experience of unity, so Jesus pointed to the Christ as the experience of unity with God. Vinoth Ramachandra has argued that this view, which has taken a variety of forms in Asia, assumes that nonpersonal being—what is called the formless self—is somehow superior to personal being. But why must this be so? Indeed, if this is so, how can Christ’s work be socially (or even personally) liberating in any meaningful sense? What is socially or personally liberating must reflect a view in which the social and the personal are significant, and indeed have eternal value.

Those working within the Confucian tradition have tended to give a more substantial role to the ethical and the social, focusing more on the ethics than the metaphysics of the underlying Daoism. Like the African theologians, these have implicitly critiqued the Western focus on *justification as entirely “spiritual” and judicial. T. C. Chao, for example (1888- 1979 in Wan), sought to understand the work of Christ in terms of the Confucian goal of self-perfection. For many years Chao reflected on the atonement and came to believe the key lies in Romans 6, where Paul emphasizes the connection between the believer’s walk and the Spirit of Christ as a codwelling that gives us strength to bear our ethical responsibilities. Grace then comprehends the ethical power of the Spirit, which transforms the self so that we “do justice by means of faith,” not simply, as Luther argued, that we are considered just.

Clearly the solidarity that motivates theologians like Chao leads to an implicit critique of the individualism and privatized religion of Western thought. Japanese theologian Kosuke Koyama takes this critique further by arguing that the crusading, resourceful mind of the post-Enlightenment West cannot easily understand the crucified mind “trained under the weight of the cross” (Koyama, 3). Koyama leaves no doubt that this humble mind is closer to Asian views of the person, which emphasize self-denial, wisdom and mercy. Aloysius Pieris has argued similarly that the Asian focus on wisdom—intuitive insight—can contribute to understanding the person, even if this needs the complementary Christian focus on love. Vinoth Ramachandra wonders whether such radically contextual readings do not risk absorbing the gospel into indigenous perspectives and thus muting its liberating power.

W. A. Dyrness
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APARTHEID

 

The tragedy of apartheid and the miracle of its demise is a significant chapter in the story of global Christianity in the twentieth century. This is because South Africa was so deeply shaped by both the Protestant Christianity of the white settlers and a hugely influential Protestant missionary program among black inhabitants. This means that Christian language and symbols were pervasive in social life, and also that the leadership of both sides was shaped by a common faith. In many ways this was therefore a struggle for the very meaning of the *gospel in a world characterized by racial diversity and institutional *violence.1. The Emergence of Apartheid Theology

2. Christian Opposition to Apartheid 


 





1. The Emergence of Apartheid Theology.

 

Apartheid, an Afrikaans word meaning “separateness” (i.e., the state of being apart), was introduced by the National Party in South Africa in 1948 as an overarching white supremacist political ideology and social system. Over the next two decades thoroughgoing racial segregation was extended to all areas of life. As the inherent inequality of such separateness became evident and resistance grew, so the system required greater levels of state power to enforce it, and apartheid became synonymous with repressive legal and political mechanisms designed to ensure compliance. Then, after a series of failed attempts at reform by the National Party, there was a sudden and almost inexplicable about-face in February 1990, and the ordered handing over of power to the majority in a democratic process in 1994.

While apartheid did represent a new and ruthless program of social engineering, in many ways it simply perfected three centuries of racism inherent in the expropriation of the land and labor of black Africans for the benefit of white “Christian” Europe. The Dutch started to arrive in 1652, and then Britain took control of the Cape in 1805, leading to a new wave of English-speaking colonists. Thus this colonial history of South Africa also had a particular internal dynamic owing to the arrival of Europeans in two very clear cultural waves, separated by a century and a half.

The British introduced a range of political and cultural changes, including the emancipation of slaves. In response, the Dutch boers (farmers) moved further and further into the interior. Shaped by the Calvinism of the Synod of Dort, these farmers began to understand their own journey as akin to the Israelites who had left the (British) Pharaoh and crossed the Jordan River, where they were to do battle against the (black) heathen tribes and take possession of the land. A special covenantal theology was developed that privileged the boers and understood their conquest as divinely ordained.

The discovery of diamonds and gold on the land controlled by the boers led to the Anglo-Boer war (1899-1902), to the military victory of the British, and to the economic and political marginalization of those of Dutch ancestry in the Union of South Africa (1910). While all of this was relative to the absolute marginalization of black people, it was this experience of defeat and exclusion that provided the fertile ground in which an emerging ideology of Dutch racial identity emerged. The poverty of the Great Depression provided the spark to build a theology of cultural resistance and political power. Many of the leaders of this movement studied in Germany in the interwar years and were inspired by the visions of racial purity and divine vocation that gave rise to Hitler’s Nazism. Afrikaans emerged as a discrete language, the National Party became the political voice of the volk (people/nation), and Christian Nationalism was adopted as the ideological vision.

The Bible was a key pillar of apartheid for the Dutch Calvinist churches, which had introduced racial separation into their own ecclesial life as far back as 1857. The story of the Tower of Babel became a hermeneutical tool with which to unlock God’s providence in the world, namely, the punishment of those who seek unity and the ordaining of separate volke as an “order of creation.” The Old Testament promotion of Jewish purity was also invoked, as well as a particular reading of the Great Commission of Matthew 28:19, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.”



2. Christian Opposition to Apartheid.

 

Just as the roots of apartheid lie in events prior to 1948, so too do the roots of Christian opposition to apartheid. The impact of colonialism and the loss of the land had called forth an extremely strong cultural resistance movement that was embodied in the *African Initiated Churches (AICs), a community of Christians who sought to hold together the Bible, African leadership and African cultural identity. While this sector of the church seldom engaged in direct political action, they were a bulwark of cultural resistance against the dehumanization implicit in colonialism and then apartheid.

At the same time, black leaders were emerging in the missionary-led churches, shaped by the educational work and social gospel tradition of British Christianity that they received there. Following the Union of South Africa (1910), which specifically excluded black people from political participation in the country, these leaders began to express themselves in formal political organizations, and most especially in the African National Congress (ANC), which was formed in 1912 and which is today the ruling party. A handful of missionaries and white church leaders stood in solidarity with them, leading to a growing division between the Afrikaans- and English-speaking churches over apartheid.

By 1948, there were few examples of formal church opposition to racism, and the churches were generally ill-prepared to take up the challenge of apartheid. They were unable to defend themselves and their members against the sustained attack upon their institutions such as mission schools and hospitals. However, the growing dis-ease with apartheid within the churches came to a head in 1960 following the killing of 69 protesters in the Sharpeville massacre.

This event exposed the extreme violence of the system to the world, and the Cottesloe Consultation, called by the World Council of Churches in Johannesburg, expressed its opposition to apartheid, albeit in cautious terms. Owing to the adverse reaction of the Dutch Reformed Church to the resolutions of the consultation, one of its own high-ranking ministers, Beyers Naudé, established the Christian Institute (CI). From 1964 until it was banned by the state in 1977, the CI was in many ways the womb from which the two key trajectories of Christian resistance to apartheid were birthed.

We have seen that the architects of apartheid were convinced that it was a specifically Christian policy, and thus the first of these trajectories of resistance was the ideological struggle to overturn this. The first important step in this direction was the Message to the People of South Africa jointly prepared by the CI and the newly organized South African Council of Churches (SACC) in 1968. This stated clearly for the first time that apartheid was a “false gospel” because it proclaimed that racial reconciliation and unity was not possible, even among Christians. This belief denied the teaching and ministry of Jesus Christ witnessed to in the Bible and to his work in the cross and resurrection.

This trajectory, which drew on the work of Karl *Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Barmen Declaration, gained momentum throughout the 1970s through the work of a number of South African theologians, including Desmond Tutu and Allan Boesak, and found practical expression in the SACC. It reached a climax in 1982 when the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) declared that “apartheid is a sin and its theological justification a heresy.” The fact that the Dutch Reformed Churches belonged to the WARC was very significant. And when the “colored” Reformed Church in South Africa adopted the Belhar Confession (1986), which proclaimed the gospel of reconciliation, unity and justice (against apartheid), then in many ways the ideological battle had been won.

The second trajectory to emerge from the CI had to do with sustained reflection on Christian political ethics in the face of a dehumanizing regime. The CI saw how crucial it was to undertake theological reflection with black Christians, and this nurtured the emergence of black theology in South Africa, in dialogue with a similar movement in the USA (see Black Theology) and Latin American *liberation theology.

As black resistance to the apartheid system grew, symbolized by the Soweto uprising of 1976 and ongoing defiance by civil society in the years that followed, the work of black and liberation theologians called into question the relationship of the church and the gospel to the liberation struggle. Most (black) Christians knew that the gospel did not support apartheid; what they wanted to know was whether the gospel had anything to say to their struggle to be free from oppression, and therefore how they were to relate to the unfolding resistance to apartheid. This trajectory reached a climax with the publication of the Kairos Document in 1985, which sought to answer these questions and to locate the church unequivocally on the side of the liberation movements.

This twofold heritage of witnessing for reconciliation among diverse races and seeking practical solidarity with the marginalized, which the church learned in the dark days of apartheid, has remained an ongoing challenge for her public witness in the post-apartheid period.

See also LIBERATION THEOLOGY; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY; SOUTH AFRICAN THEOLOGY.
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APOLOGETICS

 

Apologetics is the discipline of theology that seeks to respond to objections raised to Christian belief or to problems that seem to be internal to the Christian faith (such as the problem of *evil). The basic idea of apologia derives from the Greek court as a “speech in defense of someone” and appears in Peter’s admonition to “always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you” (1 Pet 3:15 NRSV). Apologetics has been a perennial challenge for believers: From Elijah’s encounter with the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:20-40), through Paul’s defense on Mars Hill (Acts 17:16-34), to Augustine’s response to the charge that Christianity was responsible for the fall of Rome (in the City of God), to Friedrich Schleiermacher’s defense of Christianity against its cultured despisers (in his Speeches on Religion) and to Lesslie Newbigin’s response to the challenge of pluralism.1. The Nature of Apologetic Theology

2. Apologetics and Worldviews

3. Philosophical Apologetics

4. Cultural Apologetics

5. Pastoral Apologetics


 





1. The Nature of Apologetic Theology.

 

Apologetic theology can be thought of as a specific theological method that interacts with the surrounding culture in the service of *missions and *evangelism. It is theology that seeks to express itself in contextual terms so that the *gospel will be heard and understood. An alternative method of theology might perhaps be termed kerygmatic theology (or theology that is proclaimed), stressing the necessity of a simple and direct proclamation of Christian truth as the primary means of theological communication. While Schleiermacher might be thought of as a classic example of the first method, Martin Luther and Karl Barth exemplify the second.

A moment’s thought however indicates that these two perspectives are both necessary to a full understanding and expression of the Christian faith. At those points where Christians and Christian truth encounter cultural opposition or influence, some kind of interaction and adjustment is called for. As missionaries must learn the “language,” both literally and figuratively, of the people they seek to reach, so anyone living the Christian life must adjust to their surroundings. At the same time every presentation of the gospel at some point amounts to an announcement of what God has done in Christ to bring about *salvation. This message does not arise from any amount of cultural conversation; its communication, even its complete elaboration, however, is impossible without such conversation.

Yet another approach to apologetics is advocated by Wolfhart Pannenberg. He is of the opinion that the task of arguing for the truth of the Christian message should not be relegated to apologetics as a separate field of theological or philosophical studies; rather the pursuit and defense of the truth is the ultimate goal of all theological argumentation. In Pannenberg’s view, the truth of the Christian message cannot be presupposed and then defended. In the very real sense, the truth emerges out of a careful historical-critical study and logical reasoning. Yet, being God’s truth, it is not a function of human ingenuity. While humans can have a “proleptic” assurance of the truthfulness of the gospel (on the basis of Christ’s *resurrection), it takes the eschatological consummation—and thus coming to an end of the course of history—for the truth to be manifested to all peoples and all creation.



2. Apologetics and Worldviews.

 

As a cultural theology, apologetics is dependent on worldviews, those comprehensive maps that provide cognitive, evaluative and expressive guidance to peoples’ lives. Worldviews can be studied at many levels of generality, from a general human perspective down to family or even individual viewpoints. An important level is that which sees worldview in historical terms as guiding images that influence thought and behavior over time. In the Western tradition there have arguably been three worldviews in terms of which Christianity has had to defend itself. The earliest one, dependent on the Greek worldview, we will term the “classical worldview”; a second, deriving from the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, may be termed the “modern worldview”; a third, rooted in the philosophical and scientific reflections of the twentieth century, has been called the “postmodern worldview.” While these points of view are evident primarily in the development of Western culture, their influence has extended well beyond this to other parts of the world.

2.1. The Classical Worldview. The major elements of the classical worldview are based on the thinking of the philosopher Plato, whose dialogues have influenced all of Western civilization. Plato inherited the general mythological view of history that saw events as determined by the activity of the gods without any particular direction—history was seen either as cyclical or as a decline from some golden era (represented by the lost island of Atlantis). Plato’s revolution was to introduce a particular conception of reason, as a process of philosophical conversation, or dialectic, by which one could come to understand the timeless truth behind all things.

In his dialogue The Republic he laid out his influential view of knowledge and truth. The mind is capable of knowing the unchanging nature of the Good by dialectic, but it is hindered by the sensations of the body, which always mislead us. So we must pass beyond the world of appearances, which we know through our senses, to the intelligible world of formal Truth (the principles of mathematics were very important here). Finally the process leads us to the supreme knowledge of the Good, which then can determine our behavior.

Much of the subsequent development of Western thought and institutions have been influenced by this general way of thinking. The dichotomy between the body and the mind, and thus between sensations and reasoning; the superiority of mathematical (later scientific) truth to practical experience; and most important, the debilitating assumption that once you know what is good you will surely do it, which lies behind most views of education to the present day, have all been assumed in much Western thinking and practice, even within the Christian church. For example, St. Augustine, in his classic defense in the City of God, assumed the dichotomy between the unseen reality and changing historical facts when he argued that Christianity could not have caused the fall of Rome because it represents the rule of love toward God and our neighbor, rather than being ruled by self-love as the pagan world was. Still, his defense is a classic example of apologetics in that he entered the classical worldview (that one discovers the nature of things by mental reflection), and reframed that story in a Christian direction (that the reflection on truth is distorted by our self-love and needs the love of god), and thus captured the worldview for Christianity (Chang). Following Augustine, medieval thinkers also sought to promote the use of reason as a means by which people can be drawn toward God. Thomas Aquinas, for example, felt natural reason was capable of showing truths about God, but that the truth of revelation went beyond this in uniting sense and intellect, seen supremely in the incarnation wherein God unites with the object of his love.

The Reformers accepted some aspects of the classical worldview but followed Augustine in pointing to the moral inability of humanity to do what was right and its need for God’s grace. But their greatest challenge to the received worldview was to deny any dichotomy between the sacred world of church and the secular world of everyday life—which had become Christendom’s version of the Greek dichotomies. This prepared the way for the later development of the modern worldview.

2.2. The Modern Worldview. The modern worldview, growing out of the scientific and philosophic discoveries of the eighteenth century, did not so much leave behind the classical as develop it in particular directions. Sir Isaac Newton, for example, came to believe by observation that natural processes were ruled by particular laws of motion which determined the way the world worked. The universe followed laws that worked autonomously, that is, without reference to anything outside themselves. Similarly René Descartes argued that all truth models mathematical principles, which are derived from indubitable truths.
  


Though the nature of knowledge has changed—it is now dependent on observation and experiment rather than abstract (a priori) reasoning, as with Plato, the special knowledge (of science) is still privileged. Scientific knowledge is universal and autonomous, and in principle all lesser knowledge can be understood in terms of universal categories—so subsequently all lower cultures would be understood and judged in terms of the universal truth represented by Western civilization. The development of modern “universities,” which bring together all knowledge; encyclopedias, compendiums of human knowledge; and large centralized organizations, rationally ordered, are all products of this modern worldview.

Christianity was both confronted by and, in some ways, captured by this modern worldview. The historical truths of Christianity—the covenant with Israel, the death and resurrection of Christ—were seen as incompatible with the standards of universal reason. The necessary truths of reason always trump historical facts (Gotthold Lessing—though one sees the shadow of Plato behind him). Since reason determined the course of history, which therefore had always to be linear and positive, Christianity had to be understood in rational categories. So Christianity came to be influenced by this worldview, first in the triumph of rational religion in eighteenth-century deism, and later in Christian rationalism developing in the twentieth century, which argued the necessary truths of reason were supportive of the truth of Christianity (Sproul, Gerstner and Lindsley).

2.3. The Postmodern Worldview. The first challenge to the modern worldview came already in the nineteenth century, when leaders of the Romantic movement argued that sentiment, not reason, was determinative of human behavior and history. This introduced the notion of diversity as a necessary and indeed positive dimension of human life and history, and proposed that knowledge was as dependent on matters of the heart as on the abstract reflections of the mind.

But the more important foundation to postmodernism derived from the findings of Albert Einstein early in the twentieth century, who proposed his famous theory of relativity, which proposed that all truth is dependent on particular coordinate systems. Einstein by no means meant to deny everything that Newton had asserted, for within the coordinate system we occupy, Newton’s laws continue to hold. But when one moves to the cosmic or molecular levels, different systems are evident.

Many other influences came to bear on the development of postmodernism, but romanticism and relativity played deep underlying roles throughout. Postmodern thinkers now concede there are various research programs that follow different, though not ultimately incompatible, rules of evidence. Rather than leading to large centralized organizations, postmoderns prefer decentralized networks; rather than impersonal and universal truth, now people seek personal insight and community; above all, postmoderns have become open to the spiritual dimensions of life and are more inclined to believe in spiritual reality, even what is above reason (Grenz).

Christians have differed vigorously over whether to embrace or resist the postmodern worldview, just as they differed historically over how to engage the classical and modern worldviews before them. Many insist that postmodernism must be resisted as leading away from absolute truths and toward relativism; others see the new openness to spirituality as an opportunity that Christians cannot pass up, and that pluralism in cultures and beliefs is an inescapable fact of contemporary life which, for better or worse, must be engaged.

2.4. Traditional worldviews. Though these worldviews have developed in Europe and America, the flows of globalization have carried their cultural products and commercial systems everywhere. But in many parts of the world these western worldviews have encountered (and sometimes strengthened) traditional worldviews. These perspectives, sometimes also called premodern, are often tied to indigenous religions and continue to shape ethnic (and sometimes national) identity. These strong and often centuries-old identities and practices have been highly resistant—sometimes even hostile—to outside influence, and especially to the work of Christian missions.

But given the increasingly interconnected world, these traditional cultures, for better or worse, are being opened to outside influences. The increasing migration of rural people to cities in search of a better life, has led to what Cristian Parker calls, a “semi-modern” worldview in which many traditional beliefs and practices are integrated into modern components of communication and commercial life. Obviously such cultural diversity means that apologetic practices must be increasingly sensitive to the role of traditional values and seek to present the gospel as a gift from God rather than an imposition of Western ideas. The final truth is that no worldview is completely compatible with the Christian gospel, because, as Paul says, humanity by its own wisdom cannot know God (1 Cor 1:18-31). At the same time every worldview, since it expresses the inextinguishable image of God in humanity, provides openings through which the light of the gospel can be seen. This suggests that Christians employ a variety of methods to engage people who find themselves under the influence of one or another worldview.



3. Philosophical Apologetics.

 

At the basis of worldviews, and even the different cultural perspectives, are various assumptions and hypotheses that determine how institutions and laws are developed. Thus a critical component of the apologetic enterprise is philosophical, that is, ferreting out these underlying assumptions—the ideas that are privileged in a given situation. The nature of reason as superior to other ways of knowing was an important assumption of the classical world that continues to influence culture, though now this reason goes under the name of science. These assumptions need to be exposed and exploited either by critique or subversion—just as Pascal subverted the inward perspective of Descartes in proposing reasons of the heart that supported Christianity, or as Nancey Murphy uses the modern scientific worldview as a way to argue for the truth of Christianity.



4. Cultural Apologetics.

 

A second approach is to use cultural realities to argue for the truth of Christianity. Protestant Christians in the West paid little critical attention to culture through the first half of the twentieth century, though they were quick to adopt modern cultural media in the service of their evangelism. The person who did much to awaken evangelicals to reflection on culture was Francis Schaeffer, whose Swiss-based ministry involved a creative ministry to modern intellectuals. Through his lecture tours in America and Britain, and later through his books and videos, Schaeffer influenced evangelicals to think through their relationship to culture. In a way that recalls Pope John XXIII’s intent at the Second *Vatican Council to open up the windows of the church to the modern world, Schaeffer brought contemporary philosophical and literary issues into the center of evangelical conversation. For many he provided a window, even a doorway, out into the larger culture. His early books, Escape from Reason (1968) and The God Who Is There (1968) became immediate bestsellers. In the latter he describes his program of speaking historic Christianity into the twentieth century. He modeled an apologetic method of thinking holistically about philosophy, the arts and culture as a means to recover a biblical vision of reality. Only the historic truth of God’s reality and Christ’s work of salvation, Schaeffer argued, shows “the truth of the external world and truth of what man himself is” (1968b, 129). Schaeffer’s work has done much to encourage evangelical Christians to develop what has been called a cultural apologetic, that is, the attempt to show ways in which cultural developments support the truth of Christianity.

A further, and arguably more important, influence on the development of cultural apologetics has been the missionary discussions of contextualization in the 1970s. These conversations have great importance for apologetics, since most non-Western cultures assume the relevance of spiritual and religious values for human flourishing. This offers both challenges and opportunities for apologetics. On the one hand the presence of indigenous religions means that apologetics must give interreligious conversation a major role, but on the other hand it means that Christianity may be presented as the fulfillment of the religious longings expressed in traditional forms.



5. Pastoral Apologetics.

 

The method most compatible with the pluralism of postmodernism is what might be called the pastoral method of apologetics. The truth is that people often live in many different worlds at the same time, employing elements of modern, postmodern and, in many cases outside the West, premodern perspectives. Their worldview often does not matter to them. So the pastoral method suggests that we work with what does matter to them: their identity, who they feel they are or wish they could become. In this process, Christians might make use of arguments that are cultural, rational, emotional, or use an approach that is more kerygmatic. What is important is seeing the person as loved by God, and in a particular place in their spiritual growth, more or less open to the working of God’s grace.

The pastoral method sees apologetics as a pastoral process rather than as an intellectual argument, even if rational elements at times are necessary. The process might consist of the following steps: (1) One should listen to what unbelievers are saying: what their basic concerns are, that is, what lies behind the questions they are asking, the real underlying questions that drive their lives. This may involve (2) walking with them for a while in order to discover the search they are on. What are they after? What are the burdens they carry that keep them from moving forward? Both of these may involve seeing cultural or philosophical arguments as important, but only because they are evidently behind the situation that persons inhabit. (3) This would lead to a rereading of Scripture (and Christian tradition) with the questions and concerns of people in mind, and (4) a presentation of the version of the gospel that emerges. The best response to obstacles to faith is a process of witness that nurtures faith over time, disciplined by Scripture and supported by prayer.

See also ATHEISM; ENLIGHTENMENT, THE; EVANGELISM; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; THEODICY.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. Augustine,
The City of God Against the Pagans (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); W. C. Campbell-Jack and G. J. McGrath, eds., New Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, ed. W. C. Campbell-Jack and G. J. McGrath (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006); C. Chang,
Engaging Unbelief (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000); S. Grenz,
A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996); V.-M. Kärkkäinen, “Pannenberg, Wolfhart,” New Dictionary of Christian Apologetics, ed. W. C. Campbell-Jack and G. J. McGrath (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006) 529-30; N. Murphy,
Theology in the Age of Scientific Reasoning (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990); L. Newbigin,
The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989); C. Parker,
Popular Religion and Modernization in Latin America: A Different Logic (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1996); B. Pascal,
Pensées and Other Writings (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); W. C. Placher,
Unapologetic Theology: A Christian Voice in a Pluralistic Conversation (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1989); F. Schaeffer, Escape from Reason (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1968a); idem, The God Who Is There: Speaking Historic Christianity into the 20th Century (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1968b); F. Schleiermacher,
On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); R. C. Sproul, J. Gerstner and A. Lindsley,
A Rational Defense of the Christian Faith and a Critique of Presuppositional Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984); J. Stackhouse,
Humble Apologetics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).

W. A. Dyrness

 

APOPHATIC THEOLOGY.
See EASTERN ORTHODOX THEOLOGY.





APOSTLES’ CREED

 

Along with the Athanasian Creed and Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, the Apostles’ Creed is one of the three ecumenical symbols of the Western church. It is widely considered to be the greatest, most succinct summary of the Christian faith.

The Apostles’ Creed is so named because of its legendary origin as a product of the twelve apostles. Until the mid-seventeenth century, it was commonly believed that each of the twelve apostles contributed one article to this statement of faith, formulated before the apostles separated for their respective missions.

The actual antecedent of the Apostles’ Creed goes back to the affirmation used in the baptismal ritual of the ancient Roman church. This declaration, known as the Old Roman Creed, later assumed a devotional and liturgical function as well. As the creed eventually spread beyond Rome in the post-Nicene period, it expanded and took on minor variations. The final, received text of the Apostles’ Creed probably originated in the sixth century in southern Gaul. It eventually became the sole baptismal creed of the Western church.

The historic confessions of faith in the Western church, including the Apostles’ Creed, bear similarity to the “rule of faith” or “rule of truth.” This rule (or canon) was the normative oral tradition handed down by the apostolic fathers. As a measure of the essential truths of Christianity, it appears in various forms in the writings of the ante-Nicene fathers. Early proponents of the rule of faith regarded its content as apostolic, and therefore employed it authoritatively in the interpretation of Scripture and in polemic against Gnostic heresies.

Like other creedal statements and the rule of faith itself, the Apostles’ Creed exhibits a trinitarian structure. Its three constitutive statements express belief in God the Father Almighty, in Jesus Christ his only Son, and in the Holy Spirit. This basic creedal structure originated in the tripartite baptismal formula (cf. Mt 28:19), which was the original ritual setting of the creed.

Also in continuity with the rule of faith, the Apostles’ Creed elaborates on the respective works of the Father, Son and Spirit. The content of these articles is based on the kerygma of the apostolic church, which is well represented in the New Testament. In fact, the substance of each article of the creed can be found in the book of Acts, which records a variety of apostolic proclamation. Even the most controversial point of the creed, the descent of Christ into Hades, can be found in the New Testament (Acts 2:27-31; 1 Pet 3:19).

Although the Apostles’ Creed, like other historic creeds, enjoys a prominent place in the liturgy of many confessional churches, it plays no visible role in the life of numerous fellowships. Many Protestant evangelical groups see the use of creeds as an unnecessary addition to the already complete witness of Scripture (see Revelation and Scripture). However, the catechetical and liturgical worth of the Apostles’ Creed should not be ignored, for it is thoroughly grounded in the language of Scripture itself. At the same time, many modern denominations, in the spirit of questioning traditional authority and promoting diversity, have found little use for any historic creeds. The potential danger for such groups is a lack of confessional identity in a world of competing systems of truth and value.

See also PATRISTIC THEOLOGY.
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APOSTOLICITY, CONTEMPOR ARY

 

The apostolic nature of the church has been recognized by most Christian denominations. The unique foundational role of the twelve apostles is a consensus among traditional orthodox Christians. However, the apostolic gift and ministry as a continuous reality in the life and experience of the church through the centuries has been hotly debated. As a reaction to the Roman Catholic theory of apostolic succession, since the days of the *Reformation, Protestants have denied any contemporaneity to the apostolic. Apostolicity has been understood as the foundational testimony of the actual (visual) witnesses of God’s unique revelation of himself in Jesus Christ, as recorded in the inspired Scriptures of the New Testament. According to this understanding, the apostolicity of the church rests on its faithfulness to that written (i.e., apostolic) witness and its acceptance as the only source of authority in matters of faith and practice (sola scriptura).

Added to this interpretation was an idea, developed through the Christendom paradigm since the days of Augustine of Hippo, that the charismata of the Holy Spirit as well as signs and wonders—miraculous experiences and ministries like the apostolic—had come to an end with the death of the last of the apostles or the completion of the canon of the New Testament (cessation theory). This theory was affirmed by the Reformers of the sixteenth century and reinforced in the following centuries (particularly in the nineteenth century) by most evangelical theologians.

With the emergence of the charismatic renewal in the 1960s and 1970s, a new appreciation of the charismata of the Spirit was developed. In turn, this led to a reinterpretation of texts such as Ephesians 4:11 and a new appreciation of the ministries of apostles and prophets in the church. In some charismatic circles, this was expressed in terms of a restoration of these gifts and ministries as fulfillment of a prophecy related to the last times (Acts 3:21). However, it was during the 1990s that apostolic ministries began to flourish. Particularly in Africa and Latin America, hundreds of pastors of large congregations were recognized as “apostles.” In most cases, the title referred to an administrative ministry or the task of a super-pastor, with a number of other pastors and congregations under the “spiritual coverage” (and administrative surveillance) of a self-appointed apostle.

The designation “apostle” is not used in a uniform way today around the world. In a number of evangelical denominations it continues to be related to a missionary ministry or to one who plants churches. In neo-Pentecostal circles it is applied to someone who supervises or oversees (the task of a bishop) a number of leaders and churches. However, there is a growing awareness among certain evangelicals that the apostolic gift and ministry in the New Testament was not limited to the Twelve, and that these elements are necessary to the accomplishment of the mission of the church today. Increasing numbers of evangelicals around the world see Ephesians 4:11-13 and 1 Corinthians 12:28 as expressions of gifts and ministries that have not been derogated in God’s purposes.

See also CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS; ECCLESIOLOGY; LEADERSHIP; PENTECOSTALISM.
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ARMINIANISM

 

Arminianism is a theological perspective that broadly corresponds to the thought of Jacobus Arminius. As an alternative to classic Reformed theology, Arminianism influences much of present-day Protestant evangelical Christianity.1. Beginnings

2. Developments and Trajectories

3. Comparative Assessment


 



1. Beginnings.



 


1.1. Arminius and His Context. Jacobus
 

Arminius (1559-1609) was born in Oudewater, Holland, and received theological training in Utrecht, Marburg, Leiden, Basel and Geneva. After serving as a pastor for the Reformed Church in Amsterdam from 1587 to 1603, he obtained his doctorate and began his career as a professor at the University of Leiden. During his tenure as a pastor in Amsterdam and later as a professor in Leiden, Arminius became an increasingly controversial figure, primarily because of his stance against certain *Reformed doctrines, especially the doctrine of absolute predestination. Although his doctrine was harshly criticized by his Reformed contemporaries, including his faculty colleague Franciscus Gomarus, Arminius died in good standing with the Dutch Reformed churches and the University of Leiden.

1.2. Theology. Arminius lived during a period of development and codification of Protestant Reformed theology in the context of scholastic, academic methodology. Arminius was virtually indistinguishable from his Reformed contemporaries not only in his theological method, but also in his articulation of classic Protestant doctrines such as *justification by grace through faith, the rejection of the Roman pope, and the distinctly Reformed Eucharistic theology along with its christological implications. The contours of his thought are most easily accessible in his Public Disputations and Private Disputations.

The distinctive emphases of Arminius’s doctrine of *salvation, recapitulated most powerfully in his Declaration of Sentiments (delivered in 1608), can be summarized in two points. First, Arminius believed that God’s saving grace is a resistible, rather than irresistible, gift. Arminius acknowledged that prevenient, continuing and persevering grace operates in the same way as Reformed theologians taught, with the exception that humanity has the ability to reject that grace at any time. Second, for Arminius, predestination, instead of being unconditionally founded in God’s will alone, is conditional on an individual’s faith. God elects those to salvation who do not resist, but accept, his gracious gift of faith and perseverance; God reprobates those who stubbornly refuse to receive his saving gift.

Thus, according to Arminius, fallen humanity is totally unable to save itself and completely helpless without God’s prevenient and subsequent grace. Arminius, underscoring that humanity is a willing recipient of that divine grace and faith, left space for responsiveness in the divine-human relationship. Arminius’s dissent from Reformed theology was a reaction against the increasingly prevalent doctrine of unconditional predestination as well as what he perceived as its practical effect—an aberrant doctrine of the assurance of salvation that resulted in either unwarranted security or hopeless despair.

1.3. Remonstrant Controversy. In January 1610, three months after Arminius’s death, forty-four Dutch pastors submitted their points of disagreement with the Heidelberg Catechism and Belgic Confession, as they were requested by the States of Holland. This document, called the Remonstrance of 1610, was signed by Arminius’s followers and sympathizers (known thereafter as Remonstrants). Its five points of disagreement with confessional Calvinism, which are regarded as representative of the thought of Arminius, often quote directly from Arminius. The Gomarists, or contra-Remonstrants, submitted their own rejection of the Arminian articles. A theological pamphlet war, sometimes turning into actual mob violence, ensued, and the question was not resolved until the national Synod of Dort (1618-19). By this time, the Remonstrants, having been divested of any significant political influence, were at the mercy of the Calvinist assembly, which went on to outlaw the Remonstrant opinions. Arminianism was officially judged to be outside the bounds of Dutch Reformed orthodoxy.



2. Developments and Trajectories.

 

2.1. Dutch Arminianism. Dutch Remonstrantism is the Arminianism directly descended from Arminius. After expulsion from the Synod of Dort, the Remonstrants formed their own church fellowship and seminary for the theological training of pastors. By the late seventeenth century, Dutch Remonstrant theology enjoyed a mutually cordial relationship with the spirit of *Enlightenment rationalism along with its optimistic anthropological and theologically liberal implications, demonstrating a clear departure from Arminius himself. Today, the Remonstrantse Broederschap maintains a small presence in the Netherlands, emphasizing freedom and tolerance with regard to social and doctrinal issues.

2.2. English Arminianism. English “Arminianism,” or “anti-Calvinism,” can be traced back to the latter third of the sixteenth century when the Church of England was increasingly influenced by Continental Reformed theology. Under Queen Elizabeth’s reign, England not only became a safe haven for Protestant refugees fleeing the persecutions in Europe, but the country also saw the return of those exiled under Queen Mary. In addition to the impact of these populations, books by Continental Reformed theologians that were translated and printed in England had a gradual but profound effect on English theology. The Church of England, including the theological faculties of Oxford and Cambridge, was taking on a more distinctly Reformed character.

Some English theologians teaching Calvinist doctrines met pockets of resistance from within the Church of England. Like Arminius, these English anti-Calvinists reacted against Reformed theology, opposing especially the doctrines of unconditional predestination and irresistible grace. However, although there is evidence of indirect connections between English anti-Calvinists and Dutch Arminians by the early seventeenth century, and despite the fact that later English Arminians read and appealed to Arminius, nevertheless English Arminianism began as an indigenous movement independent of Arminius himself. For example, during the Cambridge controversies over predestination in the 1590s, when Arminius was still a largely unknown pastor in Amsterdam, Peter Baro was advocating conditional predestination based on foreseen faith, a doctrine he had been teaching at Cambridge for two decades. Moreover, since the only confessional standard for the Church of England was its Thirty-nine Articles, there was ample room for a broad, non-Calvinist interpretation and subscription. English anti-Calvinism thrived alongside Reformed and Puritan theology. Like the Dutch Remonstrants, some English anti-Calvinists eventually accepted the principles of rationalism and Latitudinarianism.

2.3. Wesleyan, North American and Global Arminianism. Another type of Arminianism without direct links to Arminius himself is the Methodism of John and Charles Wesley. Like anti-Calvinists before them, the Wesley brothers reacted against “the horrible decree” of God as described by Calvin. In a sense, though, the Wesleys and later *Wesleyan theologians were closer than the later Remonstrants to the evangelical thought of Arminius himself, who rejected all Pelagianism, insisting on salvation by grace alone through faith alone and the total inability of humanity to be saved apart from internal grace.

Through the spread of Methodism in early nineteenth-century America and the decline of confessional Reformed orthodoxy, a general evangelical anti-Calvinism has been bred in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Because these movements do not accept the Reformed doctrines of predestination and grace, this amalgam of “Bible believing,” conservative Christianity is often dubbed “Arminianism.” However, it is worth asking to what degree a particular theology may depart from the thought of Arminius and still be legitimately called Arminian. Although we may allow modern groups that teach a similar doctrine to that of Arminius to be called “Arminian,” this popular and ubiquitous terminology is perhaps a misnomer not only when it is applied to the groups that demonstrate no relationship to Dutch Arminianism, but especially when it is used to describe theologies that bear little resemblance to the thought of Arminius. For example, revivalists such as Charles Finney possibly show closer affinities to Pelagius than to Arminius. Likewise, the full-blown openness theology (see Open Theism) of a temporal God who is ignorant of the future has indeed departed from Arminius’s view of divine omniscience, which was foundational to his own doctrine of predestination. At any rate, whether or not the appellation is always justified, because of the influence of Methodism in Nazarene and neo-Pentecostal groups, whose numbers have escalated around the world, “Arminianisms” of all types have become widespread in the twenty-first-century church.



3. Comparative Assessment.

 

As John Wesley once observed, depending on one’s ecclesiastical environment, the word Calvinist and the word Arminian are often used derisively without much consideration of actual content. The same generalization remains true today in many ecclesiastical circles. Internet websites and popular publications continue to provide an avenue for harsh polemic and historical and theological ineptitude. However, it is worth noting that evangelical Arminianism has many similarities with Calvinism. First of all, both Arminianism and Calvinism are orthodox with respect to the broad Christian tradition on the doctrines of God, Christ and salvation. Even if some Arminians do not explicitly profess the classic creeds, most Arminians would agree with the ecumenical creeds and the definitions of Nicaea and Chalcedon.

Furthermore, Arminianism exhibits vast practical similarities with mainstream Reformed theology. Both traditions acknowledge the necessity of preaching and evangelism and the instrumental nature of faith in the process of salvation. Both traditions point their adherents to similar testimonies for the assurance of salvation and give proper warnings to those who persist in deliberate, unrepentant sin. Historically, ecclesiological and eschatological issues have not been a source of major contention between these groups.

At the same time, the theoretical differences between Arminianism and Calvinism cannot be overlooked. In sum, Arminianism has a very different view of the bond between God and humanity than does Calvinism. Arminians believe that God freely obliges himself to love each fallen person for the goal of salvation, and, at the same time, that he freely limits his own sovereignty over the wills of human beings, thus allowing an opportunity for greater reciprocity in the divine-human relationship.

See also REFORMED THEOLOGY; WESLEYANISM, WESLEYAN THEOLOGY.
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ART AND AESTHETICS

 

Like religion, to which they are often connected, the practices of art are embedded in longstanding cultural traditions. Often distinctions that are important in the West, say, between art and craft, or secular and sacred art, make little sense in other parts of the world. These differences are reflected in every aspect of aesthetic production, from the vocation of the artist, whether formal or informal, to the economic arrangements that sustain these practices, from highly developed museum and gallery systems in the West to the community based craft markets prominent in many places. In an increasingly globalized world these differences are often becoming mutually influential (Summers, 2003), and it is widely recognized that art in one place can no longer be studied in isolation. Christian reflection on the arts then must increasingly recognize both the diversity and the interrelationships, and, as a contribution to this, we focus here on a comparison between Asian and Western perspectives, as both together might contribute to the renewal of the church’s mission and worship.

1. An Asian Framework

2. A Western Framework


 


1. An Asian Framework.

 

In many Asian countries, and indeed in many non-Western cultures where secularization has yet to happen, much of what is called art, as with all other artifacts, is still religiously rooted. Part of the reason for this is that religion continues to be a source of integration in these societies. In these postmodern times, particularly, the traditional religions of the East are seeing a resurgence, partly because they serve as a buttress against invasive modernizing influences.

Unlike in the past, this religious rootage does not express itself in explicitly religious themes or architectural monuments, as with the Angkor Wat of the ancient Khmers or the magnificent cathedrals of medieval Europe. Instead, it is embedded in the aesthetic sensibility, and shapes the culture’s ideals and ways of looking at beauty.

This is most clearly seen in those countries where the religious tradition is philosophically comprehensive, a totalistic system that is expressed and elaborated through its cultural extensions—cultic rituals, laws, institutions, and artistic and social life. Zen *Buddhism, for instance, is a total life system exquisitely distilled in such art forms as the ikebana, chado or tea ceremony, calligraphy, the minimalist haiku or the highly stylized No drama.

It will be noticed too that in many of these countries there is no indigenous word for the generic term art. This is an indication that there is no sense of a finer realm that is somehow abstracted from life; there is no distinction between looking and living, art and life. This is also why, in these cultures, there is no sharp divide between “fine” art and “folk” art. Creativity and imagination are embedded in the way people tell stories, design clothes, build houses, weave mats and baskets, or make flower arrangements and landscapes.

In this essay we outline some representative aspects of Asian aesthetics and suggest a way of looking at them. We explore the worldview behind them and define some of the theological issues that rise when such art interfaces with the Christian tradition or when there is an attempt to communicate its message within a particular cultural context.

1.1. Art as the Way In. Characteristic of art in this region is its continuing roots in a religious worldview.

Icons or statuary are often seen as “the thing in itself,” charged with religious power, as with the ancient likha or larawan (images) of pre-hispanic Filipinos. The bulul of the Cordillera peoples is a continuing example of this. Highly stylized, these sculptures are representations of anitos, or ancestral spirits, potent because said to be charged with the very presence of these ancestors. They are ritually placed in rice granaries to serve as guardian deities. This mind-set remains even after almost four hundred years of Catholicism brought by Spain and more than a century of Protestantism.

While there are traces of early secularization in Chinese art, this tendency transmuted itself into mysticism when Mahayana Buddhism was introduced from India. As in Catholicism, art became an aid to meditation. The Taoist veneration for nature found expression in landscapes and nature paintings that reached prominence in the fifth to seventh centuries. Works such as these were appreciated according to their spiritual resonance, as articulated by the early aesthete Hsieh Ho in the fifth century. Art had the intentional purpose of being “dedicated to the expression of the inner spirit instead of physical verisimilitude.” This required long introspection, issuing in works that suggest by the barest of means the inner essence of nature and reality. But while the process of contemplation and conception is long, the execution is often rapid, as prescribed by the masters: “painting should be a spontaneous and instantaneous flow of the brush” (Munro, 51).

Art as the way into the nature of things is most clearly seen in Japanese aesthetics. There is the concept of mono no aware, or the haunting feeling evoked by the pathos (aware) of impermanence in all things. Both in poetry and in narratives like Genji Monogatari (The Tale of Genji) by Lady Murasaki, the theme that all things must pass is prominent, creating a profound sense of momentary beauty coupled with grief over its transience. The yearly crowds that turn out to view the cherry blossoms are participants in this aware. The cherry blossoms usually fall within a week of their appearing, and thus are highly valued for their evanescence.

Related to this Buddhist sense of impermanence is the notion of wabi, the understated beauty one finds in simple, austere or even imperfect things. Kenko, in his “Essays in Idleness,” articulates this: “Are we to look at cherry blossoms only in full bloom, at the moon only when it is cloudless? To long for the moon while looking on the rain, to lower the blinds and be unaware of the passing of spring—these are even more deeply moving. Branches about to blossom or gardens strewn with faded flowers are worthier of our admiration” (Keene, 115).

It is in the art of the tea ceremony that wabi finds its most developed expression. Beauty is to be found in the elegant simplicity of the tea house and its utensils, not in anything magnificent or opulent. As the tea master Sen no Rikyu prescribes it in the Namporoku (1690), a collection of his sayings, “In the small tea room, it is desirable for every utensil to be less than adequate. There are those who dislike a piece when it is even slightly damaged; such an attitude shows a complete lack of comprehension.” In another passage, he urges restraint: “The meal for a gathering in a small room should be but a single soup and two or three dishes; sake should also be served in moderation. Elaborate preparation of food for the wabi gathering is inappropriate” (Hirota, 226- 27). The Eucharistic overtones may not be accidental, as some scholars have underlined the influence of sixteenth-century Christian missionaries on this practice.

In aesthetics based on Zen, art is a means of enlightenment, or satori—its disciplines are meant to evoke religious experience or insight. The artist awakes a “longing,” much like the notion of rasa in India, fueling a desire to go further in the spiritual journey. This parallels a bit C. S. Lewis’s idea of art as “spilt religion,” wine that one laps up till the tongue finds the cup from which it flows.

This is most evident in those landscape paintings where the eye wanders through meandering paths and winding rivers, suggesting an inner, imaginary journey. Mountains are shrouded with mist, indistinct yet alluring by their very incompleteness, creating in the imagination a lush, limitless vista that surpasses anything one can see clearly (Hume, 253-54).

This preference for allusiveness over explicitness or completeness is a characteristic of yugen, a term first found in Chinese philosophical texts, which carries the meaning of “dark” or “mysterious.” Nature as depicted is experienced psychologically, as in this account by the thirteenth-century author Kamo no Chomei, writing on yugen in poetry: “It is like an autumn evening under a colorless expanse of silent sky. Somehow, as if for some reason that we should be able to recall, tears well uncontrollably.”

This “cosmic melancholy,” an ache one feels inside when the veil of familiarity lifts and we come face to face with the numinous in nature, also has its equivalent and has been variously described in European literature. The Romantic sensibility is likewise haunted by the rugged and the distant. Nordic literature often contains this image of a fallen warrior sent adrift on a boat in the open sea, where all is sweet and sad and far away. The playwright Strindberg calls this “a nostalgia for heaven.” Quite possibly this is what the Preacher in Ecclesiastes means when he talks of “eternity in the mind,” that residue of some other clime that lingers in the memory and imagination of the human race. While earthbound, we feel a dark, foggy sense of another world, intimations of immortality in the borders of our unconscious, which the artist, with her heightened sensibility, puts to words or gives form through line and color.

1.2. Worldviews and Images. There is a marked difference in the way an Asian handles perspective from the way a European would do it. In the paintings of the latter, the human being is normally set off from the backdrop, the centerpiece where the eye is led and then rests. In that of the former, a human being, if there is any, is part of the landscape, suggesting a profound unity with nature.

This may be accounted to a philosophical difference. In the Christianized “West,” the human self is a distinct subject. There is a sharp separation between subject and object, hence the development of a culture that mostly looks and objectifies rather than identifies with and subjectivizes the inner workings of nature. In East and Southeast Asian paintings, a human being is but a small part of the universe; one blends with the vast landscape, continuous with the rocks and trees.

The Asian emphasis on oneness with nature is clearly seen in the haiku, a genre that flourished in Japan in the seventeeth century. Here the poet so identifies with the natural object that the self disappears and becomes submerged in its imagined life. Consider this haiku by Matsuo Basho:Solitary now—Standing amidst the blossoms

 


 
Is a cypress tree.








The solitary figure of an old cypress tree contrasts with the colorful burst of fresh blossoms. The lonely mood evoked typifies the aesthetic ideal of sabi, which connotes desolation and deep solitude, of having aged well, acquiring a patina with the passing of years. The poet feels like the ancient tree standing in splendid isolation, its subdued grace set off by the spray of blossoms.

The traditional performing arts show the heights of disciplined grace reached by a finely-tuned union with nature. Many dances of the Philippines, for instance, are mimetic, like the itik-itik, which imitates the mincing waddle of ducks. The binasuan is a dance form of the arnis, a local martial art. Its graceful movements can be deadly, like the “lockflow” that locks an enemy’s joints and can render him immobile. In the No theatre, where diction, gestures, gaits and dance movements are all highly stylized, grace is attained through rigorous discipline, breaking through to a “higher naturalness” where the body has been sufficiently bent into a “form” (kata), as when made light and supple to move like a bird in flight.

The unity of subject and object is especially seen in Filipino aesthetics, where art is mostly something one performs as part of the life system and not as a thing to look at. Decorative art blossoms during ritual festivals, where the expanse of sky suddenly fills with brightly colored buntings and the houses are dressed up with hangings of multicolored kiping or covered by highly ingenious designs made of fruit, grains and plants. This visual feast is only for a day, as ephemeral as the materials used—leaf, colored paper, grass, rice grains, frames of wood or bamboo. Such is the acceptance of impermanence that no thought is expended on preserving remnants of this extravagant creative display.

Unlike the austere lines, empty space and sparing color of Japanese paintings, Filipino visual arts burgeon with forms that fill up the entire frame. In cartoons, especially, people, objects and scenes are clustered and crowded together with no focal point. This “horror of empty space” and the lack of concern for focus is perhaps reflective of the highly social and polychromic sensibility of the Filipino, always surrounded by people and a thousand and one distractions that clamor for attention. There is an exuberant decorative flair, as with the colorful jeepneys and the okir, a design tradition in the Muslim south. Whether carved in wood or intricately wrought in metalwork, there is a rich profusion of decorative art typified by the sarimanok, a figure of a bird holding a fish in its beak or talons. Swords, gongs, other implements of brass and silver teem with figures of animals, plants and mythical heroes from ancient epics.

1.3. Some Issues. Clearly much of the vitality of Asia’s artistic life draws from the well of its religious traditions. This being so, there is the problem of how such art can be affirmed and also critiqued within a Christian worldview. Also, how can artists immersed in these traditions but who have become Christians negotiate both the break that is necessary and the continuity that allows them to connect with their people?

These questions have been explored in a previous study examining the work of some Asian Christian artists (Dyrness 1979, 67-75). We can comment only briefly. What seems clear so far is that the central question in this region is not so much whether images have religious power, as was the crux of the debate in *Reformation Europe when Christianity shifted its emphasis from the altar to the pulpit. The more important question is whether these artistic traditions carry within them authentic elements of what human spirituality is about, and therefore are capable of serving as a medium for communicating Christ. It may be that articulating Christ within the styles and frames of meaning offered by these traditions may surface an aspect of the “manifold wisdom of God” that yet remains shadowed for lack of a deep enough engagement with the root metaphors of these cultures.

While certainly rooted in worldviews that rival Christianity in philosophical depth, we are dealing here with a sensibility whose intuitiveness is quite patently more immediate and intense in its grasp of the reality of transcendence than the rational and cognitive approach to spiritual truth in Western Protestantism.

M. Padilla Maggay



2. A Western Framework.

 

2.1. The Middle Ages and Reformation. Art in the West since the Reformation has become a secular pursuit. This view has become a truism both for religious and nonreligious people. But its truth may be debated. Another way of seeing the history of art in the West is to examine the various ways in which the arts are thought to relate to religion. One thing becomes clear to anyone exploring this history: religious faith, and often Christianity in particular—now in the center, now lurking in the shadows, now present in disguise—is never out of the picture entirely. During the Medieval period Western art had much in common with the holistic view of many non-Western cultures today. The Latin word for art, ars, denoted not only panel painting and sculpture but also crafts like shipbuilding and furniture making. From the Christian point of view, objects that artists made were most often destined for use in the liturgy or later as objects stimulating personal or familial devotion. The practices of making and using art were understood mostly as theological practices—they could stimulate prayer, connect one with spiritual power or serve as vessels for relics or sanctified elements.

The world as God’s good creation, the incarnation of Christ in human form, and the reading and interpretation of Scripture stimulated the making of art, music and what we today call literature. Preachers would urge the faithful to make use of images in their prayers. Take the image of Mary and Elizabeth: the reforming preacher Geiler von Kaisersberg urged his listeners in late fifteenth-century Strasbourg to look on them and remember how faithful they were to God’s call on their lives. Model yourselves after them.

Along with such wholesome use of images, there were abuses as well. Wealthy families commissioned altar pieces to perpetuate their names and earn them favor with God. Pilgrimages and relics were thought to reduce the time believers would spend in purgatory. For many the whole process of art-making became tainted with the stench of indulgences.

The major Reformers Martin Luther and John Calvin were not opposed to the art objects themselves—both praised artistic ability as a gift of God—so much as the use to which these objects had been put. Their theological objections however had an impact not only on religious practice but on cultural and social practices as well. Instead of seeing spiritual power as mediated through religious practices—whether they were pilgrimages or set prayers—the Reformers insisted that God is most clearly manifest through the preaching of the Word of God found in Scripture. As a result the Bible was soon made available in vernacular languages, and catechisms were prepared for the children, resulting in a rapidly rising rate of literacy. Sometimes social reform seemed to eclipse any need to make art. Rather than spending your money on images which in themselves do nothing for your spiritual health, the Reformers urged, give generously to the real image, that is your neighbor, who lives beside you in great need. All of this resulted in a transformation not only in the way art was made and appreciated but also in the way Christian people thought about the world more generally.

Certainly the mystery and awe that, for better or worse, accompanied medieval worship was replaced by the quest for clarity and order both in the understanding of one’s faith and in the approach to life more generally. This new way of thinking resulted in particular ways of relating to the world, one that brought with it a corresponding aesthetic. If the world is God’s ordered creation, and persons are called to be stewards and caretakers of this order, they will be more likely to discern its inner working. They will surely come to discover many of its secrets. Many scholars have noted that this way of thinking had much to do with what we know as the scientific revolution. In the arts it issued in a focus, especially in seventeenth-century England, Holland and New England, on individuals as the image of God and the world—in John Calvin’s words—as a theater for the Glory of God. The famous portraits of Rembrandt and the landscapes of Jacob van Ruisdael are examples of this new worldview. Though the focus on individual persons was central, there was also an awareness, especially in the contemporary landscapes, that the person was part of a much larger story whose author was God.

This ordered embrace of the natural world, with respect to the arts, had important consequences. Because medieval believers had come to believe too strongly in the ability of religious practices and objects to mediate spirituality, the Reformers tended to imply that spiritual truth was only mediated by hearing the Word, which is to say internally. John Calvin went so far as to argue in his Geneva Catechism that because the Holy Spirit works together with the preached Word to effect faith, it is really not necessary that Christ or his Word be received by any organ of the body. While Calvin did not intend this, such a view undermines the value of any external mediation of religion. Those following strictly in Calvin’s way saw no need for special spaces, particular ritual acts or finely wrought objects which could be instruments of believers’ spirituality. In architecture and matters of worship, the result was what has often been called the “plain style” of aesthetics. That is, Protestant thinking about aesthetics in relation to worship spaces and objects favored the minimal use of ornamentation and objects, the emphasis on emptiness and silence, and in general arrangements that provide atmosphere for personal and inward faith and meditation. If the arts in the more traditional sense were practiced at all by believers, they found their preferred place outside of the church. They were not to be considered a part of the believers’ religious or devotional practice.

Some theologians, like Abraham Kuyper, have argued that this secular focus on life and art brought about the liberation of art from its bondage to the church. Art was now free to roam about the world unfettered by dogmatic or liturgical demands. It was free to celebrate God’s gift of beauty wherever it might be found. The problem that soon emerged was that art, if it did not serve a Christian worldview, might be made to serve other gods—indeed it might itself be made into an object of reverence.

2.2. Modern Western Reflection on the Arts. It is not too much of an exaggeration to say that recent Christian discussion about art focuses on this supposed liberation of art from its religious setting—whether praise or lament. From one point of view seeing art as a purely secular affair is unusual when compared with most of the world (and most of history!), as the section on an Asian framework has shown (see 1 above). So the fact that this liberation is contested and debated in Europe and America is not unusual. It is this debate that we mean to focus on in the remainder of this article. The debate may be reduced to two separate questions: First, is this liberation a good thing for art, and can we learn anything important from an art liberated from all religious demands? And, second, if it is not necessarily a good thing, is there any way that these aesthetic gifts may be made, once again, to serve the practices of worship?

Clearly the fact that the practice of art had lost its religious warrant in the West was due, in part, to the unique history of Christianity since the Reformation. This situation also accounts for the fact that constructive theological discussion about the value of art was rare before the nineteenth century. Since then Christian thinkers have taken a variety of positions about the way aesthetic objects can encourage or impede genuine spirituality. One might think about the positions on this matter as ranging along a spectrum. Beginning on the left one might place theologians who believe that the artistic impulse itself is evidence of a divine presence in our consciousness. In the middle are those who see objects as having sacramental potential. That is, objects which we have come to call art may take on the characteristic of a religious sacrament; they may be transformed into objects of spiritual importance. Thinkers on the right do not believe art can ever have any direct relationship to God. Objects of the material world can, at best, speak about and point to God, or, at worst, they may stand in the way of the believer’s devotion to God. In this way of putting things, thinkers on the left and in the center would challenge whether art can exist at all without its theological context; those on the right, following Kuyper, are more likely to celebrate or at least accept this liberation.

Let us briefly explore these options. Friedrich Schleiermacher in the early nineteenth century argued that our impulse to form images is fundamental to human consciousness. Indeed he argued that our very ability to know the world, founded as it is on our feeling for things (which, he believed, expresses itself in images), is intrinsically aesthetic. This aesthetic sense finds its highest expression in our human capabilities to form loving relationships and celebrate this love in our worship of God. A twentieth-century theologian who developed Schleiermacher’s ideas further was Paul Tillich (d. 1965). He argued that art in its very nature is intrinsically “symbolic.” By this he meant that art is grounded in and expresses an absolute concern of the artist. Artists, being sensitive to the currents and values of their day, invariably express the cultural (and usually religious) values of their era. Art then is an important barometer of a culture’s deepest values, even if those values are not overtly or manifestly religious.

Thinkers and philosophers in the center believe that the value of art lies in the fact that the world has been invaded by God at the incarnation. This gives to the world a sacramental potential, a reality best seen in the Roman Catholic understanding of the Eucharist—where objects of the world become a kind of presence of God. The philosopher who best expressed this point of view was Jacques Maritain (d. 1973). He argued that the artist, when the self is understood christologically, can be seen to echo this sacramental work by investing objects of creation with their deepest values. The result is an object that represents a new way of knowing the world, which results from the fusion of the subjectivity of the artist and elements of creation in a work of art—a process that Maritain called “connatural” knowledge.

Theologians and artists on the right side of the spectrum tend to agree with Calvin’s focus on Scripture as the best mirror of God’s truth and the subsequent elimination of art objects as mediators of spiritual truth. Nevertheless they would argue that works of art—whether artists are Christians or not—can be more or less reflective of God’s truth. Music and art can capture much of the natural wisdom of a culture and be a kind of indirect witness to the truth of the gospel. Some, like Jeremy Begbie, have argued that because God’s trinitarian presence underlies all reality, the order that is found, say, in music, may be seen to reflect the truth of this presence.

As to whether the arts can once again be brought back into the service of worship, there is a growing consensus, even among Protestants, that this should happen. One might attribute this growing openness to two related causes. On the one hand, Protestants have become more open to other Christian traditions—traditions like the Eastern Orthodox or Roman Catholic, in which the arts have continued to play an important role. Even among evangelicals who have not embraced a political (or theological) *ecumenism there is a growing openness to what we might call liturgical ecumenism—resulting in the visible influence of Taizé worship, of the Catholic Liturgical Renewal and even practices like praying the labyrinth or the use of icons. On the other hand, the growing multicultural nature of the church has resulted in exposure to a wide variety of worship practices from diverse cultures—places where art and religion were never separated—that is stimulating Western Christians to rethink the relationship between worship and the arts. All of this may encourage God’s people from around the world to bring the glory and honor of the nations into their houses of worship.

W. A. Dyrness

 

See also CULTURE AND SOCIETY; FILM; IMAGES, ICONS, ICONOCLASM; LITURGY AND WORSHIP; MUSIC; POPULAR CULTURE; VISUAL CULTURE.
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ASIAN AMERICAN THEOLOGIES

 

Asian American theologies are critical and pragmatic intercultural theological reflections on the life realities of Asian Americans that are articulated by American Christians of Asian ancestry with firsthand knowledge and experiences of these realities. Contextual in orientation, Asian American theologies seek to juxtapose the life experiences of Asian Americans with the gospel’s soteriological, prophetic ethical and transformative power. This involves placing Asian Americans at the center of theologizing as sources, participants and collaborators, and not simply as the passive recipients of such theologizing. The Asian American lived experiences that form the basis for critical contextual theological reflections encompass a broad spectrum spanning from the diasporic, interstitial experiences of first-generation Asian immigrants to the United States at one end, and the life experiences of the 1.5 generation (that is immigrants born abroad but raised in America) and American-born Asian Americans at the other end. These life experiences often center on the construction of their sociocultural identity and are characterized by their contested negotiations of the complex and difficult relationship between their Christian faith, culture, race/ethnicity and peoplehood within contemporary United States society.

A common mistake is to limit the ambit of Asian American theologies to areas that are often assumed to be “relevant” to Asian Americans, for example, faith and culture, race relations, *evangelism, church-planting and young adult ministries. Asian American theologies seek to deal with the entire theological tradition that has been handed down, including those aspects that are commonly regarded as *dogmatic or *systematic. Working within the context of Asian American communities and responding to the wider sociocultural trends within and outside the Asian American racial-ethnic communities, many Asian American theologians have sought to enrich and reenvision the entire range of the theological enterprise.

This means that Asian American theologies are not simply theologies that have been articulated for specific racial-ethnic Asian American communities, but rather, theologies that also seek to contribute across racial-ethnic boundaries to the universal Christian theological tradition. Ideally, Asian American theologies are not only shaped by, but also hopefully shaping and cross-fertilizing the wider theological enterprise within white, black, and *Latino/a Christianity in the North American context.

1. Two Generations of Asian American Theologians

2. Asian American Biblical Hermeneutics

3. Asian American Theological Reflections on Racism and Discrimination

4. Faith, Culture and Tradition in Asian American Theologies

5. Asian American Catholic Theologies

6. Asian American Theologies for the 1.5 Generation and American-born Asian Americans


 


1. Two Generations of Asian American Theologians.

 

Asian American theologians hail from a broad cross-section of United States Christianity. Many work from within mainline Protestantism, although new Asian American theologians are emerging from Catholic, evangelical, and Pentecostal traditions. While many of these theologians are first-generation immigrants who have settled down in the United States, an increasing number are American-born or 1.5 generation whose worldviews have been shaped by their experiences of growing up and living in the United States. Generally, Asian American theologians may be classified as the “first generation” and the “second generation.”

The first generation comprises Japanese American, Korean American and Chinese American theologians who emerged in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s. Exclusively men, they carried out their theologizing from within mainline Protestant traditions. Faced with considerable challenges from church, community and society, they struggled from outside the theological establishment to challenge the entrenched racism and discrimination of both the mainstream United States society and Christian institutions. Inspired by the achievements of early black and Latin American liberation theologians, they focused on issues of race relations, faith and culture, and the forced assimilation that plagued the Japanese American, Korean American and Chinese American communities at that time. Prominent first-generation Asian American theologians include Roy Sano, Paul Nagano, Jitsuo Morikawa, Jung Young Lee, Sang Hyun Lee and David Ng.

The second generation of Asian American theologians came into prominence from the 1980s onward. They hail from a broader and more diverse cross-section of Asian American Christians. The original cohort of male Chinese, Korean and Japanese American theologians has now been enriched by women, biblical scholars, church historians, Catholics, evangelicals, Pentecostals, Vietnamese Americans, Filipino Americans, Indian Americans and so forth. Well-known second-generation Asian American theologians include Greer Anne Wenh-In Ng, Kwok Pui-Lan, Russell Moy, Samuel Ling, Enoch Wan, Timothy Tseng, Amos Yong, Eleazar Fernandez, M. Thomas Thangaraj, Rita Nakashima Brock, Fumitaka Matsuoka, Andrew Sung Park, Anselm Kyongsuk Min, Chung Hyun Kyung, Young Lee Hertig, Grace Ji-Sun Kim and Peter Phan. Biblical scholars such as Sze-kar Wan, Gale Yee, Khiok-Khng Yeo, Tat-siong Benny Liew, Jeffrey Kah-Jin Kuan, Seung-Ai Yang, Uriah Yong-Hwan Kim, Mary Foskett and Henry Rietz are in the forefront of developing the field of Asian American biblical hermeneutics.

These second-generation Asian American theologians stand out for their innovative interdisciplinary approaches to theologizing on a wide variety of issues, including reconciliation, community transformation, faith and ethnicity /culture, Bible and ethnicity/culture, evangelism and ethnicity/culture, and the spiritual development and faith empowerment of all Asian Americans. More significantly, while the first-generation theologians were critical of external social structures but were reluctant to critique the negative aspects their racial-ethnic communities’ internal structures, the second-generation theologians have no such qualms, especially on the issue of gender relations. Hence, many Asian American women theologians have taken on the challenging task of critiquing the negative and marginalizing effects of ethnic customs and cultural traditions on Asian American women...



2. Asian American Biblical Hermeneutics.

 

The variety and diversity of Asian American biblical *hermeneutics point to the increasing interest of Asian American biblical scholars to reread the Bible within the context of specific Asian American concerns. Early Asian American biblical interpretations were inspired by the liberation theologies of black and Latin American theologians, and often utilized the Exodus-from-Egypt motif with its theme of liberation to characterize the Asian American theological quest for liberation from oppressive and marginalizing structures. However, the second-generation Filipino American theologian Eleazar Fernandez critiques the oppressive and triumphalistic dimensions of the Exodus-from-Egypt event, proposing an alternative Asian American hermeneutic of “Exodustoward-Egypt” with the United States being the “Egypt” of unfulfilled dreams and nightmares for Asian Americans seeking a better future. Fernandez has also reinterpreted Tower of Babel and Pentecost narratives to provide an alternative hermeneutic for Asian Americans negotiating their life challenges in the pluralistic United States society.

Contemporary Asian American readings of the Bible seek to explore the implications of the varieties of Asian American racial ethnic identities on the interpretation of biblical texts, and in turn, how racial ethnic identities are shaped and nuanced by such readings. Many Asian American biblical scholars have adopted a multidisciplinary approach to biblical interpretation, drawing upon postcolonial theory, diasporic studies, anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, Asian American studies and theology, in addition to traditional biblical exegetical and hermeneutical tools, to craft new, hybridized Asian American biblical hermeneutics that are attentive to the issue of reenvisioning Asian American ethnic-racial identities within their diasporic existence in the United States. For example, Gale Yee and Tat-siong Benny Liew are interested in formulating specific Asian American biblical interpretations that combine a radical reinterpretation of the Chinese yin-yang cosmology with contemporary postcolonial and diasporic hermeneutical tools.



3. Asian American Theological Reflections on Racism and Discrimination.

 

The pervasive racism that many Asian Americans encounter in their daily lives, whether in the civic arena or the church, whether subtle or blatant (e.g., the racist nativist agitations against Asian Americans in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries), and dehumanizing discrimination (e.g., the detention of Japanese Americans in concentration camps during World War II), are starting points for many Asian American theologians. Responding, Asian American theologians not only challenge the sociocultural and political-economic status quo, but also propose innovative responses, such as the theologies of liberation (Sano), marginality (S. H. Lee, J. Y. Lee, Phan), pilgrimage (S. H. Lee, Nagano), diaspora/exile/ migration/sojourning (Fernandez, Moy, Phan), a theology of “solidarity of others” (Min), and reconciliation and community-building (David Ng, Matsuoka, Hertig).



4. Faith, Culture and Tradition in Asian American Theologies.

 

In the case of the first-generation Asian American immigrants, it is inevitable that their various Asian racial-ethnic identities are indelibly imprinted on their lives and brought by them from the “Old World” to the “New World.” For them, the age-old sociocultural traditions, religious customs and theological perspectives that they carried with them from the “Old World” are given pride of place and juxtaposed with new traditions, customs and practices that they encountered in the “New World.” Terms such as contextualization, inculturation and dialogue are sometimes used by Asian American theologians to describe the process of retrieving and reformulating traditional Asian sociocultural and religious understandings.

Early Chinese American mainline Protestant theologians—for instance, Wesley Woo and David Ng—were interested in the interaction between the gospel and Chinese culture. For example, David Ng articulated a theology of “community” for Chinese American Christians that synthesized the New Testament paradigm of koinōnia with the Chinese-Confucian paradigm of tuanqi. Contemporary Chinese American evangelical theologians such as Samuel Ling and Enoch Wan continue to reflect on the interaction between the gospel and Chinese culture. Their theological writings center around the concerns of the Chinese-born, 1.5 generation and American-born Chinese evangelical Christians in general and the quest to be fully Chinese and evangelical in particular.

Many Korean American theologians have utilized traditional Korean social, cultural and spiritual elements in their theological endeavors. Jung Young Lee retrieved the Taoist yin-yang cosmology as the basis for reinterpreting the fundamental Christian doctrine of the Trinity in terms of harmony, balance and inclusivity, as well as constructing a theology of marginality that redefines the margin as the center of life-giving creativity. Andrew Sung Park has drawn upon the Taoist yin-yang cosmology and the Korean *minjung paradigm of han (the deep suffering and guilt of victimized and oppressed people) to articulate a theology for Korean Americans to deal with the challenges of prejudice and discrimination. This follows his earlier endeavors to combine the Korean concept of han with the Christian doctrine of sin to provide a theological perspective on the scars and suffering experienced by victims of sin. Park has also built upon this Korean understanding of han as a hermeneutical framework to develop his theology of transmutation as a vehicle for understanding victimhood and suffering, transforming race relations, and building bridges between Korean Americans and African Americans following the 1992 Los Angeles riots. The Korean American woman theologian Young Lee Hertig has adapted the Taoist yin-yang cosmology to construct the theological and epistemological paradigm of yinism as a model for social activism for the Korean and Asian North American church.



5. Asian American Catholic Theologies.

 

One aspect that differentiates some Asian American Catholic theologians from other second-generation Asian American theologians is their theological reflections on the implications of the traditional cultural values, spirituality and devotional piety that many Asian American Catholics have brought with them from their Asian homelands (Peter Phan, Rachel Bundang). In doing so, they find themselves reflecting upon the transnational communal connections that continue to bind many Asian American Catholics to their families and communities in Asia. The Vietnamese American Catholic theologian Phan, in his essay “The Dragon and the Eagle: Toward A Vietnamese American Theology,” seeks to construct a Vietnamese American theology out of a dialogue between traditional Vietnamese cultural and religious traditions (as symbolized by the dragon) on the one side, and contemporary United States Christianity and the pluralistic United States society (as represented by the eagle) on the other. His subsequent essays, “Mary in Vietnamese Piety and Theology” and “Jesus as the Eldest Son and Ancestor,” seek to construct a contemporary Vietnamese and Vietnamese American *Mariology and *Christology using traditional Vietnamese religious, social and cultural elements in the former, and Vietnamese Confucian virtues and practices in the latter.



6. Asian American Theologies for the 1.5 Generation and American-born Asian Americans.

 

In the case of many 1.5 generation and American-born Asian Americans, traditional Asian racial-ethnic identities and sociocultural norms are often voluntarily relativized or rejected. This is true not only among Asian Americans who out-marry or are adopted by non-Asian American families, but also among many Asian American evangelical Christians. For these latter, assimilation into the mainstream of generic American evangelical theology is the overarching goal.

Asian American theologies that seek to address the needs and concerns of the 1.5 generation and American-born Asian Americans tend to focus less on tradition-maintenance, that is, holding on to ethnic-bound traditions from the “Old World,” in favor of traditioning: constructing new traditions, practices and theological positions that appeal to an incipient “pan-Asian American” identity construction that is emerging across Asian American racial-ethnic boundaries. For example, building upon their roots in the contemporary United States society, which is viewed as the permanent home rather than a temporary or exilic sojourn, Asian American theologians such as Matsuoka, Park, Hertig and Fernandez seek to challenge Asian Americans as citizens or permanent residents of the United States to take seriously their civic responsibilities and participate actively in nurturing the common good of the United States society. Their emerging theologies focus on contemporary social and economic currents and join the ongoing conversation about the shape of United States society.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the rich diversity of Asian American theologies is manifested in the range of issues and concerns being addressed. On one end of the spectrum, some Asian American theologians are beginning to discuss the problem of essentialism in defining the “Asian American” identity that first-generation theologians assumed. Foskett and Rietz have strongly critiqued the essentialism of the category of “Asian American,” highlighting the tension between the biological reproduction vis-à-vis cultural reproduction in the construction of Asian American communities, and challenging all Asian American theologians to confront the invisibility and double marginalization of Asian Americans who are adopted by White Americans (Foskett), and biracial and multiracial Americans with some Asian ancestry or heritage (Rietz). Other Asian American theologians are tentatively confronting the implications of globalization, continuing immigration and growing transnational ties among Asian American communities in their theological reflections. Moving beyond the simplistic cultural essentialism and sociopolitical nationalism of the first-generation Asian American theologians who emphasized the acquisition of rights and entitlements, second-generation Asian American theologians have started grappling with the ambiguities that emerge when the blurring of the boundaries between Asians and Asian Americans is giving rise to an increasingly multivalent and complex intertwining of social, cultural and religious identities. On the other extreme of the spectrum, a handful of Asian American theologians (Kwok Pui-Lan, Patrick Cheng) have begun reflecting theologically on the life experiences of and challenges faced by Queer Asian Pacific Americans (QAPAs) and exploring creative theological paradigms, biblical hermeneutics and pastoral practices that do not exclude the QAPAs.

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; CHINESE THEOLOGY; JAPANESE THEOLOGY; KOREAN THEOLOGY; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. R. Nakashima Brock, J. H. Kim, P.-L. Kwok and S. A. Yang, eds., Off the Menu: Asian and Asian North American Women’s Religion and Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007); “The Other Half of the Basket: Asian American Women and the Search for a Theological Home,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 3 (1987) 135-50; Y. Lee Hertig,
Cultural Tug of War (Nashville: Abingdon, 2002); G. J.-S. Kim,
The Grace of Sophia: A Korean North American Women’s Christology (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2002); J. K.-J. Kuan and M. Foskett, eds., Ways of Being, Ways of Reading: Asian American Biblical Interpretation (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2006); J. Y. Lee,
Marginality: The Key to Multicultural Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); idem, The Trinity in Asian Perspective (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996); T.-s. B. Liew and G. A Yee, eds., The Bible in Asian America (Semeia 90-91; Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002); F. Matsuoka,
Out of Silence: Emerging Themes in Asian American Churches (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1995); idem, The Color of Faith: Building Community in a Multiracial Society (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 1997); F. Matsuoka and E. S. Fernandez, eds., Realizing the America of Our Hearts: Theological Voices of Asian Americans (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2003); D. Ng, ed., People on the Way: Asian North Americans Discovering Christ, Culture, and Community (Valley Forge, PA: Judson, 1996); A. S. Park,
The Wounded Heart of God: The Asian Concept of Han and the Christian Doctrine of Sin (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993); idem, Racial Conflict and Healing: An Asian-American Theological Perspective (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996); P. C. Phan,
Christianity with an Asian Face: Asian American Theology in the Making (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2003); P. C. Phan and J. Y. Lee, eds., Journeys at the Margin: Toward an Autobiographical Theology in American-Asian Perspective (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1999); K. Pui-Lan, ed., “Asian and Asian American Women’s Voices,” Journal of Asian and Asian American Theology 2:1 (1997); R. I. Sano, comp., The Theologies of Asian Americans and Pacific Peoples: A Reader (Berkeley, CA: Asian Center for Theology and Strategies, Pacific School of Religion, 1976); J. Y. Tan,
Introducing Asian American Theologies (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2008).

J. Y. Tan

 

ASIAN CHRISTOLOGY.
See CHRISTOLOGY.





ASIAN THEOLOGY

 

In the current state of Asian theology, the method and character of the dominant theological discourses do not always faithfully reflect the indigenous Asian ethos. As most professional Asian theologians are trained in the West, they tend to perpetuate the Western patterns of *theological education in the theological curriculum. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, however, a small but significant number of Asian theologians emerged who initiated the search for contextual and relevant theologies in Asia for Asian peoples.

1. Old Initiatives

2. Three Strands in Asian Contextual Theology

3. A New Challenge for Asian Theology


 


1. Old Initiatives.

 

To put Asian theology in its proper context, some of the first-generation Asian theologians and church leaders who sowed the seeds for indigenizing Asian Christianity should be briefly considered.

Toyohiko Kagawa (1888-1960) exerted an enormous influence in Japan through his ministry among the poor and by many of his books, which were translated into English in the 1930s. His contemporary Uchimura Kanzo (1861-1931) started the non-Church movement in Japan and left an indelible mark on Japanese churches and society at large. His major concern was to live out the teachings of the Bible outside the institutionalized church. Choi Byung-Hurn (1858-1927), the first Korean Methodist pastor, attempted to articulate his new identity as a Christian by reflecting on his past as a Confucian scholar. As a new convert to Christianity, the issue of interreligious dialogue became a matter of existential urgency. Gil Sun-Joo (1869-1935), a former Taoist master converted to Christianity, was one of the most influential leaders in early Korean church history and started the early morning prayer meeting for which the Korean church is well known. In that sense, he contributed significantly to the indigenization of some of the practices within the church. In mainland China the teachings and ministries of Christian heroes like Wang Mingdao (1900-1991), Watchman Nee (1903- 1972) and John Sung (1901-1944), served as the backbone of the house churches in China and the many Chinese-speaking churches in southeast Asia. Nee is notable particularly for his profound spirituality and biblical knowledge, which exemplified an Asian encounter with Christianity. Bishop Ting Kwang-Hun (1915-) has led the Three Self Patriotic Movement of the Protestant churches in China (TSPM) and sought to negotiate the equally ultimate claims of the church and state. A notable Christian hero in India was Sadhu Sundar Singh (1889-1929), whose deep spirituality continues to reverberate in India and beyond. It was Singh who immortalized the phrase “giving the gospel to Indians in an Indian cup.” A few books on his life and ministry were published, but scholarly research on his spiritual theology is still lacking.

What is significant about this early generation of Asian leaders is their common struggle to express and practice their newfound faith in light of their previous religious traditions and spiritualities. Reexamining their largely implicit theology and ministry will shed new light on how a more authentic and comprehensive Asian theology could be formulated.



2. Three Strands in Asian Contextual T heolog y.

 

Aloysius Pieris, a Sri Lankan Catholic theologian, understands Asian religiosity and *poverty as the two major pillars of the Asian reality (Pieris, 69) and suggests that Christianity should negotiate with these twin realities if it is to take deep roots in Asian soil. Even though one might question the comprehensiveness of Pieris’s characterization of the Asian reality, it nonetheless provides a useful framework for categorizing the various local theological initiatives. The search for Asian contextual theology reveals three identifiable strands.

2.1. Asian Theology Negotiating with the Social, Political and Economic Reality in Asia. Many Asian theologians attempt to relate the gospel to the social, political and economic realities in Asia. M. M. Thomas (1916-1996) in India endeavored to articulate the relationship between Christianity and nation-building. Similarly, as early as in the 1920s, Chinese Christians debated how Christianity could contribute to the modernization of the country. The role of the church in nation building or its contribution to the welfare of the (secular) states in Asia is still being discussed in many Asian countries. Ironically, in post-Cultural Revolution China the secular state appears to be as keenly interested in this issue as the church (Poon).

*Minjung theology, a Korean version of *liberation theology, was developed within the historical context of economic exploitation and political oppression in Korea in the 1970s. Ahn Byung-Mu and Suh Nam-Dong were the pioneers of minjung theology, and they contributed greatly to the awakening of the churches to the reality of social injustice, economic exploitation and political oppression. In the Indian context the dalit theology highlighted the reality of the dalit (the untouchable) people, and in Japan some have theologized on the social and economic reality of the burakumin (village, or hamlet, people). Aloysius Pieris published a book on Asian liberation theology, and not a few theologians, including Carlos H. Abesimos in Philippines, attempted to relate the gospel to the Asian reality of poverty and economic injustice. More recently, R. G. Sugirtharajah, who is based in England, has applied postcolonial discourse to the interpretation of the Bible.

2.2. Asian Theology Negotiating with the Cultural Reality in Asia. Realizing the role of culture as a hermeneutical filter, that people understand the gospel through their preexisting worldview, some Asian theologians attempt to achieve a convergence between the *gospel and Asian cultures, and in this way indigenize Christianity.

Today it is widely accepted that Christians need to negotiate with the local cultures for effective and efficient crosscultural communication of the gospel. In more radical circles, theologians even venture to explain the gospel utilizing non-Christian concepts.

Lee Jung-Young, a Korean-American theologian, attempts to explain the triune God using the Daoist concept of yin and yang. Some Korean theologians like Yun Sung-Beom and Yoo Dong-Shik have also tried to reconceptualize Christian elements using traditional cultural terms. Others, mostly Indian theologians like Raimon Panikkar and Stanley Samartha, propose the concept of the cosmic Christ utilizing the Hindu concept of avatar (incarnation). The Japanese scholar Seichi Yagi suggests, against the backdrop of Buddhism, the portrayal of Jesus as one who achieved enlightenment. Taiwanese-American scholar C.-S. Song also reflected on various ways to explain Christian teachings using the religio-cultural symbols found in the multireligious traditions in Asia. Kosuke Koyama, a Japanese-American scholar who wrote Waterbuffalo Theology, is probably most widely known as a Japanese contextual theologian. His early concern was to re-present the gospel to Asian people in an Asian way.

2.3. Asian Theology as Interreligious (or Interfaith) Dialogue. The Christian attitude toward other traditional religions has become one of the most thorny issues in Asian theological circles. Although there are not many Asian theologians who fully embrace the theory of religious pluralism, still the radical proposal by some to adopt a pluralist paradigm has significant implications that may affect the way the gospel is interpreted in Asia (see Theology of Religions).

In the Buddhist context of Sri Lanka, Lynn de Silva and Aloysius Pieris attempt to relate the gospel to Buddhist teachings or translate Christian teachings into Buddhist concepts so that they will make sense to the local people. In the Hindu context, Raimon Panikkar, Stanley J. Samartha, Wesley Ariarajah and Christopher Durasingh are pioneer theologians espousing religious pluralism. In the Confucian context, C.-S. Song argues for a theological leap from the West to Asia by discarding what he perceives as the church-centeredness (ecclesiocentrism) of the West and by allowing the possibility of salvation in other religious traditions. Similar attempts are noted in Archie C. C. Lee in Hong Kong and Yeow Choo Lak from Singapore. In Korea, Pyun Sun-Hwan proposed a theology of other religions by boldly suggesting that we approach other religions as equal partners in the *kingdom of God and make ourselves vulnerable to be corrected and enriched by other religions. Following these initiatives in interreligious or interfaith relations, traditional understandings of *Christology, *ecclesiology, biblical authority (see Revelation and Scripture) and Christian *mission are radically revised. “Story theology” is one common mode to bring about the convergence of the Christian and Asian religious traditions. The basic premise of story theology is that the traditional Asian stories have equal authority as the stories of the Bible.

 

3. A New Challenge for Asian Theology. Two things may be noted in the current Asian theological discourse. One is that after several decades the drive for Asian theology seems not to have made much progress. Despite rapid changes in Asia, “mainline” Asian theology has hardly broken new ground. The other is the critique of Asian theology by Asian theologians. The authenticity of the various Asian theological initiatives has been challenged by those coming from the evangelical tradition. There are positive signs that Asian evangelical theologians are attempting to be more open and aggressive in engaging the Asian cultural and religious heritage with the gospel. Examples are Rodrigo Tano in the Philippines, Bishop Hwa Yung in Malaysia, Carver T. Yu in Hong Kong and Vinoth Ramachandra in Sri Lanka.

The Asian church continues to face three imperatives: First, Asian theology should contribute to the remaking of the image of Christianity as an Asian religion, since the common perception of Christianity in much of Asia is that it is a foreign or Western religion. Second, Asian theology as an encounter between the gospel and Asian cultures should help the church rediscover the gospel and advance a biblical Christianity that has largely been domesticated and truncated by forms of contextualization that border on syncretism. It needs to go beyond a merely cognitive comparison between Christian teachings and other traditional Asian teachings and contribute toward deeper understanding of the Bible. Asia’s rich and diverse religious heritage could help the church recover, for example, the spiritual reading of Scripture found among the church fathers. Third, Asian theology should serve the cause of making Christian teachings the ingrained beliefs of Asian peoples much like the teachings of *Islam, *Hinduism, Confucianism, *Buddhism and Shintoism have become ingrained in the peoples of Asia. In these respects, Asian theology is still in the making.

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; BUDDHISM; CHINESE RELIGIONS; CHINESE THEOLOGY; HINDUISM; INDIAN THEOLOGY; ISLAM; JAPANESE THEOLOGY; KOREAN THEOLOGY; MINJUNG THEOLOGY.
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ASIAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC

 

It could be said that the Roman Catholic Church of Asia is truly catholic because the Asian Church embraces a very wide variety of peoples with different cultures, religious backgrounds, political ideologies and social structures. Given such diversity, doing theology in Asia must embrace unity in plurality and diversity. As Roman Catholic Asians reinterpret the *gospel for Asia, this enterprise constitutes an essential and integral contribution to the theology of the universal church.

*Globalization, *secularization and religious *fundamentalism make this theological task increasingly urgent and indispensable as Western theology is inadequate for providing answers to the existential questions posed by Asians. Asian theology cannot just adapt Western theology to Asian contexts; the challenge is to express living faith in Jesus Christ in Asian ways. This article surveys the perspectives and major issues in Roman Catholic Asian theology.

1. Perspectives on Doing Theology in Asia Today

2. Hermeneutics and Resources

3. Major Issues

4. Conclusion


 


1. Perspectives on Doing Theology in Asia Today.

 

Of the different perspectives, *contextuality is the primary horizon in doing an Asian theology. The universality of the gospel as a living theology demands that Asian theology reflect anew the person and message of Jesus within the framework of Asia’s social, economic and political realities; its cultures, religions, ideologies and philosophies. This endeavor to retranslate, reinterpret and reexpress the gospel in Asian cultures, as the early church did in its context, is a missiological and theological necessity arising from faith in the incarnation. Such a contextual theological methodology as proposed by the Federation of Asian Bishops Conferences calls for commitment and service to life expressed in a concomitant triple dialogue with Asian cultures, religions and the poor.

First, dialogue with cultures prevents a split between the gospel and the traditions of the people. An incarnated faith must be expressed in symbols and traditions that are attuned to Asian cultures. Such an inculturated faith should incorporate theological reflection, *liturgy, religious catechesis and *spirituality. Authentic inculturation, however, is governed by two fundamental principles, namely, compatibility with the gospel and the faith of the universal Church.

Second, in view of the all-important aspiration for harmony, Asian Christians living in a multireligious world must discern the saving activity of God in other religions and find ways to integrate and accommodate the different religious experiences of others (see Theology of Religions). In this regard, given Asians’ deeply contemplative and ritualistic nature, the experience of the sacred, the way of *prayer, spirituality and *mysticism should be the starting point for interreligious dialogue and a truly Asian theology. Asians do not wish to speculate in the abstract, but as a deeply *sacramental people, they prefer to share their religious experience.

The dialogue of faith, however, must eventually lead to a dialogue of life with the poor and marginalized. Thus, in the proclamation of the good news, it is imperative that the Catholic Church adopts a *preferential option for the poor. Together with believers of other faiths, the Asian Catholic Church struggles against the forces of injustice, discrimination, *violence and *poverty perpetuated by oppressive structures and manipulative powers.

Underneath this theological enterprise lies the spirituality of harmony, which is the nexus of this triple dialogue. An Asian theology of harmony finds its theological basis and model in the Holy *Trinity as a communion of love, of unity in diversity, in which the Church as the sacrament and instrument of communion with God and unity among all peoples is grounded. This vision of harmony is actualized through dialogue and collaboration with peoples of other religions and cultures in establishing the kingdom of God through reconciliation, mutual respect and tolerance in working for justice, unity and peace.



2. Hermeneutics and Resources.

 

Asian *theological method is pluralistic because reality is perceived and explained in different ways. Pluralism, however, differs from relativism. The latter holds that truths are subjective opinions of reality and therefore every view of reality is equally true, whereas the former accepts that there are different perspectives and worldviews in understanding and explaining reality, depending on the horizon from which one approaches the question of truth. Hence, the objectivity of truth has a priority over subjectivity.

This support for pluralism in theology is grounded in the diverse theologies of the New Testament formulated by different groups in response to the questions raised by their communities in the light of the paschal experience. The post-apostolic and patristic church, through the *ecumenical councils in the first seven centuries, set the parameters for a legitimate inculturation of the faith when they transposed a biblical language of faith into a philosophical and ontological mode. Gaudium et Spes (GS 62) from the Second *Vatican Council reminds us that the deposit and the truths of faith are one thing, but the manner of expressing them is quite another. Necessarily, a plurality of theologies that harmonizes with the local customs and cultures is permissible provided such pluralism faithfully renders the universal faith of the Church as contained in Scripture and tradition. Indeed, while pluralism is permitted in theology, dogmatic relativism is excluded.

However, before undertaking a theological inculturation, biblical inculturation is a prerequisite. A paradigm shift in biblical *hermeneutics from the Western historical-critical approach to that of a more typically Asian contemplative and intuitive approach becomes necessary. Furthermore, in a dialogic theology, Asians prefer a participative language that is evocative and inclusive. Therefore symbolic, narrative and poetic is preferred over a conceptual language which tends to be exclusive and definitive.

With regard to the resources of theology, the contextual realities to be discerned in the light of Scripture and Tradition include (1) cultures, that is, customs, values, morality and worldviews; (2) religions, including religious experience, creed, cult, worship, rituals, feasts and popular religiosity; and (3) movements that seek transformation of society, for example, women’s, tribal and ecological movements.



3. Major Issues.

 

3.1. Contextual Christology: The Face of Christ in Asia. Ecclesia in Asia (John Paul II, EA) lists *Christology as the first key area by which to explore theological inculturation. Western theology that is often perceived as triumphalistic and monopolistic would not be compatible with the Asian’s predilection for pluralism and harmony. The Asian church, like the early church, must resourcefully re-present the image of Jesus Christ in her own context in creative fidelity to Scripture and the church’s tradition since change ensures continuity.

Since an approach from high Christology, which proclaims Jesus as the Son of God, the one and only Savior, makes dialogue impossible, Asian theologians prefer a pedagogy by way of low Christology. By this means, the mystery of Christ is gradually unfolded, beginning with Jesus as a man, a prophet, before arriving at his identity as the Christ and the Son of God in the light of the Easter faith. The rationale is that unless non-Christian Asians recognize and encounter Jesus as a man identified with the love of God, as a man for others, especially the poor, his Christological identity will be incomprehensible. Appropriately, the person of Jesus must be presented before introducing doctrines about him as the Christ, the Son of God.

Thus, the Asian Synod of Bishops deems that images of Jesus as “the Teacher of Wisdom, the Healer, the Liberator, the Spiritual Guide, the Enlightened One, the Compassionate Friend of the Poor, the Good Samaritan, the Good Shepherd, the Obedient One” or “as the Incarnate Wisdom of God whose grace brings to fruition the ‘seeds’ of divine Wisdom already present in the lives, religions and peoples of Asia” would find better reception by Asian peoples. (EA §20). The image of Jesus as the authentic man of wisdom and compassion powerfully resonates with Asia’s poor who are struggling for justice, freedom, peace and harmony.

3.2. Inculturated Ecclesiology: A New Way of Being Church. Inculturation of the gospel message necessitates the building up of a truly local church. For the church in Asia to be Asian it must avoid appearing foreign. She must wear an Asian face, thereby showing that Christian faith cuts across all cultures and can be mediated through Asia’s cultures and traditions, even though some of these values may need purification. Since dialogue is the primary mode of promoting harmony, local churches must continuously be in humble and loving dialogue with the living traditions, cultures and religions of Asia.

As a witnessing church, the church in Asia must stand out as a prophetic church, a church of the poor and a servant of love, truth, justice and freedom, indeed, a church devoid of triumphalism. She must play an active role as a builder of communion and a promoter of peace, not only within the church but with all peoples, regardless of race and religion. Such a dialogue obviously must also embrace the universal church as a communion of communions if Asian theology is to be considered integral to the Catholic faith.

3.3. Mission: Evangelization as Proclamation, Kingdom Building and Dialogue. Since the *kingdom of God extends beyond the confines of the church and all people of goodwill may be saved in ways unknown to us through the Holy Spirit, who leads them to share in the paschal mystery of Christ (GS §22), it inevitably raises the question of the necessity of proclaiming Jesus Christ. In the context of Asia’s plurireligious societies, the nature of this mission requires clarification. The Catholic Church acknowledges the hidden presence of the gospel in the cultures and religions of Asia, for they are not without the knowledge of God, since they “often reflect a ray of that truth which enlightens all human beings” (Nostra Aetate §2). As church, her mission is to bring Asian religions and cultures to the fullness of truth by being the visible sign and sacrament of the mystery of salvation in deeds and words. As mission always takes as its starting point the realities of Asia, the Catholic Church works with others to establish the kingdom of God through cooperation, love and service. This totality of mission and evangelization incorporates dialogue with the poor; a commitment to social, human and economic development; the promotion of truth, justice and freedom; and interreligious dialogue through the sharing of faith and life.

Evangelization is a complex reality, yet there can never be a true evangelization without the proclamation of Jesus as the Christ. And so when it comes to affirming the primacy and centrality of Christ as the Son of God, Asian bishops remain firm in their convictions even when such proclamation is done in a dialogical manner with humility and love. Accordingly, the Catholic Church must be open to both dialogue and the proclamation of the gospel, since dialogue is but one mode of proclamation. Nevertheless, it would be reductionism to equate proclamation with dialogue alone.

Positively, the Catholic Church in Asia recognizes that in the economy of salvation, the plurality of religions is part of God’s design as they too contribute to the building of the kingdom and are not simply tolerated. Of course, all religions are not the same, nor do they have the same value and truth. Nonetheless, all religions are truly partners and collaborators in the mission of bringing about God’s kingdom. The Catholic Church fulfills her role as a co-pilgrim, companion and servant accompanying the people of Asia to the fullness of life.



4. Conclusion.

 

It must be reiterated that the mission of the Catholic Church in proclaiming Christ as the incarnated love of God in Asia is effective only when the Asian Church humbly repents from the narrowness of her own vision of Christian faith and life. She must be courageous and proactive in taking up the challenge to find new and liberating ways to present Jesus as the way, the truth and the life for the people of Asia. Following the Asian path of the triple dialogue of culture, faith and life, the Church in Asia will be instrumental in strengthening greater mutual understanding, harmony and collaboration among peoples from different cultures and religions. The signs of the times seem to indicate that this is God’s will for the Church in Asia today so that she can also be a model for the world at large as it grapples with fundamentalism, terrorism, globalization and secularization (see secularization).

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; CATHOLIC THEOLOGY AND THE GLOBAL SOUTH.
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ASTROLOGY

 

Astrology is the belief that events on earth are determined in part by the arrangement of stars and planets, indeed that a person’s character and future is influenced by the particular confluence of starts and planets at their birth—what is called the “sign” under which he or she was born. Each day millions of people around the world consult a horoscope—which is a diagram of the signs of the zodiac (the celestial sphere) based on the alignment of the planets and stars at a given time—to see whether the signs are auspicious for them to buy a house or enter into a business deal. The belief is based on the proposition that the movement of heavenly bodies and the events on earth have some mysterious connection, and therefore there is a universal order that must be preserved, whether this is determinative or merely influential. Many people will recognize this as similar to the use of signs and omens that characterize indigenous faiths around the world—Koreans acknowledge their astral spirits; the Chinese their subcycles of years popularly dominated by astrological animals; the generals in Myanmar (Burma) determine their policies after consulting the stars. Indeed astrology represents a form of popular religion in many places of the world.

In spite of its worldwide presence, the rise of astrology is deeply connected with the development of Western civilization. During classical Greek civilization, as the power of ancient myths and their gods and goddesses began to lose hold, the astral theology of the Platonists and Persian influence led to devotion to the seven planets. Since the gods seemed unconcerned with human endeavor, belief in fate represented by the planets filled the void. As E. R. Dodds put it, empty thrones were calling out to be filled.

Early Christianity fought hard against this religion of fate, and Augustine denounced the belief as inconsistent with the Christian view of God. He wrote: “But to predict the characters, the acts and the fate of those who are born from such observation, is a great delusion and great madness . . . [these] are to be referred to the same class as if they were leagues and covenants with devils” (Augustine On Christian Doctrine 2.21-23).

In the Middle Ages even Thomas Aquinas and Dante attributed to the planets some influence over human activities while preserving human dignity and freedom. But it was the Renaissance and the modern period (since 1900), ironically, that experienced the two great revivals of astrology. As in the sixteenth century the breakup of the consolation offered by the medieval worldview encouraged people to consult the stars, so in the twentieth century the widespread loss of faith has led to revival of this ancient faith.

In spite of the modernist view that the world is controlled by natural processes, astrology gives evidence of the human longing to find hope and meaning in this impersonal order. The Bible announces a different view in which God has created the stars to witness to his glory and, during the first flowering of faith in the stars, the NT argues that the character of God who rules the stars is spelled out in terms of the life of Jesus Christ.

See also FATALISM; FOLK RELIGION.
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ATEEK, NAIM.
See MIDDLE EASTERN AND ARAB THEOLOGY.
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ATHEISM

 

Atheism is a generic term for negative attitudes toward the divine, specifically for disbelief in *God or gods. We distinguish between broad and narrow senses. In the narrow sense atheism denotes disagreement regarding the essence of metaphysical reality rather than total rejection of the supernatural. Christians sometimes call Buddhists atheists for their disbelief in the Christian God; the early Greeks called Christians atheists for their disbelief in the Greek gods. In the broad sense it is rejection of any “supernatural” being or agency. Naturalism and materialism are common examples, but these are difficult positions to state. With constant shifts in science it is difficult to characterize the natural or the material; failing to provide a clear positive definition of these positions, it is necessary to resort to negative characterizations in terms of what is rejected. In this essay we look at modern European and North American developments, since very little well-developed atheism (in the broad sense) is found elsewhere in the world. We consider early modern Europe, the United States and Russia.

1. Early Modern Europe

2. Atheism in the United States

3. Russia


 


1. Early Modern Europe.

 

Although many were dubbed with the pejorative term “atheist” throughout Western history, atheism in the broad sense did not become a live option until well into the modern period. It is ironic that it was apologetic arguments for the Catholic faith that made the first contributions. Renaissance writers such as Michel de Montaigne revived ancient skeptical arguments to show that there is no rational way to decide between Protestant and Catholic claims. Therefore the only sensible thing to do is to keep the established (Catholic) faith. The availability of these arguments paved the way for atheism: if one cannot tell whether the Protestant or Catholic version is correct, perhaps none is.

A variety of other factors were needed to justify a positive rejection of religious belief. Philosopher M. Westphal helpfully distinguishes two sorts of atheism. One he calls evidential atheism, well represented by early twentieth-century philosopher Bertrand Russell’s account of what he’d say if he were to meet God and God asked why he had not been a believer: “Not enough evidence God! Not enough evidence!” (Westphal, 13). Given difficulties in adapting theological reasoning to modern (scientific) canons of rationality, this response is readily understandable.

However, if religious claims are false then one needs an explanation of why they are so widely believed; just as, if there are no witches, we want to know what caused people to believe there were. Philosophers David Hume in Britain and Baron d’Holbach in France in the eighteenth century began the attempt to explain the origin of religion naturalistically. They argued that religion is a response to fear of the unknown, coupled with superstitious attempts to control or propitiate unseen powers.

But why does religion persist in the modern world now that we understand natural causes? The explanations come from Westphal’s second variety of atheists, the masters of suspicion. Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche and Sigmund Freud practice the hermeneutics of suspicion, the “attempt to expose the self-deceptions involved in hiding our actual operative motives from ourselves, individually or collectively, in order not to notice . . . how much our beliefs are shaped by values we profess to disown” (Westphal, 13). These three develop their suspicion with primary emphasis, respectively, on political economics, bourgeois morality and psycho-sexual development, but each also subjects the religion of Christendom to devastating critique.

Two further steps were needed to make atheism a viable position. It would be possible to say that religion is an illusion, but a beneficial illusion in that it shores up morality. So two sorts of arguments were needed. One was to show that religion did not serve to reveal anything about the moral order that we could not get just as well by the use of human reason. Most work in philosophical ethics during the modern period had just this aim. The other was to adduce historical evidence to show that religion has, in fact, promoted the worst evils in history. For such reasons, between 1650 to 1890, unbelief became a live possibility in Western Europe.



2. Atheism in the United States.

 

The foregoing developments in Europe have had varying degrees of influence in North America. The United States was influenced in addition by the deists (those purporting to hold a rational belief in a creator and moralist God, but nothing else of positive religion), and by the principles of religious liberty and individualism promoted by the philosopher John Locke and others. Through these influences, religion became more and more a private matter of conscience rather than a public influence. In addition, American beliefs have been influenced by different versions of spirituality (e.g., Henry David Thoreau’s transcendentalism) that focus on humans rather than God.

Historian James Turner’s famous thesis is that religion itself caused unbelief in America. “In trying to adapt their religious beliefs to socioeconomic change, to new moral challenges, to novel problems of knowledge, to the tightening standards of science, the defenders of God slowly strangled him” (Turner, xiii). For example, God was used (in Newton’s day) to fill gaps in science. When science itself could close the gaps, God became increasingly irrelevant for understanding the natural world.

When God was no longer needed in nature, the tendency among religionists was to emphasize God’s role in preserving morality and in loving care of one’s inner life. As already noted, morality was later turned over to the philosophers. A God whose only role was meeting individual, inner human needs became more and more dispensable. To oversimplify: The removal of God from politics by the U.S. Constitution, from science by further scientific developments and from the moral sphere by philosophical developments made for a God who “offered atheists less and less in which to disbelieve” (MacIntyre, 24). Interest in this God was easily displaced by interest in science and the marketplace. The result was a largely secularized society in which religion is a private matter yet a society open to public claims for atheistic naturalism supposedly based on the conclusions of science.

Since 2004 a number of books have been published criticizing religion and promoting atheism (Harris). This phenomenon, called the new atheism, is in part a response to the perception that terrorist attacks such as that on the World Trade Center in 2001 are motivated by religion. The new atheists have much in common with earlier contributors to the modern naturalist tradition: denial of any rational grounds for religious belief; attempts to explain the origin and persistence of religion naturalistically; denial that religion is a necessary basis for morality; and a (particularly strong) emphasis on the claim that religion sponsors evil rather than good. One new element in naturalistic explanations is the incorporation of the claim of the cognitive science of religion that religious beliefs and practices are a byproduct of the operation of “cognitive modules” that evolved early in human history for purposes such as detecting the intentions of other agents (Boyer; Dennett). Another new feature is a lower level of scholarship and a higher level of scorn toward religious believers than has been seen in most earlier writings (Dawkins; Hitchens). For rebuttals to many of the unsubstantiated claims, see Ward (2004; 2006).



3. Russia.

 

Unlike the individualism and self-reliance valued by colonists in North America, the Russian people had opposite tendencies. Before the Great October Revolution agricultural communities played a major role in the life of this country; by 1897 the nobility represented less than one percent of the population, while the majority were peasants. Until 1861, Russian agricultural communities were owned by the nobility, leaving little room for individualism and personal independence. After the freedom received from abolition of serfdom, in order to survive the peasants kept the communal way of life but without the land and resources to work on it. They continued functioning on the principle of mutual rather than personal responsibility. Under these conditions, it was easier to accept the Marxist emphasis on social class rather than Lockean individualism. Marxism, however, was theoretically and practically inseparable from aversion to religion.

The difference between Marxist and American versions of atheism stems largely from the fact that the latter was more influenced by empiricist philosophers while Karl Marx was influenced by idealist philosophers such as G. W. F. Hegel. Marx reversed Hegel’s “dialectical idealism” (the thesis that all reality is essentially the progress of the mental or spiritual realizing itself in history) in order to create his theory of dialectical materialism. For Marx, consciousness and the spiritual domain are manifestations of a cultural process based on perverted social and economic relations whose origins are material. Marx explained religion as grounded in the social and economic life of society rather than in the experience of a separate individual; it is the self-projection of the economically oppressed social classes, as evidence of their alienation from reality, and as an escape from class struggle. Marxist emphasis on the collective and generic nature of social classes was one of the decisive factors in the Bolsheviks’ gaining the confidence of peasant communities and enabling the successful import of the Marxist version of atheism to Russia.

The main characteristic of Russian atheism was its militant nature. As was mentioned, Marx adopted Hegelian dialectics, in which progress is achievable only in the confrontation of thesis and antithesis. Thus, Marx rejected gradual reforms in favor of revolution, which must pass through several stages. In the initial stage, it must result in the victory of the oppressed over the oppressors. In the next stage, a dictatorship over the proletariat must be formed. During this stage, the society is ruled by a small group of ideologically literate and dedicated leaders repressing any other-mindedness. This stage was necessary since the majority of the population was illiterate and easily manipulated. To prevent this manipulation, any worldview other than Marxism must be forbidden and its proponents physically exterminated.

To conclude: the phenomenon of atheism must always be considered in its context. Although literally it means “an absence of God,” practically, this definition is not precise anymore. In a contemporary postmodern multi-Weltanschauung world, atheism is often used as a label convenient for specific political and ideological purposes stemming from a particular social and demographic framework. It can easily be shaped into various, sometimes very different, forms such as North American *secularism and Russian communism.

See also APOLOGETICS; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS.
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ATONEMENT

 

Broadly speaking, the term atonement—one of the few theological terms that is derived from the English language—refers to a reconciled state of “at-one-ness” between parties formerly alienated in some manner. Within the Christian tradition, the term signals the work of Jesus Christ that makes possible a reconciled relationship between God and humanity, a relationship previously broken by sin. According to John Wesley, “Nothing in the Christian system is of greater consequence than the doctrine of the atonement” (Wesley, 79). Wesley wrote those words during the same century that gave birth to the European *Enlightenment. Since that time, more than a few theologians have taken leave of Wesley’s sentiments. Writing in the late 1980s, Colin Gunton noted that over the previous two decades, matters other than the atonement had come to capture the attention of theologians, reducing the former “flood” of works on this topic to a virtual “trickle” (Gunton, xi). Two decades later, the waterway has begun to flow anew, and the atonement is again a matter for serious and widespread discussion at the theological roundtable.1. The Current Situation

2. Three Traditional Paradigms

3. Beyond Traditional Motifs


 





1. The Current Situation.

 

A number of factors have served to foster renewed conversation and exploration concerning the atonement within Christian theological circles. First, a number of traditional interpretations of the atonement have been subjected to scathing theological and ethical critiques from *feminist/*womanist, Third World *liberationist and antiviolence perspectives. Here, certain traditional atonement theories (i.e., satisfaction and penal substitution) are seen as encouraging apathetic tolerance of oppression and abuse by unduly glorifying the experience of suffering. Moreover, such theories are charged with fostering the idea that cosmic child abuse (i.e., the Father’s willing sacrifice of the Son) is the divinely ordained path to salvation (see Finlan; and the relevant essays in Carlson Brown and Parker; Trelstad).

Another related impetus behind the current renewed interest in the atonement involves the interdisciplinary reflections of literary critic René Girard and his “scapegoat” theory of ritual violence (Girard, 1977, 1986). According to Girard, societies commonly avoid widespread internal conflict and thus preserve the social order by channeling innate human hostility toward a scapegoat. Though truly innocent, the scapegoat—typically a person or group outside of or at the margins of the society—is identified as the source of the conflict and is consequently “sacrificed,” that is, punished, killed or banished from the community. For Girard the gospel story offers what no other scapegoat scenario does: it clearly reveals that the scapegoat—Jesus—is innocent, and in doing so unmasks the ritual violence associated with the scapegoat myth for the tragic mistake that it is. In Girard’s assessment, however, Christian theology through the ages has all too often slipped back into an endorsement of sacred violence by encouraging the (re)interpretation of Jesus’ death in sacrificial terms and the like. Thus, similar to feminist and liberationist critiques, Girard’s work suggests that traditional “objective” atonement theories (see below) have contributed to the sacralization of violence within the Christian tradition (for interactions with Girard’s thought, see Swartley; Vanhoozer).

Another factor that is highlighted in many of the current conversations surrounding the work of Christ is the ongoing quest for the most suitable theory or image(s) by which to understand the atonement. This aged quest has always been complicated by the fact that the New Testament itself offers a wide variety of images to explain the atonement. John Driver has noted no less than ten motifs around which the New Testament atonement images can be clustered: conflict/victory/liberation; vicarious suffering; archetypal (i.e., representative man, pioneer, forerunner, firstborn); martyr; sacrifice; expiation/wrath of God; redemption; reconciliation; justification; and adoption-family (for biblical images of atonement organized under five rubrics, see Green and Baker, 23). From the patristic period onward, Christian theologians generally acknowledged the rich diversity of ways that the manifold aspects of the atonement can be expressed while at the same time they sought to identify the heart of the atonement—the primary image that most powerfully and completely expresses the crux of the saving work of Christ (on the breadth of patristic understandings of the atonement, see Mitros).

Particularly among evangelical theologians today, the question of how best to conceive of the atonement remains an important and contested issue. At the center of this conversation is the question of the status of the penal substitution model, historically the most common view within evangelicalism. In recent times, a number of voices within evangelicalism have begun to question the appropriateness of the penal substitution theory, offering instead alternative approaches that promise to avoid perceived excesses associated with substitutionary intuitions (e.g., Chalke; Green and Baker; Shelton). On the other hand, other evangelicals have come to the defense of penal substitution by arguing that it is the most biblically faithful model, and in the process correcting what they perceive to be unflattering characterizations of this model (e.g., Hill and James; Jeffery, Ovey and Sach; Peterson).



2. Three Traditional Paradigms.

 

In no small part due to the influence of Gustaf Aulén’s landmark work Christus Victor (published in 1931), the variety of atonement images and theories have come to be commonly categorized under three broad paradigms: Christus victor, objective and subjective. In essence, each of these paradigms focuses the primary emphasis of the atonement in a different direction. (For a helpful discussion of the various meanings that have attached to the terms objective and subjective vis-à-vis the atonement see Fiddes, 26-28.) That is, each paradigm sees the central thrust of the work of Christ as designed to address a different fundamental problem that stands in the way of salvation.

2.1. The Christus Victor Paradigm. The Christus victor paradigm, known alternatively as the classic or dramatic model, can be described as “Satanward” in its focus. In Aulén’s words, the central theme of this approach is “the idea of the Atonement as a Divine conflict and victory; Christ—Christus victor—fights against and triumphs over the evil powers of the world, the ‘tyrants’ under which mankind is in bondage and suffering” (Aulén, 4).

More specifically, the Christus victor paradigm understands the work of Christ primarily in terms of his conflict with and triumph over those elements of the kingdom of darkness that, according to the New Testament, hold humanity in their clutches, that is, Satan and his demonic hosts (Lk 13:10-16; Acts 10:38; 2 Tim 2:26; Heb 2:14-15), the sin power (Jn 8:34; Acts 8:23; Rom 6; 7:14-25; 8:2), death (Rom 6:23; 1 Cor 15:55-57; Heb 2:15) and even, particularly in its curse elements, the law (Rom 7:8-13; 1 Cor 15:56; Gal 3:13). In addition, the harrowing of hell motif has fed into the Christus victor theme from ancient times (i.e., Eph 4:8-10; 1 Pet 3:18-20).

In one form or another, this view seems to have dominated the atonement theology of the early church for the first millennium (thus the name classic view). In certain quarters this general approach crystallized into a more defined model —the so-called ransom theory of the atonement. In the ransom theory, this conflict-victory theme was conjoined with the redemption-ransom motif to produce an explanatory model in which Jesus became the ransom by which God redeemed humanity from Satan’s power. Several elements came to characterize the theory: (1) Satan gained mastery over humanity when the first couple chose the path of sin in the garden. Satan retains this hold on humanity through the powers of the kingdom of darkness (sin, fear, death, etc.). (2) Through death, Jesus’ innocent life became the ransom price that was acceptable to Satan for the liberation/redemption of humanity. The New Testament passage often used to support this idea came from the very lips of Jesus: “the Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many” (Mt 20:28; Mk 10:45; cf. 1 Tim 2:6). (3) Finally, the ransom theory typically emphasizes that Christ’s victory was achieved by outwitting the devil. The inherent injustice of taking an innocent life as a ransom is the basis on which Christ defeats Satan (a notion tied to the words of Paul in 1 Cor 2:8).

Among the more notable exponents of some version of the ransom theory are Irenaeus (at least in its embryonic form), Origen (the first to explicate the theory in any kind of detail), Gregory of Nyssa and Rufinus of Aquileia (Irenaeus Against Heresies 2.20.3, 3.18.6, 5.1.1, 5.2.1; Origen Commentary on Matthew 13.9, 16.8; Gregory of Nyssa The Great Catechism 21-26; Rufinus A Commentary on the Apostle’s Creed 16). A good number of other writers from the early centuries of the church can be found aligning themselves with the broader Christus victor theme to one degree or another, whether in conjunction with an explicit ransom theory or not, including Tertullian, Chrysostom, Athanasius, Augustine and John of Damascus (Tertullian On the Flesh of Christ 17; John Chrysostom Homily 67 [John 12:25-32], 2; Athanasius Incarnation of the Word 25.4; Augustine On the Trinity 13.12-15; John of Damascus Exposition of the Orthodox Faith 4.4).

With Anselm’s famous articulation of his satisfaction theory (including his critique of the more idiosyncratic elements of the ransom theory) in the eleventh century came the beginning of the dethronement of the Christus victor paradigm in most sectors of the Western church. Under Aulén’s assessment, Martin Luther attempted a revitalization of the Christus victor approach (see Aulén, 101-22, for his reading of Luther on the atonement). According to Aulén, however, beginning with Melanchthon himself, Luther’s reappropriation of the classic theme was quickly lost within later Protestant circles as more objective, “Latin” theories were allowed to displace it. Others question whether Aulén’s reading of Luther’s atonement theology as primarily rooted in the Christus victor as opposed to the objective paradigm is truly reflective of his thought (see Peters).

Despite its general demise in the Western church after Anselm, the Christus victor paradigm has retained a place of significance—though never singular dominance—in the atonement theology of the Eastern Orthodox Church up to the present (e.g., see Lossky, 111-14; Pomazansky, 203-7) (see Eastern Orthodox Theology). Here at least two significant factors can be noted. First, Eastern Orthodoxy’s consistently high regard for patristic dogma as theologically normative naturally led it to maintain the early church’s classical approach to the atonement. Second, the Orthodox church tends to regard the Western church’s (since Anselm) privileging of certain objective models of the atonement (e.g., satisfaction, penal substitution) as dangerously narrow in focus and as fostering an inappropriately vengeful image of God (Florovsky, 102-3; Lossky, 114-15; Pomazansky, 208-9). Within the Western church itself, similar concerns within the *Anabaptist tradition have served to ensure that the Christus victor paradigm has remained a centerpiece of its approach to the atonement for centuries (Finger 2004, 331-65).

While aspects of the Christus victor view and Aulén’s presentation of it have been subjected to criticism—for example, since Anselm’s famous critique, many have charged that it fosters a dangerous dualism, one that, among other things, threatens the very sovereignty of God—it nonetheless is widely acknowledged as highlighting an important element of the atonement that went largely neglected for centuries. Thus, Robert Webber writes of a “new theological consensus” vis-à-vis the restoration of the Christus victor view to a place of importance in atonement theology (Webber, 267). Within this context, a number of contemporary evangelical scholars have picked up on the Christus victor motif and have made it an important—at times even the central—theme by which to understand the atoning work of Jesus Christ (e.g., Boyd; Finger 1985, 1:303-48; Shelton, 167-72; Webber).

In recent years, an increasing number of theologians are making use of the Christus victor paradigm and its conflict-victory motifs in order to flesh out a nonviolent, liberationist vision of the atonement. In some forms, particularly those shaped by Western liberal influences, this appropriation of the Christus victor theme is often accompanied by a demythologizing moment (e.g., Ray; Weaver). Here, Satan and the “principalities and powers” over which Christ triumphs are no longer seen as actual personal beings, but rather as symbols of humanly generated, transpersonal systems and structures of oppression.

A number of theologians have noted the importance of this theme for people living in Majority World contexts—people whose life experience includes oppression stemming from human structures as well as malicious spirit-beings. Thus, well-known African theologian John Mbiti writes that the “greatest need among African peoples, is to see, to know, and to experience Jesus Christ as the victor over the powers and forces from which Africa knows no means of deliverance” (Mbiti, 55; see also Amoah and Oduyoye, 40-44; Bediako; 95-96). Aspects of the Christus victor paradigm have also been affirmed by theologians in *Latin American/ Hispanic, *Asian and *Indian contexts (e.g., Gonzalez, 154-55; Kyung, 227; Prabhu, 157- 60).

2.2. The Objective Paradigm. A central characteristic of any objective model of the atonement will be its “Godward” focus. That is, an objective theory of the atonement understands the work of Christ as primarily addressing a necessary demand of God. This trajectory of atonement theories has been denoted by such labels as “substitutionary,” “Latin,” “commercial” and “Anselmian.” Theories that fall within this paradigm tend to emphasize such New Testament motifs as vicarious suffering, sacrifice,* justification and propitiation/expiation. But even among those who agree that the notion of vicarious sacrifice is central to the atonement, disagreements arise as to the nature and effect of the sacrifice with respect to God and his demands. This controversy was exemplified in the twentieth-century debate about whether the Greek word hilaskesthai and related terms, as used in relation to atonement within the Septuagint and the New Testament, should be translated as “propitiation” (i.e., “the appeasement /placation of an angry deity”), “expiation” (i.e., “the removal of sin”) or “mercy seat” (on which see Gundry-Volf). C. H. Dodd, arguing for the expiation view, opened up the debate in 1931 with his article on hilaskesthai (Dodd). Leon Morris eventually offered his well-known counterargument (Morris, 144-213). Those passages that reflect the sin-bearing elements of the paradigmatic Isaiah 53 are important here. Many see Paul as capturing the heart of the objective paradigm when he writes: “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor 5:21). And from another key Pauline text:Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith. He did this to show his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins previously committed; it was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in Jesus. (Rom 3:23-26)




 




Anselm’s satisfaction theory of the atonement is the classic example of this type. Although the seeds of Anselm’s theory can be traced back to Tertullian (with his emphasis on penance and the satisfaction due to God from sinful humanity, a notion inspired by Roman law) and Cyprian, it was Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) who in his famous little book Cur Deus Homo? (Why God Became Human) delineated this view in a robust form.

The main outline of Anselm’s theory can be summarized by the following six points: (1) The essence of sin is humanity’s failure to render to God what is rightfully due him; sin dishonors God. (2) It is humanity’s responsibility to restore to God what they have robbed him of, as well as to make reparation above and beyond for injuring and offending him. God’s honor inherently demands such restoration and reparation. (3) Humanity can never restore such a debt. Even if humans did their best and did not sin further, they would only be rendering what God is already due; the necessary reparation above and beyond would always be left undone. Beyond this, humanity lives in a state of bondage to the devil. (4) God is left with two basic options: punish humanity as they deserve, or accept satisfaction made on their behalf. (5) But now the predicament: satisfaction can only be made by a human since it is humanity that owes God the debt, yet no mere human has the resources to make satisfaction for the race. (6) The sole solution is to be found in the mystery of Jesus Christ, the God-man. As God, he has the ability to make satisfaction; as man, his satisfaction can be made on behalf of humanity. Anselm grounds his discussion of both the incarnation and the atonement in terms of reason and necessity. In the final dialogical exchange between his two interlocutors, one says, “All things which you have said seem to me reasonable and incontrovertible. . . . For, in proving that God became man by necessity, . . . you convince both Jews and Pagans by the mere force of reason” (Cur Deus Homo 22.1).

The attractiveness of Anselm’s theory in the Middle Ages is at least partly to be explained by the fact that it capitalized on a notion that was intimately tied to the church’s practice of penance as well as the recently arisen feudal system—namely the idea of satisfaction. The satisfaction theory had the advantages of avoiding the eccentricities of the ransom theory while providing an explication of the work of Christ that both takes human sin seriously and offers a reasonable explanation of how Jesus’ death satisfies the demands of God’s honor.

With the advent of the Reformation period came not only theological innovations but societal transformations as well, changes that would prove to have a bearing on atonement theory. Within Europe, the gradual fading of the feudal system and the emergence of Teutonic political theory and its notion of law paved the way for a new expression of the objective paradigm: penal substitution. (For two of the most influential expressions of the penal substitutionary view within twentieth-century evangelical theology see Morris and Stott.) Here, the fundamental issue is that of a legal penal transaction between God and Christ for the salvific benefit of humanity. As a righteous judge, God cannot allow his law to be broken without punishment. Christ’s sacrifice satisfies God’s requirements of justice. It thus propitiates God’s wrath toward sinners and is the basis on which divine forgiveness can righteously be extended to them. A wide variety of biblical passages can be marshaled in support of this view. Isaiah declares that the suffering Servant was “wounded for our transgressions” and “bruised for our iniquities” (Is 53:5 KJV). Paul asserts that Christ was “handed over to death for our trespasses” (Rom 4:25), and that God “made him to be sin who knew no sin” (2 Cor 5:21). The first epistle of John affirms a similar understanding when he states that Jesus is “the atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 Jn 2:2).

The roots of the penal substitution view are discernable in the writings of John Calvin, though it was left to later expositors to systematize and emphasize it in its more robust forms. The penal substitutionary view has come to characterize the standard Reformed/Calvinist approach to the atonement. A long line of respected evangelical thinkers has embraced some version of it, including Charles Hodge, W. G. T. Shedd, Louis Berkhof, John Murray, Leon Morris and John Stott.

During the Reformation period, another expression of the objective paradigm arose: the moral government theory. This theory, first championed by the erstwhile Calvinist turned Arminian Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), offers something of a third quotient over against the satisfaction theory of Anselm and the moral influence theory of Abelard—or, as the lines were drawn closer to Grotius’s day, over against the Reformed penal substitution theory and the Socinian moral example theory (see below). Like the penal substitutionary approach, it strives to take God’s law and justice seriously. Similar to the subjective theories, however, it emphasizes that God primarily is to be viewed as loving Creator-Father rather than wrathful Judge.

The moral government theory views God as both the loving Creator and moral Governor of the universe. As loving Creator, God has no intrinsic need to punish us before forgiving us. Rather, like the father in the parable of the prodigal son, God is always waiting with open arms to forgive. On the other hand, as the just moral Governor of the universe, God cannot simply pass over human sins as if they were nothing. In Christ’s death, God shows us the seriousness of violating his law, which then deters us from further sinning. While he requires that sin be dealt with, God does not necessarily require a penalty or punishment equal to the offense in every case. As long as sinners are deterred from committing future sins, God has justly upheld his governing role. Thus, rather than punish humanity, God’s hatred of sin is demonstrated by the suffering of Christ. The moral government view has often been adopted by those within the Wesleyan/Arminian tradition (e.g., Grider; Miley; see also Boyd and Eddy, 125-30).

2.3. The Subjective Paradigm. The subjective trajectory of atonement theories—alternatively known as the moralistic, humanistic or Abelardian paradigm—are held together by the common conviction that the primary focus of the atonement is “humanward,” that is, the atoning work of Christ is designed first and foremost to effect a change in human beings. Subjective theories draw primarily from New Testament themes such as the reconciliation, revelatory (i.e., Jesus as revelation of God’s love) and family-adoption (i.e., God as loving Father) motifs. The healing motif found throughout the Scriptures (e.g., Is 53:5; Mk 2:17; 1 Pet 2:24) offers another important humanward dimension of the atonement (see Reichenbach). For many expressions of this paradigm, a banner passage is Paul’s declaration in Romans: “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8 NIV). Any New Testament text that proclaims God’s love for humanity and consequent desire to save sinners can be brought forth as evidence for this interpretation of the atonement (e.g., Jn 3:16; 1 Jn 4:8, 16).

It is commonly acknowledged that the most famed exponent of the subjectivist approach is Peter Abelard (1079-1142) (though for critique of this reading of Abelard, see McGrath, 205- 20). Abelard, like Anselm, had little time for the ransom theory of the early church, with its conviction that Satan possessed some sort of legitimate rights over sinful humanity. Such a dualistic view was tantamount to making the devil into a rival god. On the other hand, Abelard was also repulsed by certain features of the Anselmic satisfaction theory, which (at least in its easily caricatured forms) one could construe as turning God into a wrathful devil. Abelard’s primary answer to the atonement question came in the form of a third broad paradigm: The work of Christ chiefly consists of demonstrating to the world the amazing depth of God’s love for sinful humanity. The atonement was directed primarily at humanity, not God. There is nothing inherent in God that must be appeased before he is willing to forgive sinful humanity. The problem rather lies in the sinful, hardened human heart, with its fear and ignorance of God. Humanity refuses to turn to God and be reconciled. Through the incarnation and death of Jesus Christ, the love of God shines like a beacon, beckoning humanity to come and fellowship. Abelard’s view, which has come to be known as the moral influence theory—was joined with a fairly strong doctrine of election (something missing from most of the contemporary Abelardian reconstructions). Abelard was eventually challenged in his views by Bernard of Clairvaux, condemned by the Council of Sens, and finally excommunicated. His general approach to the atonement, however, has lived on in various forms throughout the last millennium (for a contemporary articulation see Quinn).

During the Reformation era another form of the subjective view was proposed by Faustus Socinus. It is rooted in a basic rejection of vicarious satisfaction as having anything to do with the work of Christ. Socinus’s view, which has come to be known as the moral example theory, emphasizes that the true value of Jesus’ death is to be found in the fact that it offers us a perfect example of self-sacrificial dedication to God. Socinus has, of course, been charged with any number of heretical teachings, including an antitrinitarian theology proper, a mistaken Christology, and a Pelagian view of humanity and sin. To these castigations, critics of the subjective paradigm would also add an anemic, overly human-centered theory of the work of Christ.

With the rise of modern liberal theology and its emphasis on the love of God came a new appreciation for moral influence theories of the atonement. In North America, Horace Bushnell was a well-known exponent, as was his later counterpart in Britain, Hastings Rashdall. Others whose thought evinces sympathies with this approach include Friedrich Schleiermacher, Albrecht Ritschl and R. S. Franks.

Quite different from the moral influence theory, and yet in an important sense “humanward” in its approach, is the Eastern Orthodox concept of the atonement as “theosis”—i.e., the atonement makes it possible for the believer to partake in the divine moral attributes, and in this way to enjoy union with God (2 Pet 1:4; see Florovsky, 95-98; Lossky, 111) (see Deification, Theosis). From this perspective, the Western church’s emphasis on the death of Christ is seen as overemphasis. To this must be added a strong counteremphasis on the atoning power of Jesus’ incarnate life itself, as well as his resurrection (Lossky, 115; Pomazansky, 196). Thus, at the heart of the atonement, the Eastern Church places Irenaeus’s dictum: “the Son of God became the Son of Man, that man also might become the son of God” (Against Heresies 3.10.2; cited in Florovsky, 95).

Contemporary liberationist theories of the atonement express another type of “humanward” approach to the saving work of Christ (often combined with a Christus victor element, as noted above) (see Liberation Theology). Here, the revelatory power of the atonement is highlighted, namely, the revelation of God’s solidarity with the poor and oppressed. In the words of C.-S. Song, the crucified Jesus “tells us a secret, an important message, about the whereabouts of God: Jesus on the cross is where God is. . . . The cross of Jesus and the cross of suffering women, men, and children are linked in God and disclose the heart of the suffering God” (Song, 122). This revelatory knowledge itself is an atoning force as it offers hope to suffering people that God’s self-sacrificial love is boundless, that God is for suffering people and not against them, that God is “a suffering God” (Sobrino, 240-46; see also Song, 120-23). As with Eastern Orthodoxy’s theosis motif, so liberationist models emphasize the holistic nature of the atonement, and thus the atoning efficacy of the incarnation itself as manifest in the specific historical realities of Jesus’ life—his humble origins; his identification with the poor, the marginalized, the unclean, the outcasts; and finally his humiliating and tortuous death on the cross. Jesus’ life and death reveal in no uncertain terms that, in Christ, God has entered fully into the suffering of humanity. He can intimately understand and relate to the poor, the suffering, the oppressed. He stands in solidarity with such people, empowering them in the midst of their suffering. In addition, the death of Jesus unmasks the violent, oppressive structures of this world not only as committing injustice against those human beings who suffer beneath the weight of their regimes, but also as committing violence against God himself.



3. Beyond Traditional Motifs.

 

Finally, note should be taken of the ways in which some are consciously attempting to move beyond the confines of the more traditional atonement motifs. In Majority World contexts, for instance, the conscious fusion of liberation motifs with inculturation theologies have fueled the quest for culturally relevant *Christologies that go beyond traditional categories. These efforts have produced a number of new soteriological images of Jesus, images that communicate the power of Christ’s atoning work in terms that are more easily understood and naturally embraced within an indigenous context. For example, within both African and Asian contexts, the image of Jesus as Proto-Ancestor or Ancestor Par Excellence (see Ancestors)—as the one who not only realized the ideal of the honorable ancestor/mediator, but who also “infinitely transcended that ideal and brought it to new completion”—has been explored (Bujo, 80; see also Phan, 126-42). In the African context, other Christological images that offer new ways of conceiving the powerful work of Christ include Jesus as “Healer of Healers” and “Master of Initiation” (Bujo, 85).

Reactions to these new images within the theological world have been mixed. Many find such images themselves to be liberating. Particularly within the evangelical community, however, concerns have been raised as to whether, in the attempt to fuse Jesus with the worldview of a specific indigenous culture, some of these images result in an unhealthy syncretism, on one hand, while perhaps losing the essential meaning of the atonement, on the other. Yet again, other evangelicals have argued that, in light of the many and varied images of the atonement found in the biblical texts themselves, we have good grounds for refusing necessarily to privilege one of them above another, and thus for fully exploring the “kaleidoscopic” nature of the atonement (Green; see also Green and Baker).

See also CHRISTOLOGY; DEIFICATION, THEOSIS; JUSTIFICATION; SALVATION.
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AUSTRALIAN THEOLOGY

 

Australia is at one and the same time a young nation and an ancient land. The contours of its economic and political structures derive from British colonization in 1788 and national federation in 1901, when Australian nationhood was established as a constitutional monarchy under the titular authority of the British crown. While this colonial heritage is culturally significant, Australia’s ancient indigenous heritage, as well as the steady influx of immigrant populations, has generated a truly multicultural identity that shapes the meanings and values of Australian life and thereby informs its theology.

In terms of the development of Australian theology, for most of its history, the self-understanding of the church was framed by British colonization and the influence of migration, such that there was little in the way of theology developed specifically by and for Australians. This situation has changed in recent decades, as the nation as a whole has come to grapple with its distinct identity, and as theologians have come to appreciate the importance of context in informing theological horizons and mediating the *gospel.

1. Methods and Assumptions

2. Theology in Conversation with Aboriginal History and Spirituality

3. Theology in Conversation with Aussie Identity Markers

4. Australia, the Most Godless Place under Heaven

5. Australian Theology and Globalization


 


1. Methods and Assumptions.

 

In moving forward in this task, the first challenge has been methodological, with a variety of models having been suggested. On the one hand, some have presumed that the task is simply one of translation, a matter of communicating the eternal truths of the gospel using Australian idioms. Taking this approach, Kel Richards created a paraphrased Bible (The Aussie Bible) which, for example, describes the angel’s visit to Mary as follows: “G’day Mary. You are a pretty special Sheila. God has his eye on you.” The difficulty here is not only that a translation such as this ignores Australian multiculturalism (few Australians use the bush slang of Richards) but that it also discounts the extent to which context informs theology; the first century context of the Bible, the contextual development of traditional theology, and the contemporary context of Australian theology. At the other end of the spectrum is the anthropological model, which attends primarily to the local experience of *spirituality, with little if any connection to the constraints of Christian tradition (e.g., Tacey). In between these extremes are various dialectic models that resemble Paul Tillich’s method of correlation. These seek to establish a conversation between Christian tradition and Australian spiritual heritage and culture, in all its diversity.



2. Theology in Conversation with Aboriginal History and Spirituality.

 

It is increasingly apparent that the conversation about Australian theology needs to begin in partnership with the Aboriginal population. Australia’s churches share in the legacy of European occupation of Aboriginal land, in the dislocation of Aboriginal people and in the cultural genocide that was inflicted on indigenous communities. If Christian theology means anything, it is that the gospel mediates reconciliation and restitution through repentance and forgiveness, a process of healing which is as much social as it is individual. The importance of reconciliation has been readily apparent in the recent push, supported by Australian churches and theologians, for a national apology to the “stolen generation” (see Peacemaking and Reconciliation). Significantly, this matter was taken up by Kevin Rudd in his ground-breaking apology to Aboriginal communities, given on behalf of the parliament in his first act as Prime Minister in February 2008.

Beyond these vital processes of healing and restoration are theological questions about the relationship between Aboriginal spirituality and *mythology (“the dreaming”) and Christian theology, which are tied up with assumptions about the work of God in pre-Christian cultures. Presuming it is possible to speak of Aboriginal culture as being graced by Christ, various commentators have sought to identify points of contact between the meanings of the gospel and Aboriginal spirituality. Noteworthy is the work of the Rainbow Spirit Elders, a group of Aboriginal Christians who recount the stories of “the dreaming” and show parallels to the biblical narrative. Using this technique, they compare the Rainbow Spirit of their mythology with the creator Spirit of the Bible, focusing particularly on narrative parallels in the Old Testament. Moreover, issuing from this same approach, they are mindful that the reality of Jesus’ presence may be framed by similar use of these ancient metaphors, for instance, understanding that Christ has “camped among us, built his humpy among ours” (Rainbow Spirit Elders, 3). The presumption throughout is that the creator Spirit has been speaking through Aboriginal culture from the beginning, so that Christ can be understood as the fulfilment of dreamtime mythology. Altogether, this leads to an affirmation of the deep spirituality of Aboriginal people, a spirituality that is holistic, earthy, ecological and cosmological, focused on the rhythms and interconnectedness of nature. While there is still a need to identify both continuity and discontinuity between Aboriginal mythology and the gospel, this is a matter not taken up by the Rainbow Spirit Elders, whose purpose is, rather, to affirm that traditional Aboriginal heritage and Christian faith are not antithetical.



3. Theology in Conversation with Aussie Identity Markers.

 

In addition to contemplating Aboriginal spirituality, various scholars have sought to theologize in the context of the broader metaphorical meanings and identity markers of Australian life. Important among these are Australian traditions of “mateship,” allowing everyone a “fair go,” and of supporting the “battler.” These concepts derive from the convict and migrant heritage of the nation and give rise to a culture that has tended to disavow a rigid class system. While the assumption of egalitarianism is no doubt mythological (Australia has its economic distinctions as much as any other place), it is true that institutions that affirm the importance of the average person, and reject “snobbery,” find resonance with the Australian psyche. In theological terms, this sense of the “fair go” resonates with Christian concerns for the poor, for equal opportunity and for *justice. Similarly, notions of mateship, at their best, reinforce the sense of self-giving and friendship, which can be related to the priority of phileō and agapē that frame the command of Jesus to love one’s neighbor as oneself. Indeed, the association of mateship with the ANZAC (Australian and New Zealand Army Corp) tradition, which celebrates the sacrifice of Australian and New Zealand soldiers for their mates and their nations on the Western Front (and symbolizes the sacrifice of all soldiers), has framed the civil religion of the nation, with explicit points of contact with the Christian story.

These stereotypical Australian character traits are not beyond theological critique, associated as they can be with harsh forms of masculinity, since notions of “mateship” and of “the battler” can elicit patriarchal insensitivity and even violence. There is, in Australian self-understanding, a dialectic tension between friendship and self-reliance that can be associated with the beauty and intractability of the Australian landscape. The importance of the land for Australian identity is most famously expressed in Dorothea Mackellar’s poem “My Country,” which describes the beauty and terror of this wide brown sunburnt land. As Gideon Goosen suggests, the “land is an obvious choice as a topic for theologising . . . because of the way it dominates Australian culture” (Goosen, 171-72) (see Place). This is as apparent in Aboriginal spirituality discussed earlier as it is in the bush folklore that informs Australian consciousness. In theological contexts, the land becomes a rich metaphor for contemplating transcendence and imminence, the silence of God and the richness of his revelation. In this way, there has emerged a *sacramental contemplation of the land that seeks to identify its potentially symbolic importance as mediating the “inexhaustible and original mystery” at the heart of the earth (Kelly, 103-4). The centrality of the land for the nation’s identity has also provided a platform for the emergence of Australian ecological theologies.



4. Australia, the Most Godless Place Under Heaven.

 

In line with the harshness of the land and the inclinations of the masculine culture noted earlier, there is also a resistance in the Australian psyche to spirituality that, in recent years, has led to important theological reflection about the place of Christian faith in the context of an increasingly secular society. Sometimes described as “the most Godless place under heaven,” the question of how to talk about Christian spirituality in Australia has become even more urgent in recent decades, as most church denominations have experienced rapid declines in church attendance. This challenge stands as one of the primary motivations behind the sorts of *contextual theologies that we have been describing, recognizing that one of the tasks of theology is to seek to make the gospel relevant. Other approaches have also been suggested. Under the instigation of Robert Banks and the Zadok institute, for example, there is an effort to develop what is labelled an “Australian theology of everyday life,” one that gets past the internal discussions of “church” and “ministry” and instead constructs a theology of the *laity, by the laity, addressing their horizons and concerns.



5. Australian Theology and Globalization.

 

Importantly, decline is not the story of all churches in Australia. Here, as elsewhere in the world, *Pentecostalism has experienced rapid expansion in recent decades and is now second only to Catholicism in terms of weekly church attendance, a fact that has given rise to theological reflection on the *charismatic revival of faith in Australia. There are also other sources of spiritual renewal, particularly in the various migrant populations that continue to enrich Australian culture and the Australian church. Given the nation’s multicultural constitution, along with its relatively small population, Australia is particularly influenced by the rapid trends and transitions of the globalizing world. This situation demands that Australian theology take into account global theologies and issues, and reflect critically on the indigenization (or glocalization) of these transitions for Australian society and church.

See also PACIFIC ISLAND THEOLOGIES.
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BAPTISM IN THE HOLY SPIRIT

 

Although the term “baptism in the Holy Spirit” had already been employed by many mainstream churches (e.g., Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed) before the emergence of the twentieth-century *Pentecostal/*charismatic movement, it was mostly popularized and promulgated by Pentecostals and charismatics. The term has multiple meanings as it is defined in the Pentecostal, charismatic, *Roman Catholic, *Lutheran, *Reformed and Dispensational traditions. While Pentecostals connect baptism in the Holy Spirit with speaking in tongues (*glossolalia), other Christians interpret the term in light of *conversion or *sacraments.

1. Etymology of Baptism in the Holy Spirit

2. Water and Spirit Baptism

3. Various Interpretations of Spirit Baptism


 


1. Etymology of Baptism in the Holy Spirit.

 

The phrase “Baptism in the Holy Spirit” stems from Acts 1:5, “for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with [in] the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” In Acts 2:4, the prophecy of Jesus was fulfilled: The disciples of Jesus received the baptism in the Holy Spirit (also known as “Spirit baptism”) as they were filled with the Spirit and began to speak in other tongues.

Many verses related to baptism in the Holy Spirit can also be found in the Pauline writings. For instance, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:13, “For in [by] the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.” In Titus 3:5, Paul remarks, “he saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that we had done, but according to his mercy, through the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.”

Most Pentecostals, however, coming from a Lukan perspective, separate baptism “in” the Holy Spirit from baptism “by” the Holy Spirit. In the latter, the agent of baptism is the Holy Spirit; in the former, the agent of baptism remains Jesus Christ, who baptizes believers into the Holy Spirit. The word baptize comes from the New Testament Greek word baptizō, which signifies “immerse,” “plunge,” “sink” or “dip.” Consequently, for Pentecostals, to be baptized in the Holy Spirit means to be totally immersed in water. Since the water symbolizes the Holy Spirit, a believer undergoes an immersion into the presence of the Spirit at the moment of Spirit baptism.



2. Water and Spirit Baptism.

 

Standing mainly in the Lukan tradition, Pentecostals underscore the two baptisms, whereas most mainline Christians such as Roman Catholics, Lutherans and Presbyterians, standing more or less in the Pauline tradition, highlight one baptism in connection with conversion or sacraments.

Karl Barth (a Reformed theologian) espouses two forms of one baptism: (1) baptism with/in the Holy Spirit (Taufe mit dem Heiligen Geist), and (2) baptism with/in water (CD 4/4). For Barth, Spirit baptism designates a divine subjective change, bringing about human freedom, so that humans in turn are enabled to respond to God in water baptism. Thus, Spirit baptism makes possible and demands water baptism. According to Barth, one should not separate Spirit baptism from water baptism. Nor should one confuse them. Barth writes, “Only as the two are seen together in differentiated unity can one understand them.” The two forms of one baptism remain the indispensable elements in laying the foundation of the Christian life.

Pentecostals in general hold two separate baptisms, namely, Spirit baptism and water baptism. Most Pentecostals argue that Spirit baptism takes place subsequent to regeneration or initial conversion. Most Pentecostals, including those of the Assemblies of God and the Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee), construe water baptism as a public testimony of one’s prior faith in Jesus Christ. Most Pentecostals oppose calling water baptism a sacrament; rather, they use the term ordinance instead of sacrament. They insist that candidates for water baptism must have already experienced spiritual regeneration prior to their water baptism. They don’t equate water (or ritual) baptism with Spirit baptism.

During the first half of the twentieth century, classical Pentecostals, with their sectarian tendencies, not only separated water and Spirit baptisms, they also questioned the legitimacy and sacramental efficacy of water baptism in the mainline churches. They believed that water baptism had neither salvific nor sacramental efficacy. Thus, they downgraded water baptism while they elevated the importance of Spirit baptism.



3. Various Interpretations of Spirit Baptism.

 

3.1 Pentecostal and Charismatic Interpretation of Spirit Baptism. Based on their explication of Acts 2:4, Pentecostals underscore the two key elements of Spirit baptism. First, the disciples of Jesus “were filled with the Holy Spirit.” Second, they “began to speak in other languages.” Thus, Spirit baptism necessitates the two elements, namely, being filled in the Spirit and speaking in tongues (glossolalia). Pentecostals argue that authentic Spirit baptism is evidenced and accompanied by glossolalia, and they dub this doctrine “the initial-physical evidence.”

On the contrary, charismatic Christians in the mainline churches such as Roman Catholics, Lutherans and Presbyterians became more lenient with respect to the connection between Spirit baptism and glossolalia. Spirit baptism designates the experience of being filled in the Spirit with various manifestations of charisms besides glossolalia. Unlike Pentecostals, charismatics tend to repudiate the notion that glossolalia remains the only evidence of Spirit baptism.

3.2 Roman Catholic Interpretation of Spirit Baptism. In the spring of 1974, Léon-Joseph Cardinal Suenens felt an urgent need to clarify the nature of the charismatic movement at a theological and pastoral level because the charismatic renewal was expanding globally without articulating its real goal and sense of direction. Hence, Cardinal Suenens invited an international group of theologians and pastoral leaders to Malines, Belgium. As a result, this team of Catholic scholars formulated a semi-official document known as “Malines Document I,” which afforded much-needed theological and pastoral orientations for the early stage of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal.

With respect to the experience of baptism in the Spirit (or the Pentecostal/charismatic experience), the Malines Document linked the Pentecostal/charismatic experience with Christian initiation (baptism, confirmation, Eucharist). The document sought to elucidate the Pentecostal/charismatic experience within the sacramental, Catholic tradition. Basically, it regarded the Pentecostal/charismatic experience as a “conscious awareness” of the grace given during sacramental initiation. Henceforth, Spirit baptism was to include two senses: (1) theological and (2) experiential. In a theological sense, every Catholic was “baptized in the Holy Spirit” through Christian initiation, although he/she did not have a conscious, thematic experience of the power of the Holy Spirit. In an experiential sense, one was baptized in the Spirit at the moment of one’s charismatic experience. Therefore, this document teaches the two senses of one baptism.

3.3. Lutheran Interpretation of Spirit Baptism. Since 1961, the Lutheran charismatic renewal has grown rapidly. Larry Christenson, an ordained minister of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, has been one of the key leaders of the charismatic renewal. In The Charismatic Renewal Among Lutherans, he inculcates one baptism with two senses similar to the teaching of Malines Document I. He contends that neither in the Bible nor in the present-day experiences of the Spirit can Spirit baptism be properly perceived as a “second baptism.” What is “potentially” bestowed at (ritual) baptism should be “actualized” or “appropriated” at a personal, experiential level of Spirit baptism; however, the actual, experiential sense of Spirit baptism is also justifiable and biblical on the basis of the Lukan writings. Christenson’s construal is consonant with Martin Luther’s view that the entire grace and the entire gifts of the Holy Spirit are given at one’s sacramental baptism.

3.4. Reformed Interpretation of Spirit Baptism. Generally speaking, John Calvin is known as the father of the Reformed tradition. Karl Barth has been the most conspicuous Reformed theologian since Calvin. Most Reformed Christians interpret Spirit baptism in connection with regeneration.

For most evangelicals in America, regeneration and conversion are synonyms that refer to Christian initiation in terms of the order of salvation. But technically and theologically, they allude to different aspects of salvation. Regeneration denotes God’s initial transformation or change of a particular person by bestowing a new spiritual vitality and direction via the Holy Spirit. In contrast, conversion designates a human response to God’s initial transformation. This differentiation of the two is not necessarily chronological but rather logical. Barth’s concept of Spirit baptism closely resembles the above notion of regeneration. For Barth, Spirit baptism means the initial, divine subjective change that brings about genuine human freedom so that a person can respond positively to God’s objective revelation in Jesus Christ. In addition, Barth endorses one baptism with two forms (water and Spirit), but the two forms cannot be separated.

3.5. Dispensational Interpretation of Spirit Baptism. John Nelson Darby is generally credited with the founding of Dispensationalism, which was popularized by his student Cyrus Scofield mainly through the Scofield Reference Bible. Darby divided human history into seven dispensations. Modern Pentecostals often faced the harshest criticism from Dispensationalists, who argue that the gift of tongues ceased after the apostolic period. Hence, glossolalia in modern Pentecostalism remains evil and spurious.

Scofield avers that every Christian is baptized in the Holy Spirit at the moment of regeneration, though not every Christian is “filled with the Spirit.” The most prolific Dispensationalist theologian, Lewis Sperry Chafer, separated Spirit (real) baptism from ritual (water) baptism. As an indispensable part of one’s salvation, Spirit baptism means to stand under the power or influence of the Spirit.
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BAPTISM IN WATER

 

Baptism is the Christian sacrament of initiation, in water, and has been practiced since the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:41), in line with Jesus’ command to make disciples of all nations and to baptize them (Mt 28:19). John the Baptist practiced baptism before the ministry of Jesus and Jesus received John’s baptism (Mt 3:4-6, 11- 17; Mk 1:4-11; Lk 3:15-18, 21-22). Jewish precedents have been seen in the ritual washings prescribed in the Old Testament Law, the purification rites practiced at Qumran and the Jewish baptism of proselytes or Gentile converts. Washing for purification is common to many religions, as in the Hindu practice of bathing in the sacred waters of the River Ganges. What is distinctive about Christian baptism is that it is baptism into Christ (see 4 below).

From the beginning all but a very tiny minority of Christians have followed this practice, though they have by no means all practiced or interpreted it in the same way. Over the centuries there has been considerable controversy relating to baptism:1. What Is the Relation Between Faith and Baptism?

2. When Should Baptism Be Given to Converts?

3. What Is the Relation Between Baptism with Water and Baptism with the Spirit?

4. What Does Baptism Do?

5. Should the Babies of Believing Christians Be Baptized?

6. Can Baptism Ever Be Given a Second Time?

7. Is Baptism Necessary for Salvation?

8. Should Baptism Be by Immersion in Water or by the Pouring or Sprinkling of Water?


 





1. What Is the Relation Between Faith and Baptism?

 

Protestants have often taught that one becomes a Christian by *faith and Roman Catholics that it is by baptism, and each tradition has been in danger of neglecting the other side of the picture. Protestants (and especially Evangelicals) have sometimes so marginalized baptism that it plays no part in the process of becoming a Christian. Conversely, Roman Catholics have at times emphasized becoming a Christian through [infant] baptism to the virtual exclusion of faith. More recently they have moved away from that and in 1963 the Second *Vatican Council taught that “not only do the sacraments presuppose faith, but by words and objects they also nourish, strengthen and express it. That is why they are called sacraments of faith” (Sacred Liturgy 59).

The polarization of faith and baptism would have appeared strange to New Testament Christians. In the Book of Acts, when people came to the point of *conversion they repented, believed, were baptized and received the Holy Spirit. All four things are not mentioned every time because such repetition would be tedious. But whereas in Acts 15:7-9 only faith and receiving the Spirit are mentioned, an earlier account of the same event shows that there was also repentance and baptism (Acts 11:15-18). Where there was reason to suppose that one or another element was missing, steps were taken to rectify it (Acts 8:15-17, 20-23; 19:1-7). For the New Testament Christians, one became a Christian by repenting, believing, being baptized and receiving the Spirit. These were not alternatives but parts of the “package.” Thus Paul can glide naturally from talking about faith to baptism (Gal 3:26- 27) or vice versa (Col 2:12). On a larger scale, he can move from *justification by faith (Rom 1-5) to baptism (Rom 6) without giving any indication that he has changed the topic. For New Testament Christians [coming to] faith and baptism went hand in hand, were opposite sides of the same clichéd coin and were not seen as alternatives or rivals. They would have been as puzzled to be asked whether one becomes a Christian by faith or baptism as they would to be asked whether it is by faith or repentance.



2. When Should Baptism Be Given to Converts?

 

In Acts those who were converted were baptized on the day of their conversion, with one exception—the Philippian jailer was baptized that very night, without waiting for daybreak (Acts 16:33)!

The post-apostolic church was reluctant to baptize converts immediately and required would-be converts to undergo a period of trial and instruction as catechumens before receiving baptism. At times this process could last as long as three years, though where there was clear faith and conduct, this time could be shortened (Apostolic Tradition 17). It also became common to hold baptisms primarily on Easter Sunday, preceded by forty days of fasting during Lent.

This departure from apostolic practice had serious consequences. The link between baptism and conversion was broken, and today very few Christians experience baptism in the context of conversion, as we see it in Acts. This affects our understanding of conversion and opens the door to disputes between salvation by faith and salvation by baptism, which are foreign to the New Testament. The patristic pattern helped to maintain high ethical standards in the church, especially in the second and third centuries before Christianity received state support. But there was always the danger of replacing free grace by a grace that has to be earned by moral achievement.

In many parts of the world it is customary today for Protestants to delay the baptism of adult converts. The aim is to discern between genuine and spurious converts and to stem the rise of a merely *nominal Christianity by requiring an extended period of teaching before baptism.



3. What Is the Relation Between Baptism with Water and Baptism with the Spirit?

 

John the Baptist’s baptism with water is contrasted with Jesus’ baptism with the Holy Spirit (Mk 1:8 and par.; Acts 1:5). Most *Pentecostals and many *charismatics have interpreted the latter as a “second blessing” to be sought by Christians at a later stage in their Christian life, but today there is a scholarly consensus that it refers to the initial reception of the Holy Spirit at conversion. In Acts we see folk repenting, believing, being baptized and receiving the Spirit at their conversion. Thus baptism with water and baptism with the Spirit came at the same time, as part of the “conversion package.” Separating baptism from conversion, either because of infant baptism or because baptism is delayed until long after conversion, raises the question of how water baptism and Spirit baptism relate to one another (see Baptism in the Holy Spirit).



4. What Does Baptism Do?

 

For many evangelicals the answer is simple—nothing! Baptism is no more than a sign of faith, a way in which I publicly confess my faith. This is certainly not how the majority of the sixteenth-century Reformers understood it, and there are many evangelicals who would not accept such a view. It is also not how the New Testament writers saw it. For them baptism (together with faith) brings salvation (1 Pet 3:21; cf. Mk 16:16). Baptism is into Christ (Rom 6:3; Gal 3:27), and through it believers are united to him in his death, burial and resurrection (Rom 6:3-4; Col 2:11-12). Peter calls his hearers to repent and be baptized so that they may be forgiven and receive the Spirit (Acts 2:38). Paul is urged to wash away his sins in baptism (Acts 22:16). Regeneration is associated with water in John 3:5 and Titus 3:5, and the most natural reading sees this as a reference to baptism. These and other such references are to be understood of baptism in the context of the conversion experience (see 1 above). It would be improper to apply these statements without qualification to someone who is baptized but has no faith.



5. Should the Babies of Believing Christians Be Baptized?

 

The New Testament frequently refers to the baptism of adult believers but never explicitly refers to the baptism of a baby or child, though the household baptisms (Acts 16:15, 33 and 1 Cor 1:16) might have included babies. The second century is also silent on this issue, although Irenaeus refers to “infants, small children, youngsters, youths and old folk” being born again (Against Heresies 2.22.4), and his usage elsewhere indicates that this refers to baptism. But while there is only this slight evidence for the baptism of babies, there is no record at all for the baptism at a later date of those raised in a Christian home. It is not until the third and fourth centuries that we have unambiguous evidence for the initiation of such offspring, and in these centuries we see complete variety, with people being baptized at every age, from birth to deathbed.

Baptists argue that because the New Testament explicitly records only the baptism of believing “adults” and because baptism is clearly linked with faith, only believers should be baptized. Infant baptism crept in because of an improper fear concerning the destiny of those dying in infancy. Paedobaptists argue from the theology of baptism (and its relation to circumcision and the covenant) that it is right to baptize babies. The delay in the baptism of many in the third and fourth centuries was because of an improper fear about the possibility of forgiveness for serious sins committed after baptism. Others would argue from the fact that the earliest explicit evidence reveals a diversity of practice, that this diversity probably goes back to apostolic times. While some in the third and fourth centuries recommended this or that practice, no one accused anyone else of being unbiblical, un-apostolic or heretical over this issue.

In the fifth century there was increasing concern about the issue of original sin and the destiny of babies dying unbaptized. This led to infant baptism becoming the norm for those born to Christian parents. As whole nations became Christian, believers’ baptism was confined to the relatively rare event of the conversion of adults from other religions. As a result infant baptism changed from being a practice alongside the normal practice of believers’ baptism to becoming itself the normative form of baptism, with important consequences for the perception of baptism. In the sixteenth century the *Anabaptists pioneered the principled objection to infant baptism, and this was taken up in the following century by the Baptists. With the breakdown of Christendom (which had involved the near universal baptism of babies in many countries), with the spread of the *gospel to many new parts of the world and with increased questioning of infant baptism, we are returning to a situation where believers’ baptism is the norm and infant baptism does (or does not) take place alongside it. In 1982 at Lima, Peru, after over fifty years of discussions, representatives from a wide range of churches inside and outside the *World Council of Churches agreed to a document on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry. One of its most significant proposals was that the two patterns of thanksgiving or dedication leading to “adult” baptism, and infant baptism leading to an adult profession of faith, be recognized as “equivalent alternatives.”



6. Can Baptism Ever Be Given a Second Time?

 

No serious theological work has ever defended a second baptism as such, but there are contexts in which the validity of a “baptism” is questioned and the recipients are urged to receive a “second baptism” on the ground that the first was no true baptism.

There are two main contexts where this question has arisen. In the early church there was the question of whether baptism given by a schismatic or heretical church is valid. In the 250s there was disagreement over the baptisms performed by the Novatianists, a rigorist group who had broken away from the Catholic Church because the latter held that those who had renounced their faith under persecution might (eventually) be readmitted in the church. Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, maintained that baptism by the Novatianists was invalid and of no use at all:There is only one baptism, but [the Novatianists] think that they can baptize. Although they forsake the fountain of life, they promise the grace of living and saving water. People are not washed there, they are made foul; sins are not purged, they are piled up. That birth makes sons not for God but for the devil. (The Unity of the Church 11)




 




But Stephen, bishop of Rome, argued that baptism in the name of the *Trinity is valid, even if performed outside the one Catholic Church, and eventually his view prevailed.

Secondly, most Baptists have taken the line that infant baptism is not true baptism and that those who have received it need to be baptized when they come to faith, this being their first baptism. A significant minority of Baptists, however, have taken the line that infant baptism is irregular but still valid. That is, someone who has been baptized as a baby should not have been baptized then, but as a matter of fact has been baptized, and this should not be repeated. Many Baptists take a pragmatic approach in the church context, allowing baptism to those who wish to be baptized “again,” while accepting the validity of the infant baptism of those who are happy with it, thus effectively leaving the matter to the conscience of the individual believer.



7. Is Baptism Necessary for Salvation?

 

Christian initiation involves repentance, faith, baptism and receiving the Spirit (see 1 above). Does this mean that all four, including baptism, are necessary for salvation? What about the thief on the cross, who presumably was not baptized (Lk 23:42-43)?

Jesus taught that no one can enter the *kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit (Jn 3:5). It was accepted from the second century that this refers to baptism, which is therefore necessary for salvation. Those who were martyred before being baptized were deemed to have been baptized in their own blood, and this baptism was especially potent as there was no possibility of later falling away! There are warnings in fourth-century sermons about the dangers of delaying baptism (and the obligation to live a Christian life) and thus missing salvation, but some at least held that if one was firmly resolved to be baptized but died first, salvation would not be denied. It is always important to distinguish between those who are not baptized because they are prevented (e.g., by premature death) and those who are not baptized of their own choice, because they decline it.

Few Christians would be so concerned today about the danger of a believer dying before receiving baptism. It is perhaps significant that whereas Mark 16:16 states that those who believe and are baptized will be saved, it is those who do not believe who are condemned. Baptism is not put on the same level as faith—but nor are we free to ignore it. As the document Baptists and Reformed in Dialogue puts it, “We can set no limits to the power of Christ: he is leading men to salvation in his own way. Yet this does not at all entitle us to hold baptism in contempt. It is not that Christ is bound to baptism as a means of grace, but we in our faith are.” We are not at liberty to offer salvation without baptism. Baptism is not an optional extra, like the sun roof on a car.



8. Should Baptism Be by Immersion in Water or by the Pouring or Sprinkling of Water?

 

For many today the issue of whether or not babies should be baptized is wrongly confused with the question of the mode of baptism. Most (but not all) Baptists insist on baptism by total immersion in water. Western paedobaptists have mostly baptized by the pouring or sprinkling of water, though the *Eastern Orthodox churches immerse infants. Boris Yeltsin nearly drowned while being baptized as a child by an intoxicated priest!

While it is true that the basic root meaning of the Greek words for baptize and baptism is immerse/immersion, it is not true that the words can simply be reduced to this meaning, as can be seen from Mark 10:38-39, Luke 12:50, Matthew 3:11//Luke 3:16, 1 Corinthians 10:2. It is probable that immersion was in fact the normal practice of baptism in the early church, but it was not regarded as an important issue. The Didache, quite likely the oldest Christian writing outside the New Testament, gives instruction that if there is insufficient water one should pour water on the head of the candidate three times, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit (Didache 7). There was no hint that this made the baptism any less valid. Where the early church was much clearer was in the practice of threefold baptism, in the name of the Trinity.

See also BAPTISM IN THE HOLY SPIRIT; CONVERSION; LITURGY AND WORSHIP; LORD’S SUPPER; SACRAMENTS, SACRAMENTALITY.
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BARTHIANISM

 

Barthianism is the stream of theological reflection deriving from Karl Barth (1886-1968), perhaps the most influential German-speaking theologian in the twentieth century. The son of Fritz Barth, a Reformed minister and teacher in the College of Preachers in Basel, Barth began his theological studies in Bern in 1904 before going to Berlin where he attended a seminar by the celebrated historical theologian Adolf von Harnack. In 1908, Barth went to Marburg after studying briefly at Bern and Tübingen, drawn by the dogmaticist and ethicist Wilhelm Herrmann, who was then at the height of his powers.

After Marburg, Barth served for ten years as a pastor at Safenwil in the Aargau, a small town in his native Switzerland. The decade Barth spent as a pastor was a period of intense development during which he abandoned the theological liberalism of his teachers and embraced a totally different set of commitments. As a pastor who had to preach from the Bible every week, Barth struggled with the problem of how he could genuinely preach the Word of God. As he immersed himself in the study of the Bible, Barth found in it a “strange new world.” The Bible is not about humankind’s religious quests, as his theological teachers had understood it; rather it heralds the coming of the *kingdom of God.

In 1916 Barth began an intensive study of Paul’s epistle to the Romans, which culminated in the publication of the first edition of Der Römerbrief in 1919. This book not only led to Barth’s appointment to the chair in Reformed theology at Göttingen University, but was also seen as the genesis of neo-orthodoxy, or dialectical theology. In 1930 Barth began work on the Church Dogmatics, his magnum opus, which was to occupy him for the rest of his life.

1. The Knowledge of God

2. The Word of God and Theology

3. The Centrality of Jesus Christ

4. The Significance of Karl Barth’s Theology


 


1. The Knowledge of God.

 

One of the most important questions that emerged in Barth’s engagement with the liberal theology of his teachers has to do with the knowledge of God. The liberalism of his day was profoundly influenced by the *Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant, who maintained that objective knowledge of God is impossible. Consequently, liberal theologians derived their analysis from human existence and understood religion as the interior presupposition of moral action. Barth took this Kantian challenge seriously and sought to subvert it by refusing to allow theology to be shaped by its categories.

Barth begins with the actuality of the knowledge of God, with what he calls the knowledge of God in its “fulfillment,” rather than with the question of the possibility of such knowledge. As opposed to liberal theology, which developed a theological epistemology in abstraction from the divine action, Barth begins with revelation, with God’s self-disclosure in history. God is known because he has revealed himself in human history. Echoing the early theologians of the church, Barth asserts that “God is known through God and through God alone.”

Barth attempts to shift the epistemological center away from the human perceiver to divine action by emphasizing that God is the primary object to himself. Human knowledge of God is therefore inextricably based on God’s self-knowledge. In revelation, God freely gives himself to be known by humans. Thus Barth maintains that “only because God posits Himself as the object is man posited as the knower of God.” In revelation, God’s primary objectivity comes to humans in a mediated and therefore sacramental way, which Barth calls “clothed objectivity.” Following Luther, Barth could say that God in his revelation remains hidden from us.

The hiddenness of the God who has revealed himself alerts us to the limits of our theological knowledge. Because God remains hidden in his revelation, our notions and concepts are “not at all capable of grasping God.” This does not mean that our concepts cannot properly describe God as he has disclosed himself in Jesus Christ; but it does mean that our concepts can never fully comprehend him. Thus for Barth, all human language—even scriptural language—about God stands “under the crisis of the hiddenness of God.”

How do human beings appropriate the revelation of God? In his 1931 work Anselm: Fides Quaerens Intellectum, Barth discovers that faith is the basis of theological knowledge. The abyss between God and human beings is such that theological knowledge would not be possible if God did not reveal himself, if the inapprehensible did not become apprehensible. But God has revealed himself in Christ, and this revelation is appropriated by faith. Faith therefore constitutes the starting point of all theological thinking. Unlike Kant, Barth maintains that faith and knowledge are not antitheses; in fact, the nature of faith requires knowledge.

Theology as faith seeking understanding (fides quaerens intellectum) suggests two important implications for Barth. The first is that the being of God is the ground for all theological knowledge. The second is that the knowledge of God is mediated by the Word of God, and it is thus the Word which makes theology possible.



2. The Word of God and Theology.

 

What does Barth mean by the Word of God? For Barth the Word of God is fundamentally and primarily “the Word which God speaks by and to Himself in eternal hiddenness.” But God, by his grace, has chosen also to speak his Word to human beings in his revelation. For Barth, the Word of God appears in three forms: as the Word revealed, attested to and written by the prophets and apostles, and proclaimed. These three forms of God’s Word constitute a unitary event in which God’s speech encounters us in a mediated way. Their relationship may best be understood by picturing the gradual progress through three concentric circles. The innermost circle is the Word of God in its pure form as speech-act; but this Word is approachable only through the surrounding speech-acts of Scripture and the proclamation of the church.

For Barth the Word of God is never a datum that is static and that can be subjected to the scrutiny and control of humans. Rather the Word of God is always a concrete act of God, resulting from his sovereign will and free grace, and consequently cannot be anticipated by humans. The Word of God for Barth has an actualistic quality peculiar to it. Barth’s actualism checks any attempt to reduce the Word of God to an abstract idea or a general truth. Furthermore, the Word of God is never just a divine speech that imparts information or knowledge about God. It is speech that is at once decision and action—electing, creating, reconciling, forgiving and calling. The Word of God therefore challenges, rules and demands obedience.

Theology serves the Word of God by ensuring that it is faithfully proclaimed by the church. Thus in the first volume of his magisterial Church Dogmatics, Barth could emphatically assert that dogmatics has the simple task of evaluating the church’s proclamation on the basis of the norm, God’s revelation. The Word of God is therefore theology’s source from which it derives knowledge, basis on which it establishes its statements, and criterion by which it assesses the correctness of its propositions. Theology, however, remains a human enterprise, albeit made possible and aided by divine grace. Because the work of theology has to do with the service of the preaching of the gospel of Christ, it is possible only within the church. That is to say, without the church, whose purpose it is to witness to and proclaim God’s Word, there will be no theology. That is why Barth chose to entitle his dogmatic work Church Dogmatics.

Barth also emphasizes the scientific nature of theology. Theology may be called a science because its method of investigation and exposition is broadly similar to those of the natural sciences. To be sure, theology and science differ from each other in regard to the source of their knowledge and the nature of their object. But insofar as theology is understood as the critical examination and exposition of its object, namely, God in his revelation, it can be regarded in this sense as a science beside the other sciences. Because theology has its own unique object, it must be faithful to its own law, and cannot be measured by the standards dictated by the other sciences. But because theology seeks to investigate and explain its special object by allowing the latter to determine the scope of its knowledge and its method of inquiry, it can be described as a science (see Scientific Theology).

Barth’s approach distinguishes theology as an independent discipline that cannot be made to conform to the criteria drawn from other aspects if intellectual inquiry. Yet at the same time he maintains that theological knowledge must abide by the strictures of all human knowing in that it must conform to its own proper object.



3. The Centrality of Jesus Christ.

 

In contrast to the liberal theologians of his time, whose theological approaches can be described as anthropocentric and historical, Barth’s theology is based on God’s special revelation in Jesus Christ. Barth’s christocentric approach, which insists that Jesus Christ is the bridge between God and humans and therefore the basis on which we understand God’s revelation, election, creation, reconciliation and redemption, has come under heavy criticism.

What does Barth mean by the proposition that Jesus Christ is the one Word of God? By this assertion Barth wishes to stress that the truth of God is found in its perfect unity and wholeness in Jesus Christ, since God directly speaks to humans in and through his person. The various truths in the world, Barth maintains, do not in fact express truths of their own but bear witness to this one truth, the truth of the one Word of God. Thus, the various lights of the created order are but refractions of the one Light and manifestations of the one Truth. The truths of the world are therefore relativized by and subordinated to the Truth of God’s Word in Jesus Christ.

As mentioned earlier, Jesus Christ for Barth is not just the source of theological knowledge; he is also ground and content of all theological doctrine. Barth’s christological recasting of the various theological themes of dogmatics has yielded many interesting results, at times almost totally reshaping traditional approaches to these doctrines. One example is the doctrine of election, which not only has significant bearing on the doctrine of God in which it is located, but also on anthropology and soteriology.

In traditional approaches to the related doctrines of election and predestination Barth saw the danger of beginning with the concept of God as omnipotent will and sheer sovereignty. Of course Barth does not reject the notion of divine sovereignty. What he hopes to censure here, and throughout his Church Dogmatics, is the abstract concept of God’s freedom and sovereignty which is not shaped or disciplined by God’s revelation in Jesus Christ. Thus, for Barth, the doctrine of election should not be governed by abstract questions concerning choice, causality and freedom. Rather theology’s attention should be directed at the “name of Jesus,” because only when so directed do “we see God, and our thoughts are fixed on Him” (CD 2/2, 53).

Appealing to the traditional Chalcedonian doctrine of the two natures of Christ, Barth brings about a radical reshaping of the traditional understanding of “double predestination” by asserting that Jesus Christ is both “electing and elected.” Jesus Christ is electing God in that as the eternal Son of God he has elected himself to become the Son of Man in Jesus of Nazareth and to take upon himself the sin of the world. Those who are represented by him are elected in him and through him. Jesus Christ is elected man in that as the man Jesus of Nazareth he lived a perfect life and is therefore God’s true covenant-partner. Human beings, elected in him and through him, stand before God as sinners justified by grace. Barth could therefore conclude that the doctrine of election has to do primarily with the gospel of grace.

Critics have pointed out that Barth’s doctrine of election entails universal salvation (see Universalism). Since for Barth Christ is the only rejected one, and since all human beings are elected in Christ, how could the conclusion that ultimately all will be saved be avoided? Barth, however, scrupulously evades this conclusion, preferring to leave the question open on account of the limitation of our finite understanding and the freedom of divine grace.



4. The Significance of Karl Barth’s T heolog y.

 

The Scottish theologian T. F. Torrance recognizes Barth as “the greatest theological genius that has appeared on the scene for centuries,” and accords him “an honoured position among the greatest theologians of the church—Athanasius, Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, Luther and Calvin.” No one who has engaged with the theology of Barth would disagree with Torrance’s assessment, even if their own conclusions differ from Barth’s. So creative and revolutionary were the propositions of the Swiss-German theologian that his theology is often said to have brought about a Copernican turn in human thought regarding God and humanity, resulting in a new epoch for Western theology. Barth’s theological insights have challenged the theological community and the church to think afresh issues such as faith and reason, theology and philosophy, gospel and law.

No theology, of course, emerges in a vacuum. As we have seen, Barth’s greatest achievement was to revolutionize the theological climate of his day by making God, not human beings, the center of theological thought. Barth turned liberal Protestantism on its head, reversing that which had been hitherto affirmed, and thereby reinstating to theology its proper role as the servant of the Word of God. By placing Christ at the center and by putting him at the Ground of reality, Barth created a christological metaphysic that is comparable to the creations of the great fathers of the church—Gregory of Nazianzus and Maximus the Confessor. As Robert Jenson has put it, theological inquiry, according to Barth, has to do not with “Jesus’ place in our story but our place in his.”

Barth’s theocentrism has resulted in the rediscovery of the doctrine of the Trinity, which had, since Schleiermacher, receded into the background in liberal Protestantism. Barth’s contribution goes beyond his creative reformulation of this doctrine; his decisively trinitarian theology has shown that, far from being merely a theological problem, the doctrine of the Trinity is an invaluable resource for theology. It may be said that the current trinitarian renaissance in Western theology is mainly inspired by Barth.

By restoring to theology its proper object, Barth reinstated theology to its proper place in the church, thereby saving it from remaining a science that is cut off from the life of the church. Furthermore, the catholicity of Barth’s theology, seen in his searching engagement with patristic, medieval, Lutheran and Reformed theology, and the penetrating questions he put to Roman Catholicism, are of great value to ecumenical discussions today. As we have seen, Barth sought to establish the independence of theology by arguing powerfully that it cannot be subjected to criteria drawn from other areas of intellectual inquiry but must be faithful to its proper object. What is often missed, however, is that for Barth the independence of theological science does not preclude its interdependence on the other sciences. For if God is truly Lord of all reality, not just of theology and the church, theology “may not regard its separate existence as necessary in principle.” On the basis of this insight, Barthian theologians like T. F. Torrance have engaged in fruitful dialogue with the sciences.

See also REFORMED THEOLOGY.
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BELIEVERS CHURCH TRADITION

 

The Free Church tradition is composed of a cluster of churches which emphasize freedom from state control, voluntary church membership, believer *baptism, the centrality of Scripture, *discipleship as the norm for all Christians, the guidance of the Holy Spirit and the priesthood of all believers. This tradition is also marked by a noncreedal posture that allows for flexibility and theological creativity within the bounds of biblical teachings and the freedom of local churches to structure themselves as they choose. While some churches, such as the Mennonites and Baptists, have a historical Free Church lineage, others, such as Pentecostals and many independent churches, are also considered part of the Free Church tradition, though they do not share the same historical lineage, because they share a common set of characteristics,

Many scholars identify the primary genesis of the Free Church tradition with the Anabaptists /Mennonites and the Radical Reformation of the sixteenth century (see Anabaptist Theology). During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Free Church tradition came to include the Nonconformist churches in England, such as the Baptists, Congregationalists, Quakers and Methodists. The Restoration Movement constitutes another strand of the Free Church tradition. This movement, which began in the United States at the start of the nineteenth century, is represented today by the Christian Church/Disciples of Christ. The Pentecostal movement, which emerged at the beginning of the twentieth century, is part of this Free Church tradition, as are an array of independent churches.

In much of the world, over the last several decades those most self-identified with this tradition have shifted to calling themselves the Believers’ Church, and more recently, the Believers Church (non-possessive to highlight the fact that believers do not own the church). In broader theological dialogue the term Free Church is still commonly used. This name shift points to the fact that in many non-European countries, all churches are free in the sense that they do not have the direct endorsement of the state, nor are they financed by the state, and the state has no legal right to be involved in the decisions of the church.

Historically, the Believers Church has existed primarily on the margins of mainstream Christianity. This is no longer the case in many parts of the world, yet a sense of marginalization often continues to be an identity marker for churches in this tradition.

1. The Character of the Free/Believers Church

2. Global Context


 


1. The Character of the Free/Believers Church.

 

Churches in this tradition are joined together by a common stance rather than by formalized doctrinal statements or creeds. The Believers Church sees itself as apostolic in that it seeks to carry on the spirit and vision of the first-century church which looked to the eschaton as a shaping dynamic, and churches with no historic ties to the tradition can rightly be understood as Free churches if they revolve around the central distinctives outlined below.

1.1. Freedom from State Control. The Free Church insists that Christians must give primary allegiance to the kingdom of God, and that such allegiance is only possible if the church is free from state control. This emphasis is rooted in sixteenth-century Anabaptism, which stood in sharp contrast to the Catholic Church and the Reformers, neither of which saw the control of magistrates over church affairs as problematic. The Free Church tradition holds that when the church has a privileged position in relation to the state, the church inevitably compromises its calling in order to maintain that status. The Constantinian synthesis, which assumes that the ruler and all the people are Christians and gives the church a privileged place in society, is seen as a co-opting of the church by the state, and must be rejected. Some Free/Believers churches take the rejection of state control to mean that a Christian should not even hold government office because of the ease with which one might be seduced by the power structures. Believers should live as a new society that offers a fundamental alternative to all other social and political structures.

A correlate of this is an emphasis on religious liberty. People should be free to worship as they so choose. The modern political understanding of religious liberty has its roots in the work of Believers churches.

1.2. Voluntary Membership. The Free Church emphasizes freely chosen discipleship. People are not considered part of the church simply because their parents were part of the church or simply because they were born in a particular geographical location. Membership in the church is predicated on a personal, uncoerced decision to follow Christ. The Free Church is a “gathered” church rather than a “given” church. That is, the community is made up of believers who choose to gather together rather than being made up of a given set of constituents based on geographical or familial ties. The voluntary commitment to the body of Christ carries with it a commitment to a life of radical discipleship. All members are expected to live the life of discipleship, and by voluntarily joining the community, they invite both the encouragement and the admonishment of the community as they seek to live as disciples. While an individual’s personal faith commitment is emphasized, the personal commitment is to be lived out in a communal context.

1.3. Believer Baptism. The Believers Church emphasizes adult or believer baptism, an act which marks the free choice of a person to join the body of Christ. This was a key distinctive of the sixteenth-century Anabaptists, or “rebaptizers,” who insisted that infant baptism was not an authentic baptism, and so they rebaptized adults who wanted to join their ranks, an action for which many of them were put to death. This emphasis on adult baptism has also been prominent in the Baptist stream of the Free Church. Baptism is viewed as a witness to salvation, not a means of salvation.

A minority of churches grouped under the Free Church umbrella, such as the Methodists and Quakers, have not emphasized adult baptism. Yet they have traditionally been considered part of this tradition because they hold so many other convictions in common with Believers churches, such as the Mennonites, Brethren, Pentecostals and Churches of Christ. This points to the fact that the Believers Church is not a tightly defined set.

1.4. Centrality and Interpretation of Scripture. The authority of Scripture has been a central emphasis of the Free Church (see Revelation and Scripture). Interpretation of Scripture is seen as a communal undertaking, not something to be done only by experts who then deliver their findings to congregations. Local congregations, not seminaries, have traditionally been the locus of scriptural interpretation. This communal reading of Scripture results in a hermeneutic significantly different from that of the Magisterial Reformers.

The Word makes concrete demands on Believers lives, and so their lives should look different from those who are not Christians. The Sermon on the Mount has been particularly formative for this tradition. These words of Jesus are heard as actual instructions on how to live as disciples, not just as unattainable ideals. The issue of adult baptism referred to earler reflects the emphasis on scriptural precedent over historical development.

The social location of the Believers Church has shaped the way it understands and applies Scripture to life. The early Anabaptists were primarily poor, uneducated and persecuted, and as a result they read Scripture from the perspective of the marginalized rather than from a position of power. While the demographics of Believers Church members have changed, the tradition continues to often find itself on the margins of both the broader church and of the dominant culture, facts that influence Believers Church hermeneutics.

1.5. Spirit Animated. An emphasis on the continuing work of the Holy Spirit is held together with the high value placed on the Word. We are to live with a keen sensitivity to the Holy Spirit ,who is the active presence of God in our midst. The Holy Spirit, not external structures, brings unity to the body of Christ. And the Spirit, not priests or sacraments, is seen as the primary vehicle of God’s grace. Working in complement with the Word, the Holy Spirit is seen as a real and active guide for believers as they seek to live out their faith. The conviction that the Holy Spirit will eventually guide everyone involved in a decision to a point of agreement is the basis for this tradition’s common practice of making decisions by consensus rather than by voting. This emphasis on the Spirit has also resulted in a resistance to rigid church structures, which seem incongruous with the spontaneous and free nature of the Spirit. An openness to the Spirit has also been manifested in a flexible approach to worship. Whereas Luther championed sola scriptura, the Free Church has given prominence to both the Scripture and the Spirit. Donald Durnbaugh describes the tradition as Word centered and Spirit filled, with the inner and outer words being of one essence.

1.6. Discipleship. In the Free Church, being a Christian has been understood primarily as a way of life, not mainly a set of beliefs. The tradition holds that all Christians, not just a select group of monks or priests, are called to a life of radical discipleship. In keeping with the instructions and model of Jesus, discipleship is to be grounded in the local community of believers. The Lord’s Supper is a central formative act of the community, an act typically viewed as a memorial. Foot washing is also a common practice of the discipleship community.

The shape of the early Christian community significantly shapes the Free Church understanding of what community should look like today. The community of believers is to be marked by the mutual aid evident in the early church. The Believers Church emphasizes a stewardship view of possessions and, to varying degrees historically, possessions have been at the disposal of the whole community. In some instances, communities have had a common purse and shared housing. The community is also the primary context for worship. This respect for the early church has led to restorationist tendencies in some strands of the tradition, though the dominant view is that we should embrace the vision of the early church without trying to recreate all its cultural forms.

Christian ethics are seen as binding for all believers. Personal morality is emphasized and tied to participation in the life of the community: those who are unworthy should not participate in the *Lord’s Supper, and those who persist in sin are subject to the discipline of the community. The pattern of discipline set forth in Matthew 18:15-17 has been commonly practiced. A danger of this emphasis on morality is that at times it has resulted in legalism. Ethics are seen as communally formative in addition to being individually formative. Bodies of believers should reflect the ethical character of God’s kingdom, and their presence and work should push for societal transformation in this same direction.

Nonviolence is seen by many Believers churches as a central component of discipleship. These churches believe that the life and teachings of Jesus call on all Christians to reject violent means. The peaceful kingdom of God must be pursued through peaceful means. War and other forms of violence are unacceptable means of ushering in the shalom of God. Disciples are to walk the nonviolent path of Jesus.

Discipleship involves mission. Because membership in the church is viewed as voluntary rather than automatic, the very survival of the church requires missionary activity. And because the surrounding culture is not assumed to be Christian, this missionary activity takes place both at home and abroad. One way missional witness takes place is by the community being a city on a hill that points to the reign of God.

1.7. Ecclesiology. Historically, as the Believers Church has focused on how Christians are to live as disciples of Christ, questions about what makes the church the church have been secondary. More recently, Believers Church theologians have begun to lift up the connections between an emphasis on discipleship and the *ecclesiology that has been implicit in the tradition. (See Church, Theology of the.)

In the Believers Church, the essence of the church is seen as the gathered people of God. This contrasts with views that see the church as constituted by the sacraments or by the presence of a priest. Matthew 18:20 (“For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them”) is a key text in this tradition for defining what the church is.

The church is a visible entity and can be seen because those who have been saved will live together in discipleship. Whereas some traditions hold that an invisible church of believers exists within the visible church that includes both believers and nonbelievers, the Believers Church rejects this idea. Believers churches hold that because people voluntarily choose to join the church, only believers are members, and so there is no need to hypothesize an additional invisible church which is not coextensive with the visible church.

Believers churches put a heavy emphasis on the priesthood of all believers. All members are to be active participants in the ministry of the church. Pastors have a significant role in leading congregations, but they are not seen as separate from the royal priesthood which includes all believers. Pastors may have more authority than others in the congregation, but they possess this because it has been granted to them by God through the congregation, not in a way that bypasses the congregation. While a pastor plays a unique role in the congregation, so does each other person in the congregation, because each person has been given one or more spiritual gifts by the Holy Spirit. This emphasis moves Believers churches toward egalitarian church structures.

Free Church polity is participatory and characterized by a freedom from hierarchical or episcopal authority structures. Local congregations have great freedom in how they choose to organize themselves. Typically local churches in this tradition are free to hire and fire their pastors rather than having such decisions made for them by a governing body or person. While a general congregational polity structure is typical, local churches are free to choose the specific ways their polity takes shape. For example, while some churches use a consensus model of decision-making, others use the vote. These participatory and egalitarian elements in the Free Church were significant contributors to the development of modern democracy.

1.8. Eschatology. Believers Church *eschatology sees the kingdom of God as already breaking into the present. The church is a witness to the full reign of God that is still coming. The embrace of nonviolence that characterizes significant parts of this tradition is tied to this recognition of the transformative power of God’s kingdom, which is already taking hold.

Believers should expect that the journey toward the eschaton will be marked by suffering, a conviction that grows out of biblical convictions and the historical experience of many within the Believers Church. During this “already but not yet” time, disciples are called to join in God’s activity of ushering in the fullness of the kingdom.



2. Global Context.

 

Churches in the Free Church tradition are the fastest growing churches around the globe today. While some of these intentionally affirm their location in this tradition, many that are categorized theologically and ecclesiologically as Free/Believers Churches do not self-consciously identify with the tradition. While the Free or Believers Church categorization is helpful theologically and demographically, it is not commonly used locally.

Globally, Pentecostalism is one of the most vibrant expressions of the Free Church tradition today. Pentecostalism does not have strong links to the historic Free churches, but its theological and ecclesiological characteristics place it in this tradition (see Pentecostalism).

In Africa, a significant expression of the Free Church tradition can be found in the African Independent Church (see African Initiated Churches). Though historically not an offspring of the Free Church, it can be located in this tradition because of its freedom from state control (in contrast to colonial churches that were at least implicitly linked to the state) and its emphases on believer baptism, the priesthood of all believers, the role of the Holy Spirit and the centrality of Scripture (see African Theology, Protestant; African Theology, Evangelical Contextual). In Latin America, the majority of Protestant churches are connected to the Believers Church tradition, with Pentecostals and Baptists most heavily represented (see Latin American Theology, Protestant). In Asia, in addition to the many churches affiliated with Free Church denominations, the house church movement in China has notable commonalities with this tradition. Some elements of the Free Church tradition that characterize the Chinese house church movement include a rejection of state control, the centrality of the Word, the prominence of lay leadership, a strong emphasis on discipleship and the exercising of church discipline (see Chinese Theology). While the Free Church tradition emerged from the European context, in Europe today this tradition continues to constitute only a small segment of the larger church, and churches in this tradition are characteristically viewed as small, pietistic sects. In North America, voices from the Believers Church tradition are finding a growing level of acceptance and respect in theological and ecumenical discussions with mainline voices. As is the case elsewhere, in the United States the term Believers Church is perhaps a more helpful appellation because all churches in the United States are “free” in the specific sense of not being officially wedded to the state, and in this sense the term Free Church lacks specificity.

As the twenty-first century unfolds, much of the dynamic growth within the global church is taking place in churches in the Free Church tradition. This consortium of churches will have an increasing impact on the shape of the church worldwide for years to come.

See also ANABAPTIST THEOLOGY.
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BIBLICAL THEOLOGY

 

Biblical theology is a discipline with a three-hundred-year history in the West whose intent is to summarize the exegetical work on Bible passages, thereby displaying the heart of the Bible’s message.

1. The Task of Biblical Theology

2. Issues and Points of Discussion

3. The Contribution of Biblical Theology


 


1. The Task of Biblical Theology.

 

Biblical theology attempts a theological synthesis of biblical material written over time in different genres (e.g., story, proverbs, letters). Biblical theology seeks answers to questions such as, what is the core to which all these different materials relate? What is the Bible all about? One may think of biblical theology as macro-exegesis. In exegesis the parts of a Bible passage are examined, but then an attempt is made to summarize the thrust of the text. In biblical theology there is an effort to give a coherent overview, to “put it all together.”

Biblical theology is differentiated from the history of Israelite religion, a discipline that traces the development of beliefs and practices. The distinction between biblical theology and *systematic theology was made by Johannes Gabler, a European scholar of the eighteenth century often credited as father of the discipline. Current thinking is that biblical theology works within the covers of the Bible, is attuned to its historical aspects, and stays with biblical categories such as sacrifice, land and covenant. Systematic theology, while grounded in the Scripture, moves outside the Bible to take account of philosophy (e.g., Aristotelian, *Process Philosophy), is especially attuned to its contemporary culture, and employs categories such as ontology and *Trinity that may not be explicitly found in the Bible. Biblical theology is always for the church; systematicians write for the church and a wider society. The tasks of the two overlap; debate on the precise tasks of each continues (Barr).



2. Issues and Points of Discussion.

 

2.1. Faith and History. In the eighteenth century biblical theologians extrapolated from Israelite history and the Jesus story relevant items for faith. In the nineteenth century, partly in reaction to a swing toward philosophy, the European “Erlangen school” once again stressed history, specifically redemption history (Heilsgeschichte). But the discussion point remains: how does one derive propositional truth from history/stories? That question arises in part from the framework of *Enlightenment thinking with its emphasis on reason. Japanese scholars would like more attention to be given to the mystical dimension. Some postmoderns (e.g., Brueggemann) have formulated their summaries apart from attention to biblical history.

2.2. Centralizing Themes. There is ready agreement that the Bible touches on many themes (cf. Dyrness). But an issue is whether certain themes are overriding such that other themes can be considered as a subset of a (the) primary theme. One way of putting the question is to ask whether the Old Testament has a center. Walther Eichrodt proposed that the irruption of the kingdom of God, as crystallized in “covenant” was that center. Other proposals for a center are divine sovereignty, communion, redemption. Some advocate a dialectic approach: promise/fulfillment; ethics/aesthetics. Still others, while admitting that the New Testament has a center (Jesus or kingdom of God), would, like Gerhard von Rad, avoid talk of “center” and think in terms of traditions or trajectories (Ollenburger, Martens). How to organize a work on such a massive subject is a large challenge.

2.3. Method. Eichrodt’s method, based on an assumed unity of Scripture, has been described as a cross-sectional method. Others have followed the Biblical story line to portray how God acts. Some have deliberately taken a confessional stance and read the Old Testament through Christian lenses. Certain scholars have argued that selected biblical texts (e.g., Gen 1, Gen 12, Ex 6), provide the key to structuring an Old Testament theology. For New Testament specialists, attention to genre (e.g., Gospel, letters), or to the various theological witnesses to Jesus (e.g., Paul’s Mark’s, John’s), or to themes (e.g., *salvation, *Christology, *discipleship, *kingdom of God, *mission) has helped form a grid.

2.4. The Relation of the Testaments. Soon after Gabler’s time, specialization set in, so that separate treatments have been given to the two Testaments. The New Testament has been treated separately (cf. Caird, Ladd, Morris). More recently the pendulum has swung, arguing that a truly biblical theology should encompass both testaments (Childs). C. H. H. Scobie’s work bridges the testaments around four topics: God’s order, God’s servant, God’s people, God’s way. It has been said that the relation of the two testaments is the issue for biblical theology.

 

3. The Contribution of Biblical Theology. Biblical theology enables one to see the big picture rather than focusing on smaller units. This approach helps by making clear the message, say, of the Old Testament. A second contribution is the help biblical theology provides in interpreting individual texts, promoting a symbiosis between the particular text and the larger summary. The individual text contributes to a larger umbrella summary, and the larger summary lends nuance and perspective, even proper meaning to other, especially problem texts. Read in isolation from the entire Bible, the story of Israel’s exodus from Egypt may be taken to address political liberation from servitude of various kinds. But read within the framework of the entire Bible, including the New Testament which links the Lord’s supper to the Passover, the deliverance of Israel from Egypt acquires meanings beyond the political struggle. The exodus is part of the history of redemption.

A third value in formulating a whole-Bible theology is that it facilitates the bridging of the testaments and so is an aid to preaching. To be sure, the two testaments are bound together literarily and historically, but the two are also bound together theologically. By ascertaining the heart of the Old Testament, for example, one is in a good position to make connections with the New Testament. Such correlation is important for Christian preaching, which requires being in rhythm with the overall biblical themes. Fourth, biblical theology can be considered the health department for the church. By it the church can test to see whether it is aligned with God’s will. Fifth, biblical theology is critical for the newer churches worldwide, because from it the churches will work toward a systematic model helpful for their particular settings and cultures. We should also expect that as the enterprise of biblical theology continues to take root in non-Western cultures, we will see new perspectives on biblical theology open up from new cultural vantage points.

See also HERMENEUTICS; SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY; THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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BLACK THEOLOGY

 

African American theology is a study and interpretation of religious beliefs and practices of significance to African Americans in the United States of America. It is a form of theology that takes as its epistemological starting point the historical and social experience of people of African descent in the United States. It presupposes that religious knowledge arises from the African American (or black) experience and other similar social contexts wherein persons must struggle to assert their humanity.

African American theology is varied and diverse. One of its tendencies is black theology. Black theology is a term that names this tendency as well as the theological movement that emerged among African Americans during the second half of the 1960s.

This article focuses on interpretations of black theology’s origin and history, its development as an academic discipline, its principal schools of thought, major issues that it addresses, the relation of *womanist theology to black theology, and the growth of black Catholic theology. The article ends with a suggestion about what challenge now faces black theology.

1. Origin and Historiographies of Black Theology

2. Schools of Thought in Black Theology

3. Issues in Black Theology

4. Womanist Theology

5. Black Catholic Theology

6. The Future of Black Theology


 


1. Origin and Historiographies of Black T heolog y.

 

1.1. Three-Stage Evolution of Black Theology. According to Gayraud Wilmore, contemporary black theology evolved in three distinct stages. The first stage is the emergence of black theology from the civil rights and black power movements. While the civil rights movement was the initial context of origin of the contemporary black theological movement, black power ideology has had the greater influence upon the development of contemporary black theology.

Martin Luther King Jr. interpreted the African American struggle for civil rights within the framework of Christianity. King contended that civil rights ideals and intended reforms, focusing on social justice and racial integration, are compatible with Christianity. He insisted that professing Christians, white as well as black, had a moral obligation to support the civil rights movement.

Departing from King’s perspective on the compatibility of Christian faith and integration, radical black clergy—such as Metz Rollins, Leon Watts, Will Herzfeld, Lawrence Lucas, Herbert Bell Shaw, M. L. Wilson and Albert Cleage—of the National Conference of Black Churchmen (NCBC) interpreted Christianity in light of the black power movement. For these black clergy, black power meant the ideals of black racial unity and cooperation, the amassing of black people’s resources, and the development of black institutions and culture. They claimed that black power enables African Americans to be taken seriously and to be regarded by whites and other ethnic groups as equal participants in democratic society. They believed that an oppressed minority such as blacks needs power in order to curtail the excess of power held by whites. With nothing to check this excess of power, whites—as would be true of any human beings in this situation—are tempted to abuse power. They believed also that only a morally perfect God can wield responsibly an inordinate amount of power.

The second stage of the contemporary black theological movement is its entry into academic settings. According to Wilmore, this second stage begins with the participation of black seminary professors, namely James H. Cone, Major Jones, J. Deotis Roberts and Preston Williams, in the Theological Commission of the NCBC. Cone produced the first book-length systematic works in contemporary black theology. Cone’s Black Theology and Black Power (1969) and A Black Theology of Liberation (1970) were followed by Roberts’s Liberation and Reconciliation (1971), Major Jones’s Black Awareness (1971), Wilmore’s Black Religion and Black Radicalism (1973), William R. Jones’s Is God a White Racist? (1973) and Cecil Cone’s The Identity Crisis in Black Theology (1975). The debates underlying these publications centered on three issues: (1) the meaning of black liberation, its relation to racial reconciliation and the place, if any, of violence in the struggle for liberation; (2) the nature of black religion and its relation to black theology as the latter’s principal subject matter; and (3) the plausibility of black liberation theism, that is, the belief in God’s solidarity with oppressed blacks, in the face of their continued suffering and the absence of compelling empirical evidence in support of divine liberating activity. James Cone’s God of the Oppressed (1975) is a revision of ideas expressed in his earlier publications and his most comprehensive statement on various issues raised in debates with his interlocutors and critics.

The third stage of the contemporary black theological movement is characterized by academic black theologians’ designation of the black church as their principal audience and these theologians’ interest in global issues in relationship to African American communities in the United States. The participation of black theologians in the “Theology in the Americas Projects,” lasting from 1975 to 1980, broadened their perspectives to include discussions about gender and sexuality, environmental issues, the relation of black theology to various theologies of liberation, and the negative impact of American and European capitalism on various groups of people throughout the world.

1.2. A Fourth Stage. Dwight Hopkins extends Wilmore’s three-stage historical analysis to include a fourth and current stage which began in the mid-1980s, led by what he calls a “second generation” of scholars and pastors. Second-generation black theologians focus on strengthening ties between scholarship, ministry and social activism. Second-generation black theologians are creating new academic guilds, examining previously neglected primary sources and utilizing them in their constructions of black theology, and proposing models for the involvement of black scholars in the ongoing life of African American churches and communities. According to Hopkins, black womanist thinkers are a part of this second generation.

1.3. Cone’s Proposed History. James Cone and Anthony Pinn have proposed histories that differ from Wilmore’s history of black theology. Cone claims that the origin of contemporary black theology has three major contexts: the civil rights movement, the black power movement and the publication of Joseph Washington’s controversial Black Religion (1964). Washington claimed that black churches are not Christian churches but are instead political associations and therefore devoid of any theology. His claim was convincing to persons who saw, even in predominantly black schools, no African American professional theologians who focused solely on research, reflection and writing on issues and concerns of black churches. The NCBC’s theological commission, composed of African American clergy and scholars in religion and theology, aimed at putting black theology into print and thereby refuting Washington’s criticism of black churches. Cone himself led the way. In addition to the civil rights and black power movements, the theological commission of the NCBC, responding to Washington’s critique, is another significant factor, as Cone correctly points out, in the development of contemporary black theology.

1.4. Pinn’s Proposed History. Pinn constructs a five-stage historical analysis of black theology. For Pinn black theology is progressive and cumulative. The first and longest stage starts near the beginning of the slave trade. The second stage begins during the civil rights movement in the 1960s. The third stage is a globalization of black theology through cross-cultural dialogue with liberation theologies of other peoples. The fourth stage is open and frank discussions about gender and sexuality. The fifth and present stage is the expanding range and scope of black theological sources for the interpretation of the black experience.



2. Schools of Thought in Black Theology.

 

Contemporary black theology divides into three distinct methodological perspectives: the Black Hermeneutical School (BHS), Black Philosophical School (BPS), and Human Sciences School (HSS). These trajectories in black theology are examined in Frederick Ware’s Methodologies of Black Theology (2002).

2.1. Black Hermeneutical School (BHS). The BHS is devoted to a quest for a “black hermeneutic”—a method of biblical and theological interpretation that recovers and is representationally accurate to the earliest expression of Christian faith among African Americans in the United States. It is believed that this early expression of Christian faith is characterized by radicalism and the pursuit of economic, social and political change. The religious heritage of African Americans focuses upon the attainment of freedom.

This school includes such thinkers as Katie Cannon, Albert Cleage, Cecil Cone, James Cone, Kelly Brown Douglas, James Evans, Jacquelyn Grant, Dwight Hopkins, Major Jones, Olin Moyd, J. Deotis Roberts, Delores Williams and Gayraud Wilmore. James Cone has exerted the greatest influence in this school of thought. In addition to his research, lecturing and publication, he has trained many African American doctoral students. Katie Cannon, Mark Chapman, George Cummings, Kelly Brown Douglas, James Evans, Cain Hope Felder, Jacquelyn Grant, Dwight Hopkins, Sandy Martin, Preston Washington, Dennis Wiley, Delores Williams and Josiah Young were among Cone’s students at Union Theological Seminary/Columbia University, where he has taught since 1969.

Though making original contributions of their own to the field of black theology, Cone’s students have expanded his paradigm of contemporary black theology. Hopkins has distinguished himself as the most prolific of Cone’s former students. In addition to Hopkins’s record of publications, he edits several series on black theology and African American religious studies, serves on boards and committees of several academic societies, educational organizations and the accreditation agency for U.S. theological schools. He is coordinator of the international theological commission of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians. Cannon, Douglas, Grant and Williams have become major authorities in black womanist theology. Within the BHS, Roberts has developed the most significant contrasting perspective to that of J. Cone and his students.

2.2. Black Philosophical School (BPS). The BPS was formed by the entry of philosophers of religion into and the use of philosophy in the field of black theology. Criticizing the theodicies of J. Cone, A. Cleage, M. Jones, Roberts and J. Washington, William R. Jones wrote Is God a White Racist? with the intent of charting a new intellectual course for scholars interested in the interpretation of African American religion. He argued, in view of the magnitude of black suffering, that an alternative form of theism, which he calls “humanocentric theism,” is necessary. Humanocentric theism, the last point on the theistic spectrum before adopting a position of complete humanism, emphasizes human agency and responsibility for improving social conditions. Liberation is principally the work of human beings and not that of God.

In addition to William Jones other thinkers in the BPS include Anthony Pinn, Alice Walker, Cornel West and Henry Young. Jones and Pinn utilize humanism as a major philosophical source. West’s major philosophical source is pragmatism. Walker’s concept of womanism, adopted by many African American religion scholars, is a form of humanism. Young utilizes process philosophy in his theological work. Young’s, Walker’s and West’s conceptions of God are compatible with Jones’s notion of humanocentric theism.

2.3. Human Sciences School (HSS). The HSS encompasses the kinds of cultural studies of black theology conducted by historians of religion, theologians of culture, sociologists of religion, religious studies scholars and other intellectuals adhering to prevalent canons of scholarship in college and university settings. Similar to William Jones, Charles H. Long sought an alternative to what he saw as the two dominant and most narrow approaches to the study and interpretation of African American religion: sociological and theological/apologetic studies. Typical sociological studies deal mostly with the history, organization and politics of African American religious communities. Theological/ apologetic studies are preoccupied with defending and legitimating the existence of black religion apart from the mainstream of American religion. According to Long, both kinds of studies overlook the full range of meanings in African American religion and culture. In addition to Charles Long, other thinkers in the HSS include Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, C. Eric Lincoln, Henry Mitchell, Charles Shelby Rooks and Theophus Smith.

2.4. Further Contrasts Between the Schools. The BHS, BPS and HSS differ on what they consider the norm of black theology. The BHS derives its criteria of truth from nonfoundationalist (e.g., biblical, communal and personal) conceptions of Christian faith. These beliefs revolve around the central affirmation that Jesus Christ is black. The blackness of Christ, which may be understood in various ways, leads to three other beliefs that have normative quality: (1) the belief that God is black, that is, in solidarity with oppressed African Americans and will liberate them, known also as black liberation theism; (2) the belief that liberation, as an activity of God, is of infinite and unquestionable value; and (3) the belief that the black experience is a part of sacred history and cannot be ignored or minimized in theological reflection.

The norms of the BPS and HSS are foundationalist conceptions of religion. On the one hand, in the BPS, Christian faith is affirmed but with an emphasis on human freedom. Thinkers in the BPS do not privilege the black experience, but they do privilege liberation. Apart from God’s will, they believe liberation is valuable simply because oppressed people need and want it. On the other hand, the HSS grounds its understanding of religion in phenomenology. African American religion is studied for the matter-of-fact ways it operates and is understood actually in the lives of its adherents, rather than any appeal to ahistorical notions of black religion. The phenomenological approach accords no special authority to blackness or liberation. Blackness and liberation are perceived as aspects of African American life that no responsible scholar should ignore.

The three schools differ on the methods of interpretation in black theology. The BHS makes hermeneutics the method of black theology. Some of these hermeneutical methods are biblical hermeneutics, correlation, narrative criticism and philosophical hermeneutics. The philosophically oriented methodology of the BPS consists of methods such as philosophical analysis, logical argument, and philosophical and biblical hermeneutics. The methodology of the HSS includes hermeneutics and social sciences methodologies.

The three schools differ on the goal of black theology. Both the BHS and BPS declare that moral and ethical action leading to liberation is the goal of black theology. The HSS declares that knowledge, which may serve multiple purposes, is the goal of black theology. Scholarship in the HSS does not have the burden of having to show itself politically useful, as in the case of the BHS and BPS.

2.5. Appeal and Shared Features. The BHS has been and continues to be the most prolific and popular of the three schools of academic black theology. The widespread appeal of the BHS may be attributable to thinkers in this school using symbols and styles of reasoning and writing that persons uninitiated in the academic field can understand. Reading and comprehension of works in the BPS and HSS may require persons uninitiated in these areas of study to have a prior knowledge of the literature and methods of philosophy and the human and social sciences. Yet common to each school is the centrality of the black experience and an understanding that the tasks of black theology are description, analysis, evaluation, explanation and revision.



3. Issues in Black Theology.

 

3.1. Content and Themes of Theology. Liberation is a major theme of black theology. However, other themes such as mystery, wonder, awe and transcendence are also present in African American religion and culture. The fact of there being three schools of thought in black theology implies that liberation, if it is indeed the essential theme of African American theology, does not mean the same thing to all black theologians. There are multiple meanings of liberation. The BHS and BPS have contrasting views of liberation. The HSS subsumes liberation under the broader category of empowerment. The BHS defines liberation in terms of biblical conceptions of God’s liberating activity and black folk stories on freedom. In the BHS black theologians relate liberation to other themes found in the Bible such as reconciliation (Roberts), hope (M. Jones), redemption (Moyd) and survival (Williams). James Cone defines liberation as relationship with God, self-actualization, protest and struggle for freedom, and hope. Thinkers in the BPS define liberation in terms of social and political philosophy. In the BPS, liberation may mean a vision of life with possibilities of fulfillment (Pinn), the overthrow of capitalism (West), cultural pluralism (Young) or any action prescribed after an accurate assessment of a people’s situation (W. Jones). The HSS emphasizes the capacity of religion to empower and sustain persons in a variety of difficult and stressful situations in life, which not only includes oppression, but also loneliness, divorce, grief and sickness. In C. E. Lincoln and L. Mamiya’s The Black Church in the African American Experience (1990), they point out that the militant and revolution-oriented conceptions of liberation in contemporary black theology stand in stark contrast to older and more widely accepted conceptions of black liberation that stress the virtues of freedom, independence, economic uplift and self-help. Notwithstanding, a shared meaning of liberation in the various traditions of black theology is that liberation is a restoration of human dignity.

3.1.1. Sin. Black theology understands sin as something that is social and not personal only. Black theology exposes racism as a sin. Racism is an oppression with which persons ought not to be complicit. Black theologians have expanded the notion of oppression to include classism, sexism, heterosexism and ecological destruction as evils to be combated.

3.1.2. Human Suffering. Of concern to black theologians is the issue of theodicy, the task of reconciling the empirical reality of black people’s suffering to belief in a benevolent and powerful God. William Jones contends that theodicy is the central category of black theology. In Jones’s opinion, black theology can be nothing more than an expanded discourse on theodicy. He critiques and suggests an alternative (humanocentric theism) to the prevailing model of God (black liberation theism) in black theology. He argues that black liberation theism is grounded in traditional Western biblical theism, which posits belief in a perfectly good God who is beyond questioning and not subject to empirical investigation.

Not all black theologians have embraced Jones’s point of view. For example, Pinn rejects the centrality of theodicy in black theology. According to Pinn, theodicy entails a commitment to the notion of redemptive suffering that may inhibit liberation because oppressed people are tempted to justify and tolerate suffering out of their deference to some mysterious or supposedly known plan that God has for the betterment of human life. For Pinn, liberation is ultimate because humans desire it. There is no special need for belief in God or any other religious belief in order to sanction a people’s aspirations for freedom. Taking an altogether different approach, Moyd contends that eschatology is the central category of black theology. Eschatology is vision not only of a certain end but also of a people’s true humanity. This vision moves people to moral and ethical action in pursuit of liberation. Their efforts, no matter how small or frustrated, are never futile. Whatever they fail to achieve at any particular moment does not alter the end of history. In addition to Moyd, other black theologians, such as J. Cone, Evans and M. Jones, emphasize the role of eschatology in emboldening oppressed people with hope and assurance that there is a better existence for them than a life of oppression.

3.1.3 Ontological Symbolism. Several black theologians contend that Jesus Christ (or God) is black. The blackness of Christ may be understood in various ways, that is, as historical/ physical (Cleage), ontological (J. Cone, Grant, Douglas), mythological (Roberts) or pneumatological (Hopkins). Cleage contends that Jesus was, as a matter of historical fact, black; he was a revolutionary leader of the black nation seeking liberation. For J. Cone, Jesus’ blackness is an ontological symbol that describes what oppression means as well as shows those with whom God is in solidarity. Grant claims that the black woman is a genuine liberating symbol of Christ for the oppressed. Douglas shares Grant’s conviction of the symbolic power of the black woman; however, she believes other symbols can be just as powerful and ought not to be discounted. Roberts argues that Christ’s representation as black or any other feature of ethnic and social groups can only be mythical. Mythical representation is a way to relate the gospel directly to a group of people. However, the biblical Jesus Christ stands as the measure for all mythological images of Christ. Hopkins, seeking to avoid gender- and race-specific terminology, claims that Jesus’ blackness is metaphysical. In Jesus, God is revealed as the spirit of liberation. The views of several black theologians on the blackness of Jesus Christ are examined in K. Douglas’s The Black Christ (1994).

3.1.4. Identity. Blackness (black racial identity) is a way of defining human being contextually. The task of defining blackness is ongoing, given the social, historical, cultural and political changes occurring in the United States. Victor Anderson’s Beyond Ontological Blackness (1995) is a criticism of the conception of blackness that came to dominate contemporary black theology. According to Anderson, this conception of blackness is defined over against and in opposition to whiteness. This is a form of black racial identity that needs whiteness and victimization by whites in order to understand and assert itself. He argues that blackness can be defined independently of any antagonistic relationship to whiteness. He proposes a form of cultural pluralism that acknowledges and appreciates difference without extolling or devaluing any ethnic group. In addition to Anderson, other thinkers mentioned above who subscribed to this alternative view of blackness are Walker and West. Recent discussions on humanity in black theology seek to complement discourse on the soul with an equivalent appreciation of the body. They affirm that this equal esteem of the soul and the body is necessary for human wholeness.

3.2. Sources. Cecil Cone’s Identity Crisis in Black Theology raised the question: “If black theology is for African American people, ought not black theology to be grounded in African American sources (or black sources)?” In response to his question, the BHS, BPS and HSS accept the black experience as a source of theological reflection. Womanist thinkers place special emphasis on African American women’s experience. For the BHS, the principal source of black theology is revelation, which is complemented by the Bible, tradition, history, spirituality, culture and reason when it is compatible with revelation. For the BPS, reason in the form of philosophy is the principal source of black theology. For the HSS, African American religion and culture is the principal source for theological reflection. In the HSS, religion is a complex phenomenon that is not restricted to its recognized overt forms but may be expressed in more subtle ways. In addition to the use of black sources in the construction of black theology, there are numerous works in black theology that are devoted solely to the study of black sources, such as sermons, songs (religious and secular), prayers, conversion narratives, religious testimony, slave interviews, folklore, poetry, novels, oral histories, letters, public speeches and autobiographies.

3.3. Ecclesiology. Thinkers in the BHS, BPS and HSS affirm that African American churches are historically and continue to be the central institution for black liberation but emphasize the need for reform in these churches in order for them to truly function as a base for liberation. In the BPS, West contends that the churches alone cannot achieve liberation. They must partner with other institutions in society in order to achieve wide-scale social change. In the BHS, J. Cone argues that reforms within the churches and the achievement of black solidarity must precede coalition-building. He and other black theologians call for reforms in the belief, worship, practices, organizational structures and ministry of African American churches. In the HSS, Charles Rooks emphasizes the need for reforming theological education. The overwhelming majority of African American clergy lack formal training. A clergy equipped with better knowledge and skills may substantially improve the ministry and social action of African American churches. Across the BHS, BPS and HSS, womanists such as Katie Cannon, Kelly Douglas, Cheryl Gilkes, Jacquelyn Grant and Delores Williams stress the need for African American churches to address the problem of sexism and the exclusion of women from ordained ministry and key leadership positions in the churches.

3.4. Moral and Ethical Action. Black theologians have taken several positions on the compatibility of violence with Christianity. J. Cone took that the position that violence, in the form of self-defense, is permissible. Roberts and M. Jones took the position that under no conditions is violence ever moral or ethical for Christians. For M. Jones the sanctity of human life is absolute; under no conditions is killing permissible. W. R. Jones took the position that violence, as a strategy for liberation, cannot be dismissed if it can be shown that the use of violence will emancipate an oppressed people.

The BHS and BPS, both insisting that moral and ethical action is the goal of black theology, have developed models for theological ethics. In the BHS, eschatology and virtue theory serve as sources of norms for moral and ethical action. As the vision of a new social order, eschatology inspires persons to act. The vision also becomes a basis for critique and an alternative system of value to the existing social order. Black theologians look to exemplary persons for moral values and models for ethical action. These exemplary individuals include the black Christ, Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman. In the BPS, moral thought is influenced by pragmatism and humanism. For example, for William Jones, liberating action corrects imbalances in power and can only be carried out when there is an accurate description of situations of injustice and the mistaken ideas that sanction them. Walker underscores the role of personal choice in determining what appropriate, socially responsible action is. Responsible ethical action may take several forms. From these alternatives, persons must choose.



4. Womanist Theology.

 

While some *womanists regard their work as a form of black theology, some do not. All do, however, argue for the inclusion of African American women’s experience, spirituality, biography and literature in theological discourse. While womanist theology corrects and enriches contemporary black theology, which has been dominated by African American males, womanist theology has integrity of its own apart from black theology and white feminist theology. Guiding womanist methodology is a principle of holism whereby womanists address and comprehend not only issues of gender but also sexuality, race, class and ecology. The womanist seeks her liberation along with the liberation of the community. The earliest womanist thinkers include Theressa Hoover, Pauli Murray, Letty Russell, Katie Cannon and Jacquelyn Grant. Other scholars from several disciplines subsequently joining womanist dialogue include Karen Baker-Fletcher, M. Shawn Copeland, Jualynne Dodson, Kelly Brown Douglas, Toinette Eugene, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, Diana Hayes, Renee Hill, Cheryl Kirk-Duggan, Clarice Martin, Jamie Phelps, Marcia Riggs, Cheryl Sanders, Linda Thomas, Emilie Townes, Alice Walker, Renita Weems and Delores Williams.



5. Black Catholic Theology.

 

Though the dominant religious tradition among African Americans is evangelical Protestant Christianity, African American Catholics constitute a significant presence and influence. Catholicism has historical roots in many African American communities. Concerns and emphases in black Catholic theology are with oppression (both within society and the church), the role and presence of Mary and other doctrines unique to the Roman Catholic Church, the universal aspect of the church (the meaning of catholic), human diversity and interrelationship (social, cultural and religious pluralism), and church theology (liturgy, worship and spirituality that appreciates African heritage and African American culture). Leading contributors to black Catholic theology include Edward Braxton, M. Shawn Copeland, Toinette Eugene, Diana Hayes, Philip Linden, Bryan Massingale, Jamie Phelps and Thaddeus Posey.



6. The Future of Black Theology.

 

Black theologians are facing a new historical moment that will require a new correlation with Christian faith. What is Christianity’s message of personal and social transformation for African Americans at the beginning of the twenty-first century? Contemporary black theology is nearly forty years removed from the social unrest of the 1960s that gave it birth. In the mid- 1960s, many of the social goals and ideals of the civil rights movement began losing their appeal among the African American population. Contemporary black theology aligned itself with the black power movement, but this movement also has lost much of its appeal among African Americans. Unforeseen in the 1960s was the tremendous growth of the African American middle class. Also, church and religious growth (i.e., shifts in preferred modes of African American religiosity) has moved in directions that were not anticipated. Religious alternatives to which blacks are turning include Islam, Buddhism, traditional and neo-African Religions, and Christian megachurches that are mostly Pentecostal or charismatic in orientation. Political and moral conservatism is on the rise in African American communities. Historically the black church has been an advocate for the poor and oppressed. The question that black theologians must address is whether African American Christianity yet has the potential, in light of the economic prosperity and political power that has come to an increasing number of African Americans, to transform American institutional structures and maintain an alternative set of values centered upon social justice and the dignity and worth of human life.

See also AFRICAN THEOLOGY; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY; SOUTH AFRICAN THEOLOGY; WOMANIST THEOLOGY.
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BODY, THE

 

The human physical form has both symbolic and substantial significance for many religions and especially for Christianity. According to the Veda the very process of creation takes place as the primordial man (Purusha) is dismembered, each part becoming a element of the natural and social world; in Taoism the body in its numerical relations is believed to be a microcosm of the cosmos, governed by the same laws; and in certain types of *Buddhism the breathing of the body is the highest example of the ideal of nonaction (wu-wei). In Christianity the body, directly formed by God, becomes a central aspect of the universal vision of pollution and control envisioned by the Torah’s understanding of righteousness (cf. Douglas). In the New Testament because of Christ, the body, though a source of temptation, also is potentially the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19).1. Biblical Affirmations

2. Tradition of Dualism

3. Significance of the Body


 





1. Biblical Affirmations.

 

Genesis 1 boldly asserts that the man and the woman are created in the “image of God” (Gen 1:26-27). Scholars debate the extent to which this refers to the physical body, though some relation is clear both from the Hebrew words used (“likeness,” Heb dĕmût, is often used of a physical resemblance) and the human forms God uses to reveal himself in the Old Testament, which anticipate the coming of Christ in the form of a man. The importance of the body is underlined in Genesis 2, where the body of Adam is intimately formed by God out of the dust. The Psalmist marvels at the human form, praising God in Psalm 139: “you knit me together in my mother’s womb, I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps 139:13- 14).

But the central affirmation of the human body results from the fact that the “Word became flesh and lived among us” (Jn 1:14) in Jesus Christ. Further, the bodily resurrection of Christ, which becomes a first fruit of the believer’s own *resurrection, underlines the fact that the hope of the Christian faith lies not in a Greek immortality of the soul, but in a bodily resurrection of the full person at the return of Christ. Christ’s body, and therefore the human body itself, is given further significance by Christ’s institution of the Eucharistic feast at the Last Supper. There Christ announces that his disciples are to remember his sacrificial death—“my body given for you”—by taking, blessing and eating the bread which represents the body of Christ broken for the sins of the world. Paul says in Corinthians that those who partake of this feast, who eat this bread and drink this wine, do show forth the Lord’s death even as they anticipate his return (1 Cor 11:26). Finally the body of Christ becomes in the New Testament the central image of the body of believers who gather in his name and remember his death and resurrection.

Yet the New Testament also notes that sin has inscribed on the body marks of temptation and eventually of death. The body, sometimes called the flesh, is “weak” (Mt 26:41), it is the site of a warring in our members (Rom 7:23). So much so that Paul can exclaim: “Who will rescue me from this body of death?” (Rom 7:24), and look to the day when Christ will return and “transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of [Christ’s] glory” (Phil 3:21).



2. Tradition of Dualism.

 

This ambiguity of body as a temple of the Spirit and as the location of temptation to sin was made more difficult in Christian history by the influence of Greek philosophy. For Plato the body and its passions were a distraction from the intellectual quest for knowledge. The goal of life for Plato was for reason to control and eventually find release from the body, for “sense has no share in the grasping of truth” (Plato Theaetetus 186e). Through their development in Gnosticism and Neo-Platonism, these ideas were to have a great influence on Christian theology. Augustine in particular, though emphasizing the resurrection of the body, defined the human person in terms of its inwardness. On this view the body was at best a distraction, at worst the major place where “cupidity” was embodied in the desires of the flesh. This led in the Middle Ages to associating original sin with the body. But as A. Louth points out, it also had the effect of changing views on the relation of Christ’s body to the cosmos. Earlier Christ’s body was a part of the cosmos and the effect of the incarnation could be cosmic—Christ became, in Louth’s words, inward to the cosmos (121). But if the body of Christ is the outward through which the inward expresses itself, the logical focus will be (as happened in the twelfth century) on the suffering of the human Jesus and, liturgically, on the mechanism of the mass. The cosmic dimension, the sacralizing of the cosmos by his body, was lost.

This dichotomy between the inward and outer has produced controversy that continues to this day. The distinction between the body (inert matter) and the soul (consciousness, mind) has implied a hierarchy between feelings and thought, and, feminists argue, even between male (thinking beings) and female (feeling, embodied beings). Contemporary thinkers on the body have sought to escape this dominant Western split inherited from Plato and Descartes by seeing the body as embedded in larger social and historical worlds. Michel Foucault argued that the body reflects deeper arrangements of power and knowledge; others such as Mary Douglas see the body in terms of symbolic systems by which power is organized; phenomenologists, like Maurice Merleau-Ponty, seek to analyze the body in terms of its everyday experience. These together see the developments of Western culture as leading to an attempt to master the world and eventually the self by particular arrangements of power (Turner). *Liberation theology is alone in trying to learn from these discussions and understand the body in terms of its political and social constraints. But these conversations, while helpful, tend toward a kind of *gnosticism wherein the body itself is often reduced to symbolic structures, or even a cipher for larger social realities.



3. Significance of the Body.

 

But the body itself, what is its significance? In recent theological discussion this question has focused almost entirely on the question of the relation between the body and the soul. In Africa this question has particular resonance in terms of the relation between the ever-present spirit world and the human body. In this context the question becomes: how can the body be understood as a spiritual entity? While for much of Christian history, as we have seen, a Platonic body-soul dualism deeply influenced not only Christian theology but also its spiritual and worship practices, in the twentieth century theologians sought to retrieve a biblical sense of holism to the human person. Indeed a consensus might be said to have emerged on this question toward the end of the century. But lately a new question has arisen. If we are indeed an ensouled body, as Scripture indicates, how can we speak about the “soul” at all as a separate entity? If the ultimate goal is resurrection and not immortality, what happens at death? Does the soul separate from the body? These questions are important because contemporary scientific studies are increasingly demonstrating the interrelationship between feelings and thought. Indeed mental states are increasingly seen to rest on bodily processes.

In these debates several positions have emerged among Christian scholars along a spectrum from an emphasis on the primacy of the body to an insistence on some independent form of the soul (Green and Palmer). The first, working from the increasing awareness of physical and mental interaction, stress that the bodily processes develop in such a way that moral responsibility and response to God is still possible, a position called nonreductive physicalism. Others want to insist that though separate entities, the soul and body are highly interactive and interrelated at deep levels (a position called holistic dualism). Though there are differences within and between these groups, both want to hold to the integrity of the physical processes without compromising the reality of human moral and spiritual capabilities. Both represent an attempt to overcome the Greek radical dualism and understand the human person as made like God and crowned with glory and honor. And both want to see the body with its processes and potentials as sharing fully in this human glory, even as it awaits the glory of the resurrection body.

See also ANTHROPOLOGY, THEOLOGICAL; SEXUALITY.
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BUDDHISM

 

The interaction between Christian theology and Buddhist philosophy has been rich from the very first contacts in Asia, probably in India, to the first mission to China in the seventh century, with increasing frequency until today.1. Buddhist-Christian Interactions

2. Compassion Theology

3. Practice-Oriented Ecclesiology

4. Humble Holiness

5. Buddhism in the Modern West


 





1. Buddhist-Christian Interactions.

 

The motivation for the theological interactions varied, of course, with the motivations of the Christian theologians involved. Many were looking for intellectual leverage in presenting the claims of Christ over against the claims of the teachings of the Buddha (Moffett 1998). Others, however, studied Buddhism and made comparisons with Christianity in order to satisfy a deep-seated curiosity about what at first seemed a very strange way of looking at the world. And still others were intrigued about the possibility of discovering a perennial philosophy (Leibniz’s term), a common underlying way of understanding the world that, they postulated, lay at the heart of all the human cognitive systems of the world (Cracknell).

At the same time, one quickly becomes aware that these quests tended to produce the same comparative exercises, whether the motivation for the comparison was to discover a point of contact for *mission witness, a similar teaching for deeper understanding or a structural root of human cognition. The discovery that the Buddha’s teaching on dukkha (suffering), for example, had much in common with Christ’s teaching on suffering for righteousness’ sake appears in the writings of conversion-minded missionaries, academic researchers and Christian philosophers. Sometimes the scantiness of the evidence makes identification of motivation of the comparison difficult, but careful historical study usually reveals it. The resulting effect on the indigenous Christian theologies developed in each of these areas dominated by Buddhism was liable to come from any and all contacts, missionary or otherwise.

It is also important to acknowledge the dialectical nature of these contacts with Buddhists in Burma (Myanmar), Bhutan, Cambodia, China (and Tibet), India (and Nepal), Japan, Korea, Laos, Mongolia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Vietnam and, later, in the West. Contacts initiated by incoming Christians invariably produced reactions from resident Buddhists, reactions that often imitated the nature of the Christian initiatives and heavily influenced, for good or ill, the nature of future interactions between Buddhist and Christian thinkers. In Sri Lanka, for example, the aggressive debating tactics of early Christian missionaries sometimes misrepresented the teachings of the Buddha in order to gain apologetic advantage. This led to responses in kind from Buddhist bhikkhus regarding the teachings of the Christ, and has left a residue of ill will toward Christians that poisons interactions to this day.

Not all Buddhist actions, however, were simply reactions. Buddhism is a missionary religion not unlike Christianity. Modern day intellectual engagements between Christians and Buddhists must acknowledge this. Buddhists in Europe and North America are as mission-minded as are Christians sent from the West to Asia. Buddhists in the West differ in their motivations toward Christian thinking in ways similar to the three quests of Christians in regard to the buddhadhamma. Some Buddhists engage in this intellectual engagement in order to gain competitive advantage, some to satisfy intellectual curiosity and some to uncover facets of our common cognitive nature. And as is the case with the three Christian quests, the motivations all seem to produce comparisons similar in nature.

One of the results, then, of over fifteen hundred years of contact between Buddhist cultural forces and Christian cultural forces has been the development of indigenous Christian theological thinking that is distinctive precisely because of the contact with Buddhist thinking. It is worthwhile to ask the question, What kinds of Christian theology emerge as a result of contacts with Buddhism? We suggest that three distinctives characterize such theologies: compassion theology, practice-oriented ecclesiology and humble holiness.



2. Compassion Theology.

 

An early twentieth-century religious studies scholar, Rudolf Otto, after studying Buddhism in Asia, was so struck by the teachings of Pure Land Buddhism and its understanding of how Amita Buddha reached out from his heavenly abode to help aspiring bodhisattvas attain Nirvana, that he wrote a book about how closely this belief and action resembled the Christian understanding of grace. In India’s Religion of Grace (1930) Otto tried to make the case that what had been uncovered here was nothing less than a nearly identical teaching to Christian teaching on grace.

Otto’s argument, whatever its merits, highlights the fact that the ideal of compassion runs across the Buddhist sectarian spectrum. In Chinese and southern Mahayana Buddhism (in Singapore, for example), the most popular bodhisattva by far is the female Kuan-Yin, bodhisattva of compassion. In Theravada countries, one of the greatest of all virtues is that of dana, or gift giving to the needy. One of the most successful Christian mission workers to Tibet, Albert Shelton, brought a gospel of compassion shaped by medical care (Wissing).

Literally hundreds of Asian, especially Japanese (see Japanese Theology), Christian theologians have picked up on this theological commonality and devoted large parts of their contextualized theologies to emphasizing the importance of reaching out to the poor and marginalized with the compassion of Christ. Perhaps the most well known of these theologians in the West is Kosuke Koyama, who wrote the book Water Buffalo Theology after years of mission work among poor villagers in Northern Thailand. God’s presence and grace in the midst of human suffering finds resonances not just with the poor, but with the underlying buddhalogical instincts of Asian Buddhists. Indeed, a Christian theology that does not place the grace of God front and center (especially as it relates to compassion) has little chance of succeeding in Buddhist cultures.

Buddhist teachings on compassion, however, cannot be separated from the underlying cycle of rebirth (samsara) based on merit (karma). Karma is accumulated by doing good for others. Good karma leads to a better rebirth. This means that compassion for others has a not-so-hidden benefit to the doing of good deeds—a better rebirth. For Christians, on the other hand, grace is defined as free gift. God does not benefit from giving us the gift of *salvation; God is not forced to do it because of some human action, some merit-accumulating mechanism.

To Christians, the Buddhist view of merit smacks of earning one’s salvation. The Buddhist would be quick to point out that earning merit for a better rebirth is not synonymous with enlightenment. Still, the implications of better rebirths are that one is put in material positions more likely to produce spiritual progress than regressive rebirths are likely to produce. For the Christian then, Buddhist compassion is admirable, but grace, because it is free of the encumbrances of samsara, is even more admirable.

Yet one cannot gainsay the positive effects of this mutual emphasis on grace/karuna/ metta. Christians and Buddhists have by and large together produced a relatively conflict free history in their interactions. Mission done out of compassion, not conquest, tends to produce better social effects than what we see in other clashing missions. Both Buddhists and Christians have done their share of conquest-oriented missions to nonadherents, though not toward each other.

Has Buddhism been similarly affected in the producing of its indigenous buddhalogies by its contact with Christian grace? An answer to this must first acknowledge that Buddhists acknowledge two levels of truth, samsaric and nirvanic. Samsaric truth has to do with those teachings that allow us to operate in the material world here and now, even though we know that this world is ultimately unreal. Nirvanic truth consists of those truths that have to do with final liberation from the processes of samsara, that is, rebirth. The ultimate result of intuiting nirvanic truth is enlightenment.

One might speculate that Buddhist understandings of samsaric truth have been influenced by Christian models of both teaching and practice regarding compassionate action. Modern-engaged Buddhists in South Asian countries have been busily developing a Buddhist social consciousness that takes into account textual teachings, and traditional Buddhist village values in contexts heavily affected by urbanization, modernization and globalization. As one example, in 1966 a Taiwanese Buddhist nun started a Buddhist social service agency, Tzu-Chi, that has raised millions of dollars for relief and development work with offices in over thirty countries across Asia and worldwide.



3. Practice-Oriented Ecclesiology.

 

There is truth in the cliché that Christianity favors orthodoxy (correct thinking) while Buddhism favors orthopraxy (correct practice). Practice in Buddhist terms means meditation. “Correct meditation” means any meditation that furthers one’s progress toward enlightenment—thus, using skillful means (upaya) of several different categories of meditation are all considered productive.

3.1. Meditation. Meditation in Buddhism varies in method, not goal. The goal is Nirvana, Suchness, Emptiness, the recognition that the independent, eternal soul or self is a chimera, a recognition that results in a blissful escape from the endless round of rebirths (samsara) into an ineffable, undefined state beyond all distinctions.

3.2. Skillful Means. Upaya, or skillful means, is the Buddhist way of saying that the ortho in orthopraxy is not a single correct method but a variety of methods measured by utilitarian measures. If a practice, particularly meditation, is successful in bringing a person spiritual progress, then it is “correct.” If it does not bring success, then it is to be abandoned or changed. Usually what one changes in Buddhism is the teacher one is following in order to make progress.

3.3. Come and See. The Buddha was adamant that one should not follow his teaching (dhamma) simply because he said so. He preached. He persuaded. But he did so in order to entice people to give his way a try. Faith (saddha) for the Buddha was a sort of confidence that what they heard in the dhamma made sense and was worth investing a bit of energy (viriya) in order to try it and see.

This practiced orientation has strongly influenced the Christian theologies that have grown up in Buddhist cultures. This emphasis on practice can be accentuated in situations where for political reasons Christians are forced to witness through deeds not words, as in the second half of the twentieth century in Burma or Myanmar. An indigenous theologian and scholar of great repute, Pe Maung Tin, used his great scholarship to write Christian theology that used the practice orientation of Buddhist cultures to teach the gospel. His book Prayer and Meditation showed the practices of both traditions in their finest form.

In China, the writings of Watchman Nee (Ni Tuosheng) founder of the Local Church Movement (also called the Little Flocks and the Christian Assemblies) demonstrate an almost obsessive concern with holiness and individual spiritual commitment. Since public life is lived according to state dictates and largely Confucian cultural ideals, interior spirituality is prized. Again one sees a confluence between the practice orientation of Buddhism and the religious privatization required of one living in a totalitarian state.

To what extent might we say that Buddhism has been affected by the indigenous Christian theologies of Asia in this area of practice? Perhaps the most obvious way has been the wholesale adoption of Christian mission methods. In Singapore, large Buddhist temples have adopted methods that make them largely indistinguishable from nondenominational megachurches in the United States. From sophisticated websites to youth programs that include basketball leagues and outings, to public “worship” that looks suspiciously like Protestant seeker services—the wholesale adoption of market-oriented forms shows the extent to which Buddhist outreach has been affected by globalization.



4. Humble Holiness.

 

A third characteristic of indigenous Christian theologies that have grown up in the context of Buddhist cultures is what one might call an emphasis on humble holiness. Maseo Abe, a Japanese Buddhist of the Kyoto School, was one of the first to make explicit the parallels between the signature doctrine of Buddhism, the no-self or anatta teaching, and the teachings on selflessness in the New Testament, particularly the kenosis passage in Philippians 2. Both traditions, according to these teachings, seem designed to fight against the excessive individualism of the modern, globalized world.

In the end, however, the selfless teachings of the New Testament do not approach the radical nature of the no-self doctrine of Buddhism. The Buddha taught that no permanent enduring self or soul exists. We live as if we are individuals, but spiritual progress is predicated on the recognition of the no-self doctrine. It is not too much to say that once we really understand, at the deepest intuitive level, this truth, we are enlightened. The Christian Bible, by contrast, teaches that an enduring, permanent soul exists. We are enduring souls created by God for relationship with God. Yet this relationship with God is not an equal partnership. God is creator and we are created. Problems develop when we think more of our “selves” than is proper in such a relationship—thus, the New Testament teachings, particularly in Paul’s letters, on the importance of a selfless nature, that is, a non-selfish attitude toward life in general.

In the practice of everyday life these two traditions look very much the same. The lived life of a Buddhist who is trying to grasp the radical nature of anatta and the Christian attempting to overcome the temptation to pride of self are remarkably similar. Both extol what the world would consider relatively useless virtues such as meekness, humility and altruistic love. Christian theologies that have a chance of succeeding in Buddhist cultures must relate to this congruence. The following offer some examples.

Ham Sok Hon has been called the Gandhi of Korea because he articulated a spiritual vision for Korea not unlike Gandhi articulated a spiritual vision for an independent India. Whereas Gandhi’s vision originated in his understanding of Hindu Vedic thought, however, Ham Sok Hon’s originated in his understanding of Christianity (and later Buddhism, Confucianism and shamanism). In retelling the history of Korea from this perspective in his book, Hon identifies Korea’s spiritual fate to be suffering and its calling to be to show the world how to bear that suffering, “without grumbling, without evading, and with determination and seriousness.” This is what will help lead the world to salvation.

In a similar way, Sushaku Endo captures the essence of what Christianity probably will have to look like in Japan to succeed. Particularly in his novel Silence, Endo shows that the aggressive, triumphalistic Western versions of Christianity have only achieved short-term successes in Japan before being rolled back by indigenous reactions. To put it in Confucian terms, theological systems dominated by the too heavily masculine forces of yang will have to give way to yin-dominated theological expressions if they are to succeed in Japan.

In Thailand, Nantachai and Ubolwon Mejudhon have worked with a Christian mission approach they call meekness theology. Theravada Buddhist cultures like Thailand’s, they argue, do not respond well to traditional Western mission approaches if those approaches are antithetical to the affective dimension of the Thai people. That affective dimension they call meekness. Their Maung Thai Church in Bangkok is a testament to the effectiveness of this approach, as are the eighteen daughter churches Maung Thai has planted around Thailand.



5. Buddhism in the Modern West.

 

In Western Europe and North America, one can observe a set of related indigenizing movements that are the mirror image of those described above—Buddhist mission workers attempting to develop indigenized versions of buddhology appropriate to Western contexts. Two areas of emphasis stand out.

5.1. Meditation. In keeping with the individualizing emphases of Western cultures, one of the most attractive things about traditional Buddhism is its effective meditative practices. When Westerners who have to some degree or another adopted Buddhism as a way of being in the world are asked what first attracted them to this tradition, meditation is far and away the most frequently mentioned feature. Of course, in the West, meditative practice must be wrenched from its embeddedness in Asian cultures in both the sangha (the monastic order of monks and nuns) and village life.

5.2. Engaged Buddhism. The engaged Buddhist movement gained a toehold in Western culture through the initiatives of world-Buddhists such as Thich Nhat Hanh and the Dalai Llama, who have captured the attention of a certain slice of Western academia with a form of Buddhism tailored to what Christians might call the gospel of social action. By emphasizing the importance of the need for the religions of the world to step up to the issues of poverty, disease and injustice, a form of Buddhism has arisen that is doing just that (cf. King and Queen).

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; CHINESE THEOLOGY; HINDUISM; ISLAM; JAPANESE THEOLOGY; KOREAN THEOLOGY.
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BUSINESS

 

How does business relate to the doing of global theology? What place does business have in the life and witness of the body of Christ worldwide? Why should businesspeople take an interest in theology and its practical outworking as they ply their trades? These questions go to the heart of a persistent struggle waged by the church throughout history.1. Business in a Global Context

2. Foundational Theological Concepts

3. Historical Perspectives

4. Business as a Multidisciplinary Exercise

5. Current Trends


 





1. Business in a Global Context.

 

Economic issues rank high on the agenda for much of the world. For good or ill, commercial priorities and the behavior of business leaders are shaping global events, in some notable cases, far beyond the capacity of traditional centers of influence, such as governments, to control or match. In many countries unemployment is rampant; even the solutions to other apparently unrelated issues, such as HIV/AIDS or traffic in human beings, involve a business-oriented response. The church must choose between responses of ambivalence, antagonism or positive engagement with business in the context of a holistic understanding of the gospel.



2. Foundational Theological Concepts.

 

Theological reflection on business is part of a larger set of issues including debate over distinctions between sacred and secular, the nature of work and ministry and, in the missiological arena, the nature and role of so-called tentmaking, of which business is generally taken to be a subset. An important overarching concept is the prophetic call to love justice, practice kindness and walk humbly with God (Mic 6:8). The vexing issue of profit is addressed in Scripture. Many of Jesus’ own teachings use business examples, often favorably, to illustrate ultimate truth.

2.1. The Person of God. It might be said that God is the original entrepreneur. Beginning with an idea, and creating that which was good in all respects, God reveals his person and shows us an essential outlook on life (Gen 1:1—2:3). Furthermore, the central business activity of providing meaningful and sustainable employment is a demonstration of justice and kindness, grounded in the character of God.

2.2. The Power of the Gospel. Alongside proclamation is the need to demonstrate the transforming power of the gospel to a skeptical world. From the thief who steals no more (Eph 4:28) to the executive who provides what is right and fair (Col 4:1), modeling successful business, based on God’s truth and prayerfully led by the Spirit, is a tangible and irrefutable witness.

2.3. The Priesthood of All Believers. The “ecclesia,” the people of God, is found on the shop floor, in factories and other work settings. Especially in countries where suspicion and hostility to the gospel are strong, the most natural and credible opportunities to evangelize and make disciples are often found among employees, suppliers and customers of businesses led by committed Christians.

2.4. The Practice of Stewardship. In contrast to conventional wisdom, the Christian affirms that business does not exist to maximize share-holder wealth, but by the permission of God to be a channel of blessing to others. This leads to a number of considerations concerning the proper direction and use of all that God gives us, including the gifts of time and talent represented by employees, the earth’s resources, the very products and services produced, and the profit which accrues. These concerns are foremost in the thinking of the faithful steward.



3. Historical Perspectives.

 

Beginning with the story of Abraham, including the account of the worthy woman of Proverbs 31, and culminating in the record of Priscilla and Aquila (Acts 18), entrepreneurs hold an important place in the unfolding of God’s purposes. In the Middle Ages, the Nestorians carried the gospel along the Silk Road as they conducted business on East-West trade routes. The influence of the Moravians and Basel entrepreneur missionaries of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was far reaching. The Norwegian entrepreneur Hans Nielsen Hague (1771-1824) represents a dramatic example of the power of business in the hands of a committed Christian to literally transform an entire society. Far from being on the fringes of God’s global purposes, business has often played a central role. With this historical perspective in mind, the challenge of our day is in many respects to recover and implement afresh this exciting heritage.



4. Business as a Multidisciplinary Exercise.

 

For the church worldwide to effectively embrace business as a vocation for its membership, the collaboration of those with a wide range of skills and spiritual gifts will be required. For example, because the practice of business takes place in a cultural context, anthropological perspectives are necessary. Similarly, the contribution of ethicists, economists, environmentalists, historians, journalists, lawyers, missiologists, sociologists and others will add value to the more classic “business” competencies of finance, product development, marketing and human resources. Chief among the spiritual gifts required will be courageous prophets, envisioned pastors and authoritative teachers, if those saints who are called to a ministry of business are to accomplish this with Christ-honoring accountability, affirmative equipping and adequate resourcing for the task.



5. Current Trends.

 

There is a global movement of the Spirit in connection with business. Virtually every country in the world and every part of the body of Christ is being touched. Perhaps most significantly individual believers with business skills are being awakened to the potential involvement they can have in bearing witness to the kingdom of God in the business arena. In 2004, a gathering of over seventy representatives from every continent met in connection with the Lausanne Consultation in Thailand to focus on business as a missional activity for the church. Emerging across the world in at least a half-dozen regions, many of which are economically poor and where the church is in a small minority, are consultations of entrepreneurs, business professionals and others engaged in the issues of business for the greater glory of God. Spanning the globe are Christian business ministries to executives and employees with a calling to the higher purposes of God. All this represents a genuine sign to the people of God and to the world of the kingdom in our midst.

See also CAPITALISM; LAITY; MONEY, ECONOMICS; Work, Theology of.
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CAPITALISM

 

Capitalism is an economic system that consists of the market, the private ownership of the means of production, salaried labor, and private control of investment. Accordingly it is important not to reduce capitalism to the market. In fact, the market existed many centuries before capitalism appeared, when some of its other fundamental components, such as salaried labor, were still not dominant. Moreover, today there are alternative proposals to capitalism that do not suppress the market, only the private ownership of the means of production, salaried labor (at least partially), or the complete private control of investment. This is the case, for example, with the so-called market socialisms. Some hasty criticisms of capitalism simply become critiques of the market. This simplification neglects essential problems of capitalism and limits the possibilities of presenting functional economic alternatives to it.

A characteristic of capitalism is its intrinsically open and dynamic character, which differentiates it from other known or proposed economic systems. In capitalism, for example, a drop in average profits creates counteracting tendencies toward persistent growth in the productivity of labor, an increase in the actual number of hours worked, a decrease in the real value of the labor force, the incorporation of new segments of the population into the labor market, the growth in the speed of the rotation of capital, constant technical innovations, investment in new less advanced geographic areas and competition with less efficient ventures from other sectors or regions of the world. The result of these tendencies of capitalism has been a technical development previously unknown in the history of humanity, the implementation of a single economic system around the world and the development of an authentic “global society.” This process has been accomplished at enormous human cost, however, as well as grave ecological damage to the whole planet.1. Ethical and Theological Appraisals

2. Structural Sin and Adamic Logic

3. Is Capitalism Immoral?


 





1. Ethical and Theological Appraisals.

 

The *ethical appraisal of capitalism has been initially developed by observing some of its typical characteristics. In addition to the human and ecological damage already mentioned, these may include the ethical and political problems derived from the division of society into owners of the means of production and the sellers of the energy of their labor, or of the moral difficulties that arise from the fact that capitalism as a system necessarily favors the individual seeking his or her own interest, discarding altruistic or communitarian behavior as “irrational.” Nonetheless, such internal assessments of capitalism, in the end, must suggest alternatives that go beyond nostalgia for past economic systems. The crisis of Soviet-style socialism is usually presented as proof of the lack of alternatives. Nonetheless, the alternatives do not have to have been previously experienced to be real alternatives, which always begin as viable options not yet realized. Therefore, it is very important to pay attention to the development of theoretical proposals of new economic systems, such as “market socialisms,” so-called economic democracy or various forms of radical social democracy (Roemer). Nonetheless, given the global character of the current economic system, any alternative needs to demonstrate the possibility of being introduced globally or at least the capacity to survive locally in a globalized capitalistic context.

From a theological perspective, evaluations of capitalism have been made at various levels. Those that have attempted to theologically legitimate this economic system have drawn on various specific characteristics of capitalism and presented them as being in agreement with biblical revelation or with Christian *anthropology. In capitalism, it is said, one gains, at least in a formal sense, more individual freedom than in any previous social organization, and this is seen as a positive value. The historical connection between capitalism and Protestant European societies that developed after the *Reformation is also valued positively. Some specific characteristics of certain Protestant mentalities, such as individualism, austerity, trusting in providence or considering wealth as a sign of divine blessing have been presented as according in various ways with capitalist development. These agreements are not unimportant from a sociological perspective, and are constantly repeated, in new ways, in those places where the global expansion of capitalism destroys old economic and moral structures, stripping individuals of traditional social protections and religious reference points.

Nonetheless, these similarities in many cases reflect a very limited understanding of Christianity. For example, in biblical faith there is a clear valuing of human persons and of their freedom, but this is hardly framed in individualistic terms. From Genesis to Revelation, Scripture manifests God’s determination to constitute a people in God’s image, and not simply to save individuals. Further, the theological legitimating of capitalism based on some superficial coincidences is insufficient. In Scripture one can also find profound opposition to some of the fundamental characteristics of the capitalist system, such as the incessant growth of inequalities and the permanent destruction of the natural environment. Even though one might argue that capitalism, in spite of growing inequalities, nonetheless is capable of eventually eradicating poverty, it is clear that historically the introduction of capitalism has typically produced the divestment and misery that transforms millions of small landowners into wage earners or unemployed people. This is why, beyond coincidences or superficial divergences, one needs a systematic theological approach to capitalism.



2. Structural Sin and Adamic Logic.

 

In a way, a systematic vision was presented under the term “structural sin” that was characteristic of the first generation of liberation theology. The social doctrine of the Catholic Church (see Catholic Social Teaching) continued this perspective, at least in part, by introducing the concept of “structures of sin.” Initially, the discussion of these concepts (and the semantic difference between them) was introduced around the possibility that there were sins that could not be attributed to an individual person. In reality, the issue of individual responsibility would not have been problematic if the theological perspective had been less tempted toward a type of Pelagianism that tends to fully explain *sin as the mere exercise of human freedom. This ignored biblical concepts such as the idea of the present world as an order (kosmos) that has not submitted to the true God but to the “god of this world” (2 Cor 4:4), who as the “ruler of this world” (Jn 12:31; 14:30; 16:11) governs human institutions, and is described in the biblical language about “principalities and power.” A closer consideration of the biblical witness and a stance outside the perspective of Christendom (which *liberation theologians usually assumed), would have provided some important insights, creating a deeper understanding of the theological essence of capital ism, and also a theological reflection on alternatives.

The real problem is not to think about how “structural sin” or “structures of sin” are related to the responsibility of specific people who can be blamed for the origin of certain social or economic problems. What is essential is to determine exactly the nature of the sinfulness of those structures. At this point it is not enough to say, in a positivist sense, that their sinful character consists in being opposed to God’s will, and providing some biblical texts or some quotes from theological authorities. It is necessary to reflect concretely on why certain structures or institutions are opposed to that divine will. If not, one might simply suppose that the substitution of one set of specific structures for another will automatically provide the solution to “structural sin.” The willingness to transform structures entails not only the ethical problems associated with the question of violence and the participation of Christians in coercive political power. The problem, theologically speaking, is the inadequacy of substituting an individual Pelagianism for a collective Pelagianism. In fact, the sin is something more serious and has a much broader impact than that of specific individual decisions or certain collective configurations.

Sin is an essential characteristic of the “world” since it is a sphere not submitted to God’s sovereignty. The absence of a distinction between church and world might have ultimately led to a lack of radicalness in the theological conceptualization of sin and in its application to collective realities like capitalism. To examine the theological essence of capitalism in depth it might be very helpful to start by mentioning something apparently banal. According to economist P. Krugman, those who try to legitimate the goodness of an unbridled capitalism simply present its victims as deserving of their situation (Krugman, 158- 65). This is something that happens frequently. If a country of the so-called Third World privatizes its infrastructure and natural resources, it is praised as paradigmatic of *modernity. If that same country is ruined shortly afterward, all the inefficiencies of its institutions and all the cultural assumptions that allow one to condemn this country as responsible for its own misery are quickly evident. The fact that most of the wealth of that country ended up in the hands of large enterprises and multinational banks is not judged to have played any role in the process.

Antón Costas, a specialist in political economy, states that the principal cause of *poverty and inequality in the world is the “strong tendency in human nature” to consider the poor and unfortunate as deserving of their misfortune, and at the same time consider the rich and successful as deserving of their riches. According to him, it is this tendency that permits us to be tolerant with the pain of others, while at the same time it tilts us toward the powerful. The poor are “losers,” in relationship not only to others but also to themselves. If everyone deserves what they obtain, the world with its structures is perfectly legitimized, no matter what misfortune it produces (Costas, 12). Without doubt all religions have frequently promoted this way of thinking. Nonetheless, Scripture begins with a story that goes in a radically different direction: God prohibits Adam from eating from the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil. If we take into account that in Scripture “fruit” frequently designates the results of one’s own actions, that the term śākal in Genesis 3:6 alludes to the prudent action that produces results, and the extrabiblical parallels of the image of eating fruit, what we have here is that “strong tendency in human nature”—what Scripture considers the basic structure of Adamic sin. Human beings from all time periods decide to be just in their own righteousness, feeding themselves, not from God’s gifts, but from what each can consider his or her own merit.

The consequences of this human pretension are well known. To live from the fruits of one’s own actions expresses one’s fear of God (Gen 3:8, 10), the desire to manipulate God through sacrifices God has not requested (Gen 4:3-5), the divinization of natural forces (Gen 11:4) or the longing to touch heaven, to place oneself at the same level (Gen 11:4). For the individual, the pretension of justification by the fruits of one’s own actions implies the dedication of all one’s life to a task that never produces sufficient fruit, to finally discover that the only and definitive fruit is death (Gen 3:17-19). The improper results of one’s own actions produce guilt (Gen 4:13), and a definitive uprooting and the loss of meaning. Nature itself is affected and degraded because of the toil of production, and the ecological catastrophes that accompany the human pretension of self-divinization (Gen 3:17-18; 6—9). With respect to other human beings, this pretension of justifying oneself by the fruits of one’s own action implies mutual mistrust (Gen 3:7), the utilization of others for the fulfillment of one’s own goals, the utilization of another’s labor for one’s own benefit (Gen 3:16-17; 11:4), competition in the production of better results (Gen 4:1-5), envy and violence (Gen 4:6-8), the need of state institutions that limit the cycle of violence (Gen 4:17, 23-24), and finally the appearance of world empires, in which their leaders explicitly seek to emulate divine power (Gen 11:1-8) by converting their own interests in universal definitions of good and evil.

These terrible consequences of Adamic logic characterize all of human history. Nonetheless, in a capitalist system some of these have reached a complete and exuberant development. In human history it had never been possible to measure so precisely the relationship between human labor and its results as the arrival of salaried work has made possible, with its assembly line organization, and its ever more accurate measurement of time worked. The control over someone else’s labor for producing results in one’s own interest reaches its maximum expression in salaried labor. The disappearance of relationships based on mutual trust, the development of competition related to the produced results, the refinement of the state’s monopoly on *violence, the absorption of all aspects of human life into the productive urge, the manipulation of destructive natural forces, the systemic destruction of creation and the formation of military forces with global capabilities also reach their maximum expression in the capitalist order. That is why capitalism does not merely represent a structural sin, but the global and imperial configuration of the basic structures of Adamic sin. Capitalism is the concrete manifestation, in our historical period, of the Adamic pretension of self-justification by means of human actions.

This then means that all authentic proclamation of the gospel is always a direct challenge to capitalism. The explicit announcement of the good news of the crucified and resurrected Messiah is crucial for the annulment, in the core of a human being, of its activities and structures, of that Adamic logic that serves as the foundation for the basic structures of capitalism. This is not a purely individual or spiritual annulment. When the *gospel is authentically preached in any part of the world, social relations are transformed, particularly among believers. The history of Christianity repeatedly shows this, from its origins to today. Overcoming Adamic logic implies a true exodus with respect to the basic structures of the old society, still ruled by Adam’s logic, and the formation of a new community called to represent in practice, in its individual and collective behavior, the first fruits of a new humanity.

A. González



3. Is Capitalism Immoral?

 

Is capitalism immoral? This is the theological and political essence of the question with which we are being confronted in this dialogue. Unfortunately, taken at face value, the answer is as ambiguous as the individual words that comprise the question. Which capitalism? Which morality? Is capitalism in the United States the same as capitalism in Africa (Austin)? Do global enterprises practice the same kind of capitalism as a pharmacy in Indonesia (Appurdurai)? As for “immorality,” the heart of the issue is intent and capability. If we could agree that a person, who is a capitalist, intends to do well by an action, but the consequence is harmful, is the act “immoral”? Assuming that we can agree on what we mean by capitalism and immorality, can we explain how the two are associated? Before one can address the primary question, two antecedent issues need to be well understood. First, what do we mean by capitalism, in theory and in practice? Second, what do we mean when we use the word immoral? This is the not-so-short route that we have to traverse in this short space in order to stand at the precipice of an answer.

What is the definition of capitalism? Since the first documented use of the word capitalism in English by the novelist William Thackeray (1854), the word has become so enmeshed in the polemical and promotional discourse of politics and global trade that its meaning has become as elastic as its use. However, for the purposes of this article, and in consideration of the wide latitude of its intended meaning, we will posit that the word capitalism reflects three different aspects of social relations: (1) an economic system or technique for managing and controlling resources; (2) a political ideology that invigorates and legitimates the specific economic relationships of a capitalist economic system; and (3) a set of assumptions about human behavior and psychology that presumably aligns human nature and social relations within the context of a capitalist-driven political economy. Although each of these aspects can be evaluated separately, more often than not the use of the word capitalism conflates two or three of these aspects in referring to the same thing (Perelman).

As an economic system, capitalism refers to the utilization of a “free” market for the exchange of goods and services for the purpose of exacting and accumulating a profit (the “invisible hand” in Smith; Marx). More important, capitalism generally assumes that the ownership of these goods, services and profits is held by individuals or collections of private individuals who together make up a corporate enterprise (cf. “Second Treatise” in Locke; Ricardo). This latter definition distinguishes capitalism from mercantilist or centrally planned economic systems wherein oligarchs or state bureaucrats “own” or manage the assets. Capitalism had its origins in Europe, and particularly Great Britain, and more often than not when using the word capitalism, it is to this model, or its transplant to the United States, that most people are referring.

As a political ideology, capitalism is often linked with the idea of a “liberal democracy,” in which, like the “free” market, ideas and policies can be exchanged, vetted and implemented by those with an interested participation in the outcome of the economic system (Macpherson). The technical instantiation of a political ideology is largely incorporated in a legal system that provides the basis for defining the constitutional order of a society, the legal processes and claims of equity (and inequity) (cf. De Soto).

As a psychological model, “capitalism” refers to the Enlightenment presumption of individuals endowed with a natural or “inalienable right” to make free and independent decisions in their own self-interest and who are capable of negotiating a “free” market and a “liberal democracy” as autonomous agents (Locke).

A specific society or nation can be said to have “capitalism” as an economic system while retaining a restrictive view of liberal democracy or “inalienable rights” (cf. Tsai; Aslund), although many, particularly those denominated as conservative scholars, argue that all three of these aspects of capitalism are inseparable states (Friedman).

So given our broad definitions above, what forms of capitalism exist today and how are their economies doing? We would argue that today nearly every country (apart from North Korea) practices capitalism at some level of their economy. Moreover, following the adoption of these capitalist-like practices, the data shows that the citizens of these countries are, generally but not universally, economically more well off (though, as we saw in Russia and East Germany, not necessarily in the short term). Of particular note is the rate of economic development occurring in countries historically hostile to capitalism, but which have since opened their economies to “free” markets and private ownership. This raises the moral question of whether a “capitalist-like” market is good even for developing countries.

The People’s Republic of China is the most well-known example of market liberalization. Despite its enormous base of 8.9 trillion dollars in GDP (second only to the United States), the Chinese economy (as measured by GDP) grew at an astounding 82 percent between 2000 and 2006, the fastest among all the large economies in the world. (Statistics used refer to the GDP statistics published by the International Monetary Fund and unless otherwise stated are data comparing 2000 to 2006, based on the Purchase Power Parity statistical model.) Beginning with agricultural reform in 1979, China has made it a priority to introduce market-based pricing and resource allocation, private individual decision making in economic investments (apart from strategic sectors) and has sought international private investment. Despite tight political control by the Communist Party, the economy continues to be increasingly privatized.

Perhaps the most surprising economic transformation is found in the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Since opening its markets to privatization, Vietnam has been among the world’s fastest growing economies and ranks twenty-second among 180 nations in the size of its GDP. Between 2000 and 2006, Vietnam’s GDP grew 63 percent, or more than half as much more as the rest of the world. In general, these countries can be characterized as having made substantial commitments to moderately free economic markets and private investment while retaining overall economic planning and coordination backed by strong state control. These examples challenge the common notion of what is meant by “capitalism.”

Nor can it be said that these are simply economic anomalies. According to United Nations statistics, in Vietnam, agricultural production increased more than two-and-a-half-fold between 1985 and 2006. From 1985 to 2005, the life expectancy of Vietnamese males increased from fifty-seven years to seventy-one years; for females the life expectancy increased from sixty-one years to seventy-five years. Infant mortality rates dropped more than 40 percent between 1995 and 2005. Critics of any form of capitalism are quick to observe that beneficiaries of market growth are limited to a small segment of the ruling population. These statistics partially confound that presumption.

On the other hand, having acknowledged many of the positive consequences of capitalism, are we free to ignore the negative consequences of capitalism? No, and those consequences are enormous. Joseph Schumpeter described capitalism as an act of “creative destruction” (Schumpeter), and one can argue that such “creative destruction” has wreaked substantial damage across the world. Many would say that capitalism lies at the root of at least the following social problems:• It has more often than not engendered and increased significant disparities in the personal accumulation of wealth, benefiting a small, elite segment of society (Alpervitz).

• It has promoted the uneven geographic distribution of that wealth (Harvey).

• It has resulted in the disenfranchisement of the powerless, leaving them without legal, political or economic security (De Soto).

• Through globalization it has increased the global scale of military conflict (Saull).

• In developing economies, capitalism has marginalized rural populations and undermined their supporting ecosystems, resulting in the displacement of these populations to urban slums (Neuwirth).

• In order to maintain ever increasing cycles of economic growth, capitalism has enculturated consumer fetishism to drive greater demand, obsolescence and waste (Myers and Kent).


 



There can be no doubt that capitalism, as the dominant economic system of our age, presents a conundrum. On the one hand, it has been the engine generating enormous wealth and inspiring extraordinary technological innovation. On the other hand, it has accomplished this with little moral awareness apart from self-interest, and it has done so only by inflicting enormous damage on peoples, societies and global ecology (cf. Finn on the morality of the market). But the question is whether this is a contradiction of capitalism or a conflict in our understanding of what motivates all economic and political systems? Is it possible to acknowledge that capitalism is fundamentally flawed while concurrently acknowledging that all economic systems are, and will be, similarly flawed? What appears to be lacking in the critique of capitalism is a willingness to acknowledge that perhaps the problem is not capitalism per se but the character of the human beings that compose capitalism (and every other economic system). That is not to excuse the destructive consequences of capitalism; it is, after all, backed by military power and self-interested legal systems. But is the moral culpability systemic or is it attributable to something more akin to a “structural evil” embedded and endemic in human behavior that encourages the commitment of immoral actions even with the best of moral intentions. In other words, is it fruitful to indict the system without similarly indicting the human character that distorts the best of moral intentions? When assigning culpability do we look to the heart or the hand? Or both?

J. MacWillie
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CARIBBEAN THEOLOGY

 

The Caribbean is much more than sun, sand, beaches and palm trees. It is a mosaic of languages, races, ideologies, cultural heritages, economic organizations and religious backgrounds. It is a heterogeneous place that points to a pluralistic society predominantly shaped by its African heritage. The territories that form the Caribbean emerged from different and competing colonial powers: Spain, France, Holland, England and Denmark. Its population represents a group of forced migrants that had to adopt new identities. As a phoenix bird, Caribbean people emerge, in the middle of a society that speaks English, French, Dutch, Papiamento or French Creole languages, to critically articulate a reflection of their life through the lens of their faith. This variety is evident also in its religious plurality where non-Christians, Voodoo practitioners, Jews, Hindus, Muslims or Bahais live with a plurality of Christian believers named Roman Catholics, Anglicans, Methodists, Moravians, Baptists, evangelicals, Pentecostals and Rastafarians (considered a Caribbean theology of liberation).1. Historical Overview

2. Features of a Caribbean Theology

3. Sources and Method

4. Tasks and Challenges

5. Some Theological Themes


 





1. Historical Overview.

 

The Caribbean was marked by the violent hunger for wealth, power and dominion that featured the European colonial enterprise of the fifteenth century. The colonial impact provoked the disappearance of the indigenous people and the exploitation of African slaves kidnapped from their homeland. The history of the Caribbean is one of colonialism, racism, militarism, exploitation, genocide, imperialism, deculturization and neocolonialism. Economically the region has experienced persistent, structured and endemic *poverty.

More relevant than anything else is the fact that the church, being part of this process of dehumanization, sanctioned this enterprise. The invasion of the Caribbean arrived together with the theological argument that God had given European powers these territories and every single indigenous habitant had to be converted to Christianity. In hand with the extermination of indigenous people and the dehumanization of African slaves came the missionary movement, the making of Christians and the planting of churches. The conquered population was denigrated in the name of God.



2. Features of a Caribbean Theology.

 

Some Caribbean theologians identify this current as the “theology of imposition,” which means that the Caribbean understanding of faith, liturgy, creeds and beliefs does not represent their real and everyday life, their hopes and struggles. In the same vein, W. Watty identifies the major theological current in the Caribbean as the theology of imposition followed by a theology of imitation. The Caribbean inherited a notion of a European God, a Western theology, liturgy, and forms of ministry, architecture, ethos, and church government. The theologian R. Moore conceives the task of a Caribbean theology to be a “theology of exploration,” in order to reflect critically about the Caribbean reality in the light of Christian faith.

The Caribbean people have suffered in their home the pervasive consequences of colonialist and neocolonialist enterprises. In addition, they have struggled with problems of dependence, racism and exploitation. It is in this context of colonialism that we can talk about the features of a Caribbean theology of emancipation.

Caribbean theology is a *contextual theology, and as other Christians around the world, Caribbean people have been seeking new ways of articulating their faith—a response made in the Caribbean context, by Caribbean people and for Caribbean people. I. Hamid and K. Davis call it a decolonizing theology. It is a theology that seeks to allow the oppressed and marginalized to express how they experience God today and over the years. It looks for the transformation of the unjust structures of society. It is multidisciplinary in the sense that it uses disciplines such as social sciences and history to interpret reality.



3. Sources and Method.

 

The sources of this contextual theology are real-life stories, *testimonies as well as autobiographies. During the colonial epoch, the Bible was used in the Caribbean to support the status quo. It was an ideological instrument to sanction the cultural values of the colonial powers. Caribbean emancipatory theology affirms the Bible as a source for its reflection, yet this theology is more than a reflection, it is a praxis for liberation. In the Caribbean the Bible is reread in the light of a hope for the emergence of a new and more just world order. Renewed emphasis on the place of Bible study has been observed, suggesting some new ways of rereading Scripture, mainly within the ambit of narrative exegesis. This “calypso” exegesis, suggested by G. Mulrain, has as its subjects the poor, power, the kingdom, glory, peace and development. Concomitantly with the Bible, the history of the people of the Caribbean, the writings of Caribbean sociologists and economists, and the history of the church in the region are sources for this emancipatory theology.

The foundations of this contextual theology are also genuine Caribbean sociocultural and historical ones. Its method begins with the Caribbean reality. As a liberation theology it reflects on praxis, and its concerns are concrete realities. This includes an intensive participation in the life of people, specifically their sufferings. This method requires a radical assessment of the needs of the Caribbean constituency, which seeks to interpret the meaning of the gospel in the Caribbean context. Thus the inclusion of Caribbean folk wisdom, songs, myth, *dance, movements, domestic customs, *music and cultural history is a must.

Davis identifies at least six major manifestations of Caribbean crisis experiences that inform Caribbean theology: persistent poverty, migration, cultural alienation, dependence, fragmentation, and drug trafficking and narcotics abuse.

The historical reality of these experiences provokes a theological reflection that aims to give answers to the questions raised by the present challenges. Most Caribbean theologians agree that the major concerns are decolonization, integration, education and development.



4. Tasks and Challenges.

 

Adolfo Hams asserts that the theological task in the Caribbean demands the recognition that the independence of some Caribbean nations and the abolition of slavery did not mean total decolonization. The Caribbean has not achieved a total decolonization in other dimensions of life: personally, collectively, politically or psychologically. This is the first step in the affirmation of the full humanity of the Caribbean people, who have been created in God’s image.

The challenge of identity demands that work be done dialectically in each Caribbean country independently and as a unique region of communities as a whole. There is a common vision of a united Caribbean and a desire for the emergence of a Caribbean identity in all areas of life. One of the tasks of development in this region is to gain a better quality of life for all Caribbean people. In words of Kathy McAfee, this development must be ecologically, psychologically, economically and socially sustainable. She recognizes that this development must rescue Caribbean culture and identity, empower the region’s poor majority, and hence build the basis for a more genuine democracy.

The aim of a Caribbean theology is to help Caribbean people understand their situation in order to change it through a process of reflection and action. To reach this goal both academia and the church must intentionally point out the history of the Caribbean and its culture through the lenses of sociology, politics and economics, and they must see the relevance of popular readings of the Bible as well as popular religiosity, native churches, contextual theology and inculturation.



5. Some Theological Themes.

 

Caribbean theology uses the word emancipation for liberation, evoking the history of slavery lived by the region. In this context *sin is defined as racism, classism, self-contempt, lack of responsibility, exploitation and *sexism. To include the experience of women in the theological agenda is part of the creative approaches that would contribute to the transformation of persons and structures. Women are struggling to envision the values of integrity, inclusion, collaboration and mutuality that promotes the just interdependence of women and men, who seek the holistic liberation at the core of the gospel’s demands.

Caribbean theology asserts that the North Atlantic world does not have a monopoly on Christianity. God must not remain a stranger in the Caribbean. God lives in the midst of the Caribbean reality and must be interpreted in Caribbean categories. God is the Supreme Being who is free and who wants everyone to be free as well. Every human being was created in God’s image and called to live in a world of justice and freedom.

With regard to a Caribbean Christology, Caribbean theologians insist that a recontextualization of the person of Christ is imperative. Christ must reflect the Caribbean reality. A rupture with traditional Christology (which sees the Caribbean only as a land of mission) is necessary. The people of the Caribbean region recognize the praxis of Jesus Christ as one of justice in the social, political and economic arenas. The Gospel must be lived in the geographic space of the Caribbean.

Jesus Christ is the Son called from Egypt—Africa—as well as the great ancestor. Affirming their African heritage which features a spiritual worldview, the people of the region understand the Holy Spirit as the One who moves over their chaos, sufferings and struggles, to recreate, to nourish and to empower them in the making of a more just order.

As Davis affirms, God’s emancipatory work in the Caribbean is still comin’. The beauty of the Caribbean will be fully appreciated by the whole world when the fruits of justice become a concrete reality of peace.

See also AFRICAN BACKGROUND THEOLOGIES IN LATIN AMERICA; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, INDIGENOUS.
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CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING

 

Catholic Social Teaching refers primarily to official Catholic Social Teaching (hereafter, CST) as found in social encyclicals of the popes starting with Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum in 1891. Yet Episcopal conferences or ecumenical councils also issue a series of teaching documents on political, economic and social issues (e.g., about racism, capital punishment, *globalization, immigration). Catholic lobby groups or organizations (e.g., Catholic Charities) attempt to apply CST to policy. There are disagreements about the canon of CST. It bears reflecting on (1) the genre of CST; (2) the canon of CST; (3) the main and developed concepts employed in CST; and (4) the decided shift in theological style of the genre after *Vatican Council II.1. The Genre of Catholic Social Teaching

2. The Canon and Authoritative Nature of Catholic Social Teaching

3. The Core Concepts of Catholic Social Teaching

4. The Shift in Theological Style of the Genre After Vatican II


 





1. The Genre of Catholic Social Teaching.

 

Catholic Social Teaching is *contextual theology (using a biblical metaphor, it “reads the signs of the times” through gospel values). It is *biblical theology but draws also on some appeal to reason and “natural law.” It is fundamentally a branch of moral theology. It is a collaborative and public theology since it addresses itself not just to Catholics but also to other Christians and, indeed, all men and women of good will. It is committed theology as it calls not just to see and judge but to act. In some sense it is also, in part, empirical theology because it involves concrete discernment of what God is enabling and calling Christians (in cooperation with others) to do. CST assumes that the practice of the Christian faith has concrete social consequences and raises issues of how the church coexists with the wider society and world.

Four representative citations flesh out the genre and its multiple purposes. In his 1971 Octogesima Adveniens (English title: “A Call to Action”) Paul VI saw CST as an attempt to analyze with objectivity the social situation:to shed on it the light of the Gospel’s unalterable words and to draw principles of reflection, norms of judgment and directives for action from the social teaching of the Church. . . . It is up to Christian communities, with the help of the Holy Spirit, in communion with the bishops and in dialogue with other Christian brethren and all men of good will to discern the options and commitments which are called for in order to bring about changes seen in many cases to be urgently needed. (Octogesima Adveniens §4)




 




At the Second Vatican Council, one key document, Gaudium et Spes (“The Church in the Modern World,” 1965), covered much of the terrain of a social encyclical. It proposed a fresh new metaphor of the church on a dialogical journey in history with many men and women of good will: “The church, at once a visible organization and a spiritual community, travels the same journey as all of humanity and shares the same earthly lot with the world; it is to be a leaven, and, as it were, the soul of human society in its renewal by Christ. . . . the church then believes . . . it can help to make the human family and its history still more human” (Gaudium et Spes §40).

In Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (“On Social Concern,” 1987), John Paul II reflected further on the genre of CST: “The church does not have technical solutions to offer as such. . . . For the Church does not propose economic and political systems or programs, nor does she show preference for one or the other, provided that human dignity is properly respected and promoted and provided she herself is allowed the room she needs to exercise her ministry in the world” (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, §41). The pope insists, however, that there are moral issues involved even in technical matters:The Church’s social doctrine . . . constitutes a category of its own: the accurate formulation of the results of a careful reflection on the complex realities of human existence, in society and in the international order, in the light of faith and of the Church’s tradition. Its main aim is to interpret these realities, determining their conformity with or divergence from the lines of the Gospel teaching on man and his vocation, a vocation which is at once earthly and transcendent; its aim is thus to guide Christian behavior. It therefore belongs to the field . . . of moral theology. And since it is a doctrine aimed at guiding people’s behavior, it consequently gives rise to a commitment to justice. (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis §41)




 




Finally, the 1971 Synod of Bishops’ “Justice in the World,” states: “Action on behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world fully appear to us as a constitutive dimension of the preaching of the Gospel or, in other words, of the Church’s mission for the redemption of the human race and its liberation from every oppressive situation.”

Many of the encyclicals were written to commemorate anniversaries: Pius XI’s Quadragesimo Anno (1931) for the fortieth anniversary of Rerum Novarum (which dealt with labor unions, capital and the organization of work) to update the teaching to face the stark reality of worldwide depression; Octogesima Adveniens celebrates its eightieth anniversary, but transposes earlier encyclicals’ mainly European concerns to a broader global economy. John Paul II wrote an encyclical, Laborem Exercens (“On Human Work,” 1981), on the ninetieth anniversary and another, Centesimus Annus (1991), on the hundredth. Paul VI issued the major social encyclical Populorum Progressio (“On the Progress of Peoples”) in 1967, and twenty years later John Paul II took up afresh its themes of development, world poverty, the arms race and the North-South divide in Sollicitudo Rei Socialis.

Because CST is contextual theology the popes seem more keen to address the pressing social issues than to develop at any great length the central concepts brought to bear on the social problem. These are often more evoked than fully explicated. One usually has to go to seminal theological or philosophical works (e.g., J. Maritain’s, Man and the State) to gain broader explanations. Since CST depends for its cogency on its ability to actually analyze and present objectively the social situation, this entails some dialogue with the social sciences.



2. The Canon and Authoritative Nature of Catholic Social Teaching.

 

Authorities dispute just which documents belong to the canon. All would agree to include Rerum Novarm, Quadragesio Anno; John XXIII’s Mater et Magistra (“Christianity and Social Progress,” 1961, which deals with postcolonial development and new social interpenetrations of the state) and Pacem in Terris (“Peace on Earth,” 1963, about the arms race and the cold war, a Christian foundation for human rights). The canon would also certainly include from Vatican II Gaudium et Spes, two social encyclicals of Paul VI (Populorum Progressio and Octogesima Adveniens) and the three aforementioned social encyclicals of John Paul II.

Commentators diverge, however, on expanding this canon. Some argue that all papal encyclicals that deal with the state, family life, education, the economy, international order from the beginning of the encyclical tradition (i.e., from 1749) should be included. Thus not only Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum but his other social writings about church and state; not only Quadragesimo Anno but Pius XI’s encyclicals on communism and Nazism; not only Gaudium et Spes but also the Vatican II document on Religious Liberty, which deals with separation of church and state. Many commentators would include, besides papal documents, important social pastoral letters from Episcopal conferences such as Brazil, Canada, the United States, the European Bishops’ conference and the Latin American Bishops’ conference). Some would add to the corpus of Paul VI his important Evangelii Nuntiandi (“On the Evangelization in the Modern World,” 1974, treating culture; the rights of people to their language and culture; and the relation between evangelization and movements for justice).

There is no defined canon as such for CST. Commentators also dispute the weight of its authority. Some prefer to refer to it as “social doctrine,” lifting up ways the guiding principles brought to social questions from biblical and ethical perspectives have permanent validity. While it is clear that CST represents a kind of authoritative tradition for Catholics, some question how fully binding that authority can be when its discernments depend on an adequate reading of the social situation (which can be quite fallible) or when some interpretations of the teaching (e.g., on private property) have shifted over time. The genre itself (as contextual, pastoral, ethical) does not lend itself to overly strong claims to being, as such, doctrine. Teaching seems the preferred term. Nor is CST some seamless whole. Yet it does display a kind of unity around pervasive concerns and concepts that make it a distinctive social approach.



3. The Core Concepts of Catholic Social Teach i ng.

 

While authors differ on the precise number and terminology to present the core social principles of CST, they tend to boil down to the following seven.

3.1. Human Dignity. Every human person (believer or not) has been fashioned in the image of God and is called to be an artisan of society and culture. Human dignity underscores human agency and is socially embodied through human rights. Catholic human rights theory insists on an important set of social and economic rights alongside civil and political rights. These social rights include a right to sustenance and the satisfaction of basic human needs. CST links rights to responsibilities.

3.2. The Social Nature of the Human. Human rights entail basic liberties to facilitate human agency. But we are also radically and not just incidentally interdependent beings. CST nurtures a strongly social sense of the human as a creature deeply embedded in families, associations, culture, civil and economic associations. As created in the image of the trinitarian God the human is called to become a relational node and person within a society of persons. Human beings have a vocation to live in communion that reflects, like the Trinity, a sharing of goods and a sense of diversity as a good in itself. Hence CST supports rights to one’s own culture and language (cf. Gaudium et Spes, chap. 2, §§53-62).

3.3. The Common Good. CST argues that “the common good” is essential to any good society, well-functioning state and international order. The common good is a state of the system—the sum total of appropriate institutional arrangements that guarantee, enable and facilitate human and social flourishing. A related idea to the common good is that some goods are shared or public. The common possession of the goods of the earth takes priority over a legitimate but derivative right to private property. There is both a social dimension and mortgage on private property (cf. Centessimus Annus, §§31-35). While the state has important roles to play in defining and promoting the common good, it enjoys no monopoly on either its definition or embodiment. The state has positive responsibilities toward justice, security, equal opportunity, minimal welfare for all, freedoms and social peace. CST also espouses a robust ideal of a needed international common good.

3.4. Subsidiarity. Subsidiarity, a term first coined in Quadragesimo Anno, §79, states that higher forms of governance must not co-opt or dissipate the proper roles of more local units. Subsidiarity represents a theory of societal pluralism that envisions a civil society that does not totally depend on or derive from the state. Subsidiarity presumes that the local and grassroots are, ultimately, an important source of creativity and rooted wisdom. A corollary of subsidiarity is the affirmation of the limited state.

3.5. Solidarity. Solidarity points to the radical interdependence of humans and also presupposes a strong commitment to the common good. It assumes that humans have real, pressing obligations to come to the aid and support of others in need. Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, §39 states that “Solidarity helps us to see the ‘other’—whether a person, people or nation—not just as some kind of instrument to be exploited at low cost and then discarded when no longer useful, but as our ‘neighbor,’ a ‘helper,’ to be made a sharer, on a par with ourselves, in the banquet of life to which all are equally invited by God.”

3.6. The Preferential Option for the Poor. This principle mirrors a scriptural bias toward the poor, as found, for example, in Matthew 25:31- 46 and Jeremiah 22:16. It privileges those who lack voice and resources and puts priority on the care for the basic needs of the poor and marginalized over advancing the opportunities for the wealthy or privileged. Taking the side of the poor is not against equal justice (thus the typical formula: “a preferential but not exclusive option for the poor”) but represents a kind of participative justice, since the poor tend generally to be marginalized (see Preferential Option for the Poor).

3.7. Theories of Justice. CST follows the classic tripartite sense of justice: (a) commutative justice: justice based on fulfilling promises and contracts (but, unlike liberalism, CST does not privilege this form); (b) distributive justice: justice based on a fair allocation of burdens and benefits in society and a guarantee that parties to bargains have some relatively equal weight as moral agents; and (c) social justice: The just institutional arrangements that guarantee and enable distributive justice and the common good. Recent CST has placed a strong emphasis on justice as participation. Human dignity demands that people have some genuine voice in construing the arrangements of society that shape and determine their lives and opportunity structures



4. The Shift in Theological Style of the Genre After Vatican II.

 

Much of CST prior to Vatican Council II was couched in the language of natural law. To be sure, natural law in CST had deep theological roots, but that theology was left relatively underdeveloped. Gaudium et Spes represents a major shift in its explicit treatments of the doctrines of creation and redemption, grace, the paschal mystery, the human vocation, sin, and eschatology. As Gaudium et Spes, §39 puts it,The expectation of a new earth must not weaken but rather stimulate our concern for cultivating this one. For here grows the body of a new human family, a body which even now is able to give some kind of foreshadowing of the new age. Earthly progress must be carefully distinguished from the growth of Christ’s kingdom. Nevertheless, to the extent that the former can contribute to the better ordering of human society, it is of vital concern to the kingdom of God. For after we have obeyed the Lord and in his Spirit nurtured on earth the values of human dignity, brotherhood, and freedom, and indeed all the good fruits of our nature and enterprise, we will find them again, but freed of stain, burnished and transfigured. . . . On this earth the kingdom is already present in mystery. When the Lord returns, it will be brought into full flower.




 




Much of the same more explicit appeal to theological motifs from creation, redemption and eschatology can be found in the social encyclicals of John Paul II and Pope Benedict. The theological anthropology of CST points to finitude, the reality of historical unfolding, human autonomy and its concomitant responsibility, a sense of the human as both a product and producer of sin yet redeemed and called to transform this material and social world into greater justice as a kind of prefiguring of the kingdom whose finality lies outside history and even outside the work of human hands. Out of this matrix, CST has developed its set of relatively abiding principles to guide thought and action about the state, civil society, the economy and international order.

See also CAPITALISM; CONTEXTUALIZATION; CULTURE AND SOCIETY; JUSTICE; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; MONEY, ECONOMICS; POLITICAL THEOLOGY; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR; SECULARISM; SOCIAL ETHICS; VATICAN COUNCIL II; WAR.
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CATHOLIC THEOLOGY AND THE GLOBAL SOUTH

 

Emergent theological thought in the Global South has continued to exert great influence both within the Global South itself and in the nations of the Northern Hemisphere, the ancient home of Christian theology. These emergent theological tendencies in the young churches could be described as missiological reflections of the newly evangelized. They are efforts by the Christians of those regions themselves to interpret the Christian message and to provide models from their own context, cultural heritage and experience for reading the mystery of the Christian faith. The reflections are also efforts of Catholic theologians from the Global South to relate the Christian message to the sociocultural, political and economic reality of their regions. Rooted in the common faith in Jesus Christ, his gospel message, and in communion with all the local churches of the universal church-family, with the Chair of Peter as the center of communion, they are attempts by the theologians of these zones to make their own contributions to the development of the common Christian patrimony.1. Sources and Challenges

2. Theological Tendencies in the Global South

3. Conclusion


 





1. Sources and Challenges.

 

Like their counterparts from the Northern Hemisphere, theologians of the Global South draw from many sources: from Scripture as the fundamental text; Christian tradition, history of mission and theology, which helps to guide against undesirable ways of thinking; the teaching of the church, which ensures fidelity to the common faith in Christ and the pursuit of the Christian mission; and ecumenical discussion. Theologians also draw their sources from the enhanced discussion on inculturation, interreligious dialogue, human promotion, the role of women, modern means of mass communication, the North-South economic divide and *globalization. In addition, there is the concern for theologians to respond to the influence of *modernity and postmodernity in their respective regions—challenges coming from the greater awareness of other religions, cultures, and their political influence, and the problem created by the emergent *new religious movements.

All this means that Catholic theology in relation to that of the Global South faces certain challenges, such as exegetical insights on the question of salvation and other religions. In other words Catholic theology is faced with the serious problem posed by radical relativism in the theology of *religions—the concern of Asian theologians in particular (see Asian Theology, Roman Catholic). At the same time, however, Catholic theology has learned to appreciate the way theologians (in particular, Africans) emphasize culture and its role in evangelization (theology of inculturation). In addition Catholic theology in the post-conciliar era battles with the influences from the so-called theology of *liberation and the effort to define human promotion (development) in relation to the gospel proclamation, a matter *Latin American theologians emphasized more than others in developing that theology in the 1960s and 1970s. And recently theologians from the Global South have started to explore new ways of relating between the churches of the North Atlantic nations and those of the Southern Hemisphere. This may imply that a new missionary ecclesiology is underway.

In any case, Catholic theology in its relation to the reflections of theologians from the Global South is always confronted with the particular and specific goal of the Christian mission. The most onerous task has been to emphasize the urgency and importance of the Christian mission, in particular the mission ad gentes, and the role of the church to that effect, even as it grapples with the influence of the emergent theological tendencies. Again be it theology of religion or the discussion on cultures (inculturation), Catholic theology emphasizes the need for compatibility with the *gospel and communion with the universal church. The same principle guides research in the area of human promotion. Mission is to be pursued in its right context of proclamation of the gospel through which the church offers a force of liberation which leads to conversion of heart and ways of thinking that promote human dignity, development and healthy solidarity among the people.

All in all it has to be acknowledged that *Vatican II opened new roads of theological reflection that are fundamental in determining the paths of theological reflection in the Global South. This can be seen in Vatican II concepts of mission, the values and functions of local churches, the meaning of cultures, the fundamentals of interreligious dialogue, the promotion of liturgical adaptation and inculturation, and human promotion, among others. Contemporary Catholic theology has enriched and has been enriched by reflection on some of these themes as well as by the tendencies in the theologies of the Global South.

In its relation to the theological perspectives of the Global South, the debate in Catholic mission theology since Vatican II consists essentially of the so-called new dimensions of mission in our increasingly pluralistic world: ecumenical dialogue, inculturation, dialogue with the religions and human promotion. In this respect Catholic mission theology has witnessed an enhanced understanding of mission in the church’s relations with peoples of other faiths, cultures and emerging sociopolitical and economic realities. These dimensions correspond to the major trends in the Global South theologies: *Christology and human promotion.



2. Theological Tendencies in the Global South.

 

There are two main tendencies common to the theologies of the Global South. The first is the emphasis on Christology—the attempt to interpret the mystery of Christ from the perspective of the religio-cultural and concrete experience of the people. This effort falls within the context of inculturation and religious dialogue. The second is the issue of human promotion, or liberation, the attempts by theologians to relate the gospel message to the sociocultural, political and economic situations of the people. It treats the issue of *poverty in many countries of the Global South.

2.1. Christology. In general the present tendency of Christology does not have its point of departure in the *Trinity but from Jesus, the man of our history, who—to borrow the language of Bonhoeffer and Gogarten—is defined by his “being for others.” Interest lies not so much in the preexistence of Christ (his divinity) as in his pro-existence in favor of all humanity, principally the oppressed. In Christ is found his solidarity with the other in front of the world powers. Some authors arrive at more secular radical conclusions: God comes to be eliminated from the horizontal side of Christ in an atheology. The message of Christ in this case is interpreted only with humanity as the background. Christ was a free man who preached liberation and who liberates humankind. Thus the figure of Christ is reduced to a kind of model in the struggle for liberation or for work in favor of the other—which are the new names for mission. Other authors, more theological in approach—such as Tillich and Niebuhr—see in Christ the normative, but not constitutive means of salvation.

To evaluate these trends in any actual Christology from the Global South, we need to begin by looking at the function of Christ in mission. The New Testament presents Christ as the definitive missionary, sent by the Father for the salvation of all, and who has communicated this mission to the church. From the moment of its inception, the church has always kept in mind this responsibility to and proclamation of Christ: “There is salvation in no one else” (Acts 4:12; 17:23; 1 Tim 2:4-6). Furthermore, in very clear terms, Christ describes himself as the way, the truth and the life (Jn 14:6). John Paul II pointed out the inadequacies of those theories behind certain contemporary Christologies and affirmed that Jesus is the foundation of the church’s internal life and of all her activities, and Jesus is the reason for its most essential activity, the mission ad gentes (Redemptoris Missio, §4). Furthermore, since salvation is possible only through Christ, in whom God revealed himself, and since he is the Word, he is also the unique, universal and absolute Savior. Thus Christ must be proclaimed to those who do not yet know him. However, John Paul II’s insistence on the uniqueness of Christ as mediator does not exclude other “participated forms of mediation of different kinds and degrees,” but these “acquire meaning and value only from Christ’s own mediation, and they cannot be understood as parallel or complementary to his” (Redemptoris Missio, §5). Christ is the only mediator between God and humanity; all other great religionists can be considered mediators only in relationship with and in the power of Christ.

2.2. Human Promotion in Mission. The theological discussion on human promotion (known also in some quarters as *liberation theology), in its various expressions, arises out of the concern of the theologians of the Global South to address the people’s experience of exploitation, oppression and injustice. This theology seeks to address the causes of poverty, especially in the countries of the Global South, which for a long time have suffered from domination under various forms of imperialism. This theology emerged as a response to experiences of negation, of grinding poverty caused by greed, exploitation and oppression. It is a critical reflection on these experiences in the light of the gospel, with the aim of inspiring in the impoverished people a sincere commitment to build a more just and humane society.

The real inspiration of Global South theologians in discussing human promotion in the contemporary reality comes from their Christian conviction. It is on the basis of their Christian faith that they offer their reflections and address the conditions of poverty in the countries of the Global South. Indeed, to neglect this duty is for theologians to feel a sense of indifference to the Two-Thirds-World situation. Theology must be part of the church’s efforts in human promotion. This means that the social teachings of the church are at the base of the sources of theological reflection on human promotion. (see Catholic Social Teaching.)

Thus Catholic theology emphasizes the two basic dimensions of human promotion: On the one hand, human promotion requires the liberation of human beings from all that holds them in sub-human or oppressive conditions, so that they may enjoy their full dignity as children of God. On the other hand, it involves an integral development of the people and the values they possess, so that they may assume full responsibility for their own destiny. The former brings out the theological basis for human promotion: the immense dignity that the human person enjoys before God. The latter shows that the integral salvation of the whole human person—not merely extrication of the soul from the body—is the goal of evangelization. All this shows the link between evangelization and human promotion. The theological foundation of human promotion is the incarnation. Through the redemptive incarnation of Christ God himself enters, in a very radical way, into a new solidarity with humanity in history, liberates men and women from sin and reestablishes them as sons and daughters. Both in his teaching and in his actions Jesus witnessed to this radically new and liberative solidarity of God with humanity (Lk 4:16-21; cf. Is 61:1-2; Mk 1:15; Rev 21:1-4).



3. Conclusion.

 

Nearly all theological trends from the Global South attack, at least indirectly, traditional Western theologies. The basis of such attacks is the realization that local socioeconomic forms of exploitation, which make up the contexts of the Global South theologies, are inseparably linked to Western ambition for hegemony and economic power. This tendency is also seen in the way Western theology has falsely universalized its Christology. However, in the last two decades, Western theology has become increasingly conscious of its own context and has produced a number of important christological studies.

Just as with regard to the socioeconomic environment in the Global South there are attempts to transfer technology so theologians from the Global South can accept European theology and try to build upon it, completing it with original elements from their own cultures. All this will open the road to real intercultural theology. In the same line, theologians should avoid the tendency to attack the past missionary efforts in their regions. It is true that this tendency to attack the missionary past belongs to a critical period in the development of the Global South theology, yet we should not forget the value of this period but rather invite theologians to move from a critical attitude to a constructive attitude. However, this does not mean that one should encourage the tendency of some to defend the mistakes of the past and to accuse the Global South theologians who have entered into dialogue with their historical memory of being unreasonably touchy. Indeed, the widespread preoccupation with the past in the writings of the Global South theologians, due to an equally widespread sense of some historical mistakes and the present state of uneasy relationships in political and economic sectors between the people of the North and the South, underscores the relevance of engaging in dialogue with the emergent contextual theologies. A desire to suppress the past can be motivated not only by the desire to avoid pain or to achieve reconciliation among the different peoples, but also by a desire to avoid responsibility. Thus defending the mistakes of the past is not a reliable strategy because, in the long run, a failure to attend to some of these issues in the present may store up problems for the future. The reliable strategy is sincere dialogue with a view to healing and reconciliation.

See also AFRICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; ASIAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; LOCAL THEOLOGIES; MISSIONS AND MISSIOLOGY; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR; VATICAN COUNCIL II.
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CELTIC SPIRITUALITY AND THEOLOGY

 

Celtic Christian theology offers an approach to spirituality that was shaped by *Eastern Orthodox thought yet became rooted in the British Isles. Deeply trinitarian in nature, Celtic faith emerged with four main distinctives. The first is a sense of identity that derives from the wonder of who God is as Father, Son and Spirit, and that lives from trust in God’s presence with and for us. The second is a sacramental vision that perceives the miraculous nature of all of life. The third is a *liturgical rhythm through which the church applies the rich resources of faith to every aspect of life. And the fourth distinctive is an approach to *mission that honors the stranger as one in whom the sacramental presence of Christ is waiting to be discovered. Celtic Christianity draws together significant themes from across a range of theological and cultural traditions and thus offers important perspectives for global Christianity.1. Historical Development

2. Celtic Christian Theology


 





1. Historical Development.

 

Celtic peoples can be traced to central Eastern Europe around 1200 BC, and later to Western Europe and as far north as Ireland by about 100 BC. Today the Celts “are recognized as the ‘European Aborigines,’ already on the land with their own developed culture prior to being conquered, driven out, or assimilated by more powerful invaders” (Joyce, 1). Celtic cultures survived predominantly in regions that escaped the rule of Rome, thus in Northern Scotland, Wales, Ireland and parts of England. Celtic forms of Christianity are usually associated with particular traditions that developed in the British Isles between the fifth and twelfth centuries. Among various expressions over many years, patterns of Celtic theological emphases have been traced which cohere into a distinct kind of Christian spirituality.

Celts, or Gauls, as transliterated by the Romans, were among the first peoples to accept Christianity, as evident in Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Eastern Orthodox thought shaped Celtic life through various means. Eastern Christian churches of Asia Minor and leaders like Irenaeus and Anthony are noted as early influences. Trade routes provided direct connections with the East, from whence the Celts had migrated, having carried with them Eastern types of music and myth. Egyptian desert monasticism shaped Celtic theology and its great respect for the desert. Thus Celtic monasteries called their cell for prayer and retreat a dysert. The High Crosses are full of scriptural scenes plus the figures of Paul of Thebes and Anthony of Egypt. In most accounts Ninian is documented as the first monastic figure of the British Isles, who founded a monastery at Whithorn, Scotland, around 397. Ninian is credited with influencing Enda (c. 460-530) and Patrick, who in turn founded monasteries in Ireland.

Celtic Christian beliefs emerged from the blending of Celtic indigenous faith with the Desert Tradition of the ancient Coptic Church. Traditional Celtic spirituality was oriented toward strong bonds of kinship, ideas of divinity which affirmed both masculine and feminine natures, along with openness to divine immanence and the tendency to think naturally in terms of threes. Three “was considered a powerful symbol of spiritual strength and intimacy with God, and it represented spiritual synthesis, the reconciliation of apparent opposites” (Sellner, 40). These orientations harmonized well with Eastern Orthodox emphases on the triune nature of God, relationality of being and attentiveness to the presence of God through God’s Spirit. The pneumatological richness of Eastern Orthodox theology led Celtic Christians toward a theology that is both trinitarian and sacramental.

With their rich appreciation for relationships, Celts were able to move from modalistic understandings, for example of their goddess Bridgett (believed to have appeared in three forms: fire, poetry and fertility), to the Christian understandings of the tripersonal nature of God, who exists as a communion of love. As Celtic scholar Esther de Waal writes, “in a society in which household, family, and kin were central realities perhaps men and women felt themselves at home with a Godhead whose very essence was a harmonious relationship of persons” (de Waal 2001, xxix). Celtic Christians embraced the *Trinity at the very heart of their spirituality, where “the Triune of [their] strength” profoundly shaped their prayers and daily life (Carmichael, 90). Celtic prayers speak of being enfolded in the love of the Three.



2. Celtic Christian Theology.

 

God was seen as the initiator, creating all things out of the overflow of triune love, redeeming and healing in Christ what had become distorted and broken, and cleansing and empowering God’s creation through the Holy Spirit. Union with God was the fundamental way Celtic believers understood the gift of salvation in Christ. Humans were created for relationship with God, and Christ’s coming as the second Adam was the way in which fractured God-human relationships could experience reconciliation. Christ was both the recapitulation of humanity and the soul friend, or anamchara.

The church by the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit was called to reflect the image of the Trinity and to be God’s sacrament to the world. Embracing the wonder of a God who exists in mutual, self-giving relationships fostered community life that was based on mutuality and unity with diversity. Church leaders worked alongside lay people to serve one another in a “mutual sharing of gifts” (Sellner, 18). Their trinitarian theology also shaped a more open-handed approach to material goods. A common prayer expresses their concern for charity and justice: “God forbid that we should keep anything belonging to our neighbours” (D. O’Laoghaire in Mackey, 302).

With the Celtic belief that creation hosts the divine, Celts developed life-affirming holistic approaches to faith. Union with God and participation in God’s purposes meant that Celtic communities understood themselves as connected with all of life. All truth was God’s truth, so learning and the arts were integral aspects of Christian community life. And all of life was integrated around worship of the triune God through prayers, invocations and praise.

With their approach to spirituality Celtic Christians were able to unite what is often seen in contemporary life as mutually exclusive. Though clan wars were an issue for Celts, their centeredness in the love of the triune God often engendered respect for those who believed differently. They combined joy in creativity and beauty with a very rigorous and disciplined approach to faith and learning. They incorporated whimsy and playfulness in lives of poverty and sacrifice. They infused rich humor about the little things into their deep seriousness about the kingdom reality in their midst. See also SPIRITUALITY.
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CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS

 

While the term charismatic movement has been widely employed only since the latter half of the twentieth century, it also has utility as a descriptor for earlier movements of the Spirit in the history of the church. Typically these movements have exhibited phenomena ascribed to the Holy Spirit (see Pneumatology) such as *baptism in the Spirit, charisms (or gifts of the Holy Spirit) or being slain in the Spirit, phenomena in which those involved may evidence affective responses such as spontaneous shouts, dancing or singing. While many such movements have been local or regional in their impact, a few of them have had a broader impact on the church. Some have been problematic, while others have brought renewed vitality to large segments of Christianity.

1. The New Testament and Sub-Apostolic Age

2. Charismatic Movements of the Late Middle Ages and Reformation

3. Post-Reformation and Early Modern Movements

4. The Emergence of Modern Charismatic Movements

5. The Globalization of Charismatic Movements

6. Conclusion


 


1. The New Testament and Sub-Apostolic Age.

 

In the New Testament, charisms (charismata), or gifts, of the Holy Spirit were plentiful (Rom 12:3-13; 1 Cor 12—14; Eph 4:7-16). The Acts of the Apostles provides many illustrations of their presence throughout the entire Mediterranean region. In one sense, it can be said that the church has always been a charismatic movement, a group of people filled, led and empowered by the Holy Spirit.

During the earliest period of the church ecclesiastical authority was vested in those with commensurate charismatic endowments (Cf. Acts 6:3; 1 Tim 1:18; 4:11-16). Any outburst of charismatic activity such as *prophecy, speaking in tongues (see Glossolalia) or *healings required spiritual discernment, often undertaken by those who held official ecclesiastical authority (e.g., bishops) together with those who claimed spiritual or charismatic authority based upon the sovereign bestowal of charisms by the Holy Spirit (e.g., lay people).

In subsequent times the authors of the Didache (c. AD 80) and The Shepherd of Hermas, Mandate 11 (c. AD 120) provided guidelines to be used in the discernment process. Both affirmed the ongoing role of prophecy, but encouraged congregations to test their claims because abuses were possible. Bishop Ignatius (d. c. AD 117) of Antioch, Syria, prophesied that congregations should do nothing apart from the bishop (To the Philadelphians 7). In Lyon, Irenaeus (AD 130-202) contended that charisms were essential to the fruitfulness of the Christian (Proof of Apostolic Preaching 99) and he testified that exorcisms, prophecy, healing and miracles (Against Heresies 2.32.4) as well as the gift of tongues (Against Heresies 5.6.1; and Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 5.7.6) were regular occurrences during his day.

Writing from Carthage in North Africa, Tertullian (c. AD 155-230) exhorted candidates for *baptism to ask God for charismata (On Baptism 20.5). He also contended that miracles (On Prayer 4.3), tongues, knowledge, prophecy (On Patience 12.10), exorcism (Apology 23.4) and diakonia (Apology 39.1) were common at Carthage.

Cyprian, bishop of Carthage (AD 250-259), reported that councils of bishops were convened in North Africa in which visions and dreams played a role in their deliberations (Epistle 57.5.1), including the appointment of individuals to ecclesiastical positions (Epistles 39, 40). He claimed that he had been directed into hiding by such phenomena (Epistle 16.4), and he appealed to them as sources for his exhortations to unity (Epistle 11), for encouragement (Epistle 6.1-2) and warnings (Epistle 58.1.2), and as providing defense for confessors and martyrs (Epistle 10.4; Letter 4.105). On the other hand, Origen (AD 185-254), originally of Alexandria, Egypt, was among the first to observe a decline in the appearance of charisms, though he acknowledged that they were widespread among those who lived according to “the precepts of the Gospel” (Against Celsus 1.2).

1.1. Changes that Gave Way to Concerns. During this same period, adjustments were being made in the ongoing life of the church. Liturgical life was becoming more stylized. Gnostics were developing competing theological systems. Marcion was forcing the church to determine the limits of the canon of Scripture. And apologists were becoming important expositors of Christian faith. As a result, bishops took on ever greater roles, articulating Christian doctrine and exercising and setting limits on charismatic expression.

Some people grumbled that the fervor of the apostolic life and the spontaneity of charismatic interventions by the Holy Spirit were being lost in the process. They longed for the days when signs and wonders were regularly performed, when miracles took place and when God spoke directly to the people through gifts like prophecy, tongues, and words of wisdom or knowledge. They feared that the bishops were simply usurping the legitimate charismatic prerogative from ordinary people.

1.2. Montanism. It was into this context that Montanism or the “New Prophecy” (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 5.19.2) came, among the earliest charismatic movements. It originated about AD 172 among the followers of Montanus, whose actions and prophecies scandalized his critics. Beginning in Phrygia, it subsequently spread throughout the Mediterranean region, lasting from the second through the fifth centuries.

Montanus preached an ascetic lifestyle, including new and different fasts throughout the year. He viewed the movement as an eschatological sign of the return of Christ, and his followers predicted a time of war and anarchy coinciding with this imminent consummation (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 5.16.18-19; Epiphanius Panarion 48.2). The North African form of Montanism called for the veiling of women (Tertullian On the Veiling of Virgins 17.3), the end to all second marriages (Tertullian On Monogamy 1.2); it took a hard line against those who committed postbaptismal sin and refused to readmit into fellowship those who had once lapsed from the faith (Tertullian On Modesty 21.7).

Montanus envisioned a charismatic renewal of the whole church in which the gift of prophecy played a dominant role in the continuing work of the Paraclete among the people of God. He saw the resurgence of the prophetic gift as fulfillment of the Paraclete’s role to declare what the Son now wanted revealed (Jn 16:12-15).

Undoubtedly one of the things that attracted Tertullian to the movement was its call to asceticism, but he was equally intrigued by the prophetic revelations given by its members that held theological implications. Within one congregation, for instance, there was a woman who was well known for the visions and voices she experienced during the singing of the Psalms, the reading of Scripture or the delivery of the sermon. At the conclusion of the worship service, those who were close to her would stay and listen to what she had to say. He viewed her revelations as providing contemporary corroboration to the truth previously revealed in the apostolic writings of Scripture (Tertullian On the Soul9.3-4).

Marcion may have sought to remove portions of Scripture from the church’s canon, but Montanus’s followers seemed to attempt additions. They recorded, circulated and cited their own prophetic oracles (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 5.18.5), clearly placing them at odds with the bishops. In spite of these concerns, at least three major theologians—Jerome (Epistle 41.3), Epiphanius (Panarion 48.1) and Hippolytus (The Refutation of All Heresies 8.12)—viewed them as standing within the bounds of acceptable Christian orthodoxy, while Apollinarius of Hierapolis criticized them for violating tradition (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 5.16.7).

Historians generally agree that Montanism should be viewed as a Christian sect, whose members believed that the bishops were guilty of denying the freedom of the Spirit to provide corrective exhortations to those occupying the episcopal office, by counterinstitutional means through the spontaneous eruption of prophetic gifts.

In Carthage, Montanist and other Christians seem to have met peacefully side by side in the same facility. When the service ended, the Montanists stayed to hear further revelations. In other parts of the world, especially in Asia Minor, relationships were not nearly so civil. The bishops were unwilling to accept Montanist claims. They convened councils, judged the nonconforming Montanists as demon-inspired (in some cases attempting exorcisms), labeled them as violators of the authority of duly constituted and charismatically equipped institutional leadership, and excommunicated them (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 5.16.9-10).

In response the Montanists argued that they alone were the truly spiritual ones, that they had received the latest revelation of God and that the church should embrace their claims (Jerome Epistle 41.3; Origen Principles 2.7.3). They resisted the actions of the bishops (Tertullian A Treatise on the Soul 9.3-4; Against Marcion 4.22.5; On Monogamy 1.1-2; and Against Praxeas 1.6), setting the stage for inevitable confrontation over the theological issues of authority, the nature of ecclesiology, and the nature, role, and use of charisms such as prophecy. In the end, they condemned the bishops and their followers as unspiritual, and they excommunicated the institutional church (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 5.16.9).

The outcome of the controversy made it extremely difficult for most subsequent claims to charismatic activity, especially any form of “prophetic speech” given outside official channels, to be taken as seriously as they had been until this point in time. While complaints were common that the Montanists were enthusiasts who violated tradition and refused to submit to legitimate authority, others dealt with the threat it posed by arguing that with the death of the apostles and their direct heirs, with the completion of the canon of Scripture, and with the installation of bishops into their ecclesial offices, spontaneous interventions by the Holy Spirit were no longer necessary.

1.3. Monasticism as a Charismatic Movement. Through the centuries other charismatic movements have appeared. Often included in such lists are the Desert Fathers, especially St. Antony (d. c. 350) and Pachomius (d. c. AD 346) of Egypt. Antony took Jesus’ advice to the rich young man (Mt 19:16-22), broke his worldly ties and determined to live the solitary life, fighting Satan in the wilderness as a personal discipline. As his reputation increased so did his ministry. Viewed not only as a spiritual man but also as a miracle worker, the crowds pursued him (Cf. Life of St. Antony 48). Many asked for Antony’s prayers and advice. Others chose to follow his example, taking up residence beside him, placing themselves under his direction and imitating his way of life. Still others came asking for healings and miracles.

The nature of the monastic movement did not cause the kind of upheaval that Montanism did because it did not counter the forces of institutionalization in the same way. Even in its earliest days under St. Antony and especially as the monastic movement developed under Pachomius and others, the movement saw the need for order and worked closely with the bishop. As a result, monasticism has flourished through the centuries and is recognized globally, with most monastic institutions claiming some form of charismatic vocation at their heart and manifesting other charisms in their life and worship.



2. Charismatic Movements of the Late Middle Ages and Reformation.

 

Other charismatic movements have been moderately successful in their aim to provide a correction to their contemporary situations. The Waldensians originated in southern France. Nicknamed the “poor of Christ,” they were followers of Peter Waldus (d. c. AD 1218). Without authorization from Rome, Waldus had portions of the Bible translated into the local language. Declaring their right to preach in the streets based upon their giftedness from the Holy Spirit rather than ordination, Waldus and his followers went out in pairs. Ultimately, the Third Lateran Council declared that they could no longer preach. When they continued to do so without episcopal consent, they were excommunicated, and for three hundred years they were pursued and persecuted. They found refuge primarily in the Alpine valleys of northern Italy.

The *Anabaptists of the *Reformation era were often viewed as heretics, as idealistic religious fanatics (Schwärmerei), potential revolutionaries or divisive sectarians. When Menno Simons wrote that the Holy Spirit had illumined his mind and guided his interpretation of Scripture on the correct meaning of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, it unnerved other Reformers because of its apparent subjectivity. Similarly Luther criticized the German Anabaptist Andreas von Karlstadt as a “Heavenly Prophet” because of his claims of new revelations from the Holy Spirit. While the appeal to the Holy Spirit’s guidance in reading and understanding Scripture gained ground in some circles, it sometimes left the Anabaptists open to the criticism that they were “spiritualists.”



3. Post-Reformation and Early Modern Movements.

 

The Camisards, sometimes known as the prophets of the Cévennes, played a political role in southern France after Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes in 1685 that had provided toleration to the Huguenots in the region since 1598. The French Protestants had embraced Calvin, were apocalyptic and staunchly anti-Catholic. The more radical wing became known as the Camisards. A glass worker named du Serre gathered a group of children to whom he claimed to impart the “gift of Pentecost” by blowing into their mouths. Their preaching and prophecies inspired many followers. Following 1685, the Camisards led an insurrection against Louis XIV, but by 1710 they had been destroyed. While some of the survivors made their way to England, others went to Germany where they contributed to the birth of Pietism.

Other charismatic movements arose between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries as well. The ecstatic prophecy of a number of women in seventeenth-century England who became part of early Quakerism, for instance, led some to designate Quakerism as a charismatic movement. Others have viewed the miraculous healing of Marie Gourmy as well as events surrounding the apparitions and healings at places like Lourdes as giving birth to other charismatic movements.

In 1832, Edward Irving formed the Catholic Apostolic Church. He had concluded that the biblical offices of apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers were to be restored to the church, and he viewed himself as playing a prophetic role. Irving became convinced that the end of the age was upon his generation. As he preached, many of his followers exhibited a host of charismatic manifestations, including speaking in tongues and prophesying. The church quickly spread from England to the continent, falling on hard times after Irving’s untimely death.

Similar restorationist thinking in the United States during the late nineteenth century gave birth to a number of charismatic leaders such as Frank Sandford and John Alexander Dowie, who form the backdrop to the birth of the *Pentecostal Movement during the twentieth century. To the extent that Pentecostalism is identified with the doctrine of baptism in the Holy Spirit, the restoration of gifts or charisms of the Spirit, and other phenomena such as singing in the Spirit or being slain in the Spirit, it too must be classified as a charismatic movement. But in the latter half of the twentieth century, the term took on a particular meaning.



4. The Emergence of Modern Charismatic Movements.

 

During the 1950s, Demos Shakarian and David J. du Plessis reached outside the walls of classical Pentecostalism. Shakarian established the highly successful, interdenominational Full Gospel Business Men’s Fellowship International (FGBMFI), where he brought lay businessmen together to share with one another the gospel and their personal testimonies of salvation, business success and baptism in the Holy Spirit. Meanwhile, David du Plessis attended a variety of ecumenical meetings that placed him in contact with church leaders from around the world. They listened as he told them about his own spiritual experiences and challenged them to be open and receptive to what God had in store for them.

4.1. Charismatic Movement Among Protestants and Anglicans. In 1959, the pastor of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in Van Nuys, California, was the Reverend Dennis Bennett. Several people in his parish had attended Full Gospel Businessmen’s meetings and had established a home Bible study. Pastor Bennett joined them, was baptized in the Spirit and spoke in other tongues. At first, the group was discreet about its activities. That changed on Passion Sunday, 1960, when Dennis Bennett announced from the pulpit of St. Mark’s that he was among those who now spoke in tongues. There was an immediate reaction among some of his parishioners, who couldn’t imagine such a thing. Bennett’s bishop banned speaking in tongues and relieved Bennett of his duties. The incident made national news when Time magazine broke the story, marking the official beginning of the modern Charismatic Renewal.

Even as Fr. Bennett moved to Olympia, Washington, to begin ministry at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, a congregation that embraced the Charismatic Renewal, the renewal spread among other Protestants. Leaders turned to Shakarian and Du Plessis for advice. Du Plessis became a significant voice, advising inquirers that the Lord intended for them to stay in their denominations. Soon there was a range of charismatic fellowships within the historic Protestant churches.

Television ministry and televangelism became a significant feature in the spread of the charismatic movement. The independent healing evangelist Oral Roberts had pioneered the use of television as an evangelistic tool as early as 1954 and throughout the 1950s; he was essentially unchallenged. In 1959, Pat Robertson bought a local television station and began The 700 Club. Expanding it into the Christian Broadcast Network (CBN), he was soon providing alternative fare for Christians of the charismatic variety. Joining the industry in 1973 were Jim and Tammy Bakker and Paul and Jan Crouch. That year they founded the initial station that became the Trinity Broadcasting Network (TBN). Since that time, they have defined Christian television, developed “stars” from Jimmy Swaggart and the Bakkers, to T. D. Jakes, Joyce Meyer and Rod Parsley, and helped to foster networks of otherwise independent individuals and parachurch organizations with similar concerns.

Television has provided opportunities for global evangelization and for meeting the spiritual needs of those who, due to physical limitations, are otherwise unable to participate in local congregational life. On the other hand, it has raised a number of basic ecclesiological questions: such things as a “cult of personality,” the substitution of genuine human contact with the apparent intimacy provided by television without any personal accountability, the transformation of the church from a community of worshiping believers into centers of entertainment, the appropriate place to give one’s tithes and offerings, and it has even raised the specter of a “virtual” church.

During this same period, many “charismatics” have emphasized different concerns that they viewed as important witnesses to the value of charismatic life. Among the most enduring has been the theological position identified variously as “Positive Confession,” “Faith-Formula,” “Prosperity” or “Word of Faith” theology. It has proven to be remarkably viable among charismatics, especially in the developing nations of Latin America and Africa. Under the teaching of such leaders as Kenneth Hagin, Kenneth and Gloria Copeland, Frederick Price and others, this movement has transcended traditional teaching that encourages believers to trust God for the basic provisions of life to the idea that, as children of God, the Christian has certain “divine rights” that he or she should claim. In the process, however, it has raised new theological questions about the nature of God and God’s provision, the role of suffering and the difference between faith and presumption.

The Shepherding or Discipleship Movement crossed Protestant and Catholic denominational lines between 1974 and 1987. Bob Mum-ford, Derek Prince, Don Basham and Charles Simpson began the movement by agreeing to be accountable to one another through covenant relationships. They taught that every Christian should come under the supervision of a “shepherd.” Shepherds also need shepherding, and a kind of pyramidal, top-down, managed life developed for many. At the tops of various pyramidal structures was the restored office of apostle, defined as a pastor with authority over others that ran beyond the local level. The commitment of most Catholics to episcopal leadership, which functions in a similar manner, brought ready acceptance of the idea among many lay Catholics within a number of charismatic communities.

4.2. Charismatic Movements Among Catholics. In 1964 Assemblies of God evangelist David Wilkerson wrote The Cross and the Switchblade, in which he told of his establishment of Teen Challenge and his success with inner city gangs. It was a message that crowds of new charismatics wanted to hear. In 1966 John Sherrill published Pentecostalism, the first major study on the Pentecostal Movement to appear in North America. Written during the Second Vatican Council, these books would have a profound effect upon Roman Catholics as the Council moved to make ecumenical participation a possibility for Roman Catholics.

In 1966 at Duquesne University in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, a number of Catholics began to read these books. They organized home Bible studies, talked with a few Pentecostals and Protestant charismatics, and prayed for renewal in the Holy Spirit within the Catholic Church. By early 1967, they had begun to speak in tongues. That year the renewal went public at a weekend retreat at Duquesne. It spread quickly among students and faculty members at Duquesne, to students and faculty at the University of Notre Dame and to Michigan State University. Around each of these schools, vital charismatic communities began to develop. Major conferences that attracted international attention were convened at the University of Notre Dame, and the Charismatic Renewal found a home in the Catholic Church that today numbers over 120 million participants.

Through the years, two schools of thought have emerged concerning baptism in the Spirit among members of the Catholic Charismatic Movement. One of these is best seen in the Malines Document I, published under the oversight of Léon-Joseph Cardinal Suenens of Belgium in 1974. Drawing on the experience of the early church, it argues that the Spirit was granted to Christians as part of the process of Christian initiation during which people asked for and received the Spirit, but also expected the Spirit to “demonstrate his power by the transformation he would effect in their lives” (McDonnell, 3.F.1). This demonstration of power was linked to the “full spectrum” of the Spirit’s charisms. Thus, Malines provided the doctrine of baptism in the Holy Spirit with a sacramental context in which baptism in the Spirit belongs to the church at its most basic foundational level, where it is linked to the fullness of Christian life.

In 1987 the Conference of German Bishops published an alternative interpretation in The Spirit Gives Life. They argued that Christians live under a continuous “sending forth” of the Spirit by the love of God. It is in this way that new experiences of the Spirit can be viewed as new outpourings of the Holy Spirit. Rather than limiting what is commonly viewed as baptism in the Spirit to Christian initiation and the sacraments of baptism, confirmation and Eucharist, it is placed in the category of a renewal, or a new sending forth of the Spirit. This view does not restrict to the sacraments God’s bestowal of grace or the plethora of charisms, but allows for the sovereign distribution of these things at any time, for the edification of the body of Christ (cf. 1 Cor 12:4-13; Eph 4:11-16).

As of 2008, the Catholic Church claims that more than 120,000,000 Catholics around the world have participated in or currently participate in the charismatic movement within the Church. That comes to one in ten Catholics worldwide, a number that dwarfs the membership of the largest Pentecostal denomination in the world.

4.3. Signs, Wonders and Apostles. Although the modern charismatic movement became part of the ongoing life of many historic churches, in the beginning many evangelicals shied away from it. “How could it be that the Holy Spirit was renewing those churches in these ways?” they wondered. The political liberalism, theological liberalism, radical hermeneutical methods and their ethical mores did not strike most evangelicals as being consistent with their own expressions of how the Christian life should be lived.

During the 1970s C. Peter Wagner began to study the factors that contributed to the growth of particular congregations. Since many of the growing congregations were Pentecostal or charismatic, his studies led to the conclusion that the reasons they were growing included the following: They relied upon (a) renewal in the Holy Spirit, (b) a willingness to accept the presence of signs and wonders, (c) a belief in the reality of the demonic and (d) a willingness to enter into intercessory fasting and prayer in order to make a difference in the Spiritual realm. His study, especially in Latin America, Africa and Asia, identified the importance of signs and wonders to the evangelistic efforts of these churches. Evangelicals who, ironically, believed in demon possession and argued for the need to exorcise demons were captivated by the role played by signs and wonders—including healings, miracles and exorcisms—when encountering the traditional strongholds of Satan. As a result, many evangelicals began to open up to the ongoing role of the Holy Spirit in *“spiritual warfare.”

As the idea caught hold among evangelicals, Wagner called it the “Third Wave” of the Spirit’s activity in the twentieth century (the first being classical Pentecostalism and the second being the charismatic movement in historic Christianity). Among the leaders of this newest “wave” was John Wimber. Wimber was able to catch the imagination of evangelicals as he formed what would become a loose fellowship of new and transformed congregations known as the Association of Vineyard Churches. The mid-70s onward became a time of renewal among Christians who came to anticipate signs and wonders taking place in their midst on a regular basis. One of the congregations in that association was the Toronto Vineyard, led by John Arnott. In the Toronto Vineyard, charismatic phenomena began to appear in what would soon be labeled the “Toronto Blessing.” While many people came, were “slain in the Spirit” and claimed life-changing encounters with God in the process, others wondered just how much of what took place was divinely initiated and what was merely human response. Sides were drawn, and ultimately, even Wimber chose to distance himself from the events at the Toronto Vineyard. Once again, the question of discernment is brought to the fore.

More recently Wagner has turned his attention to the megachurches, which have adopted a restorationist understanding of the church. He has employed the term “New Apostolic” to describe them, for many of them, like Wagner, now believe that the apostolic office (see Apostolicity, Contemporary), defined in ways similar to that taught by the leaders in the shepherding movement, was restored during the 1990s. While many highly visible leaders now claim such titles as “apostle” and “prophet,” theologians have not all agreed on the definitions being used. The quest by some leaders for more and undisputed power has left some churches open to exploitation by domineering figures who did not work well within earlier accountability structures. On a positive note this newest form for charismatic movement has the potential for bringing into fellowship under a single umbrella a variety of congregations and leaders who have until now been independent of all external authority.



5. The Globalization of Charismatic Movements.

 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, *globalization is an extremely important concept. While it is often used to describe the world of markets and economics on the one hand or political ideology on the other, the term is finding increasing currency in ecclesiological circles as well. In the history of Christianity there has never been a time when the church has been anywhere closer to being a global reality than it is today. While the Catholic Church clearly holds the claim that it is a truly global church by virtue that it may be found in virtually every country and is the world’s largest denomination, it is also the case that the charismatic movements run a close second. The difference lies largely in the fact that the charismatics are not limited to a single denomination, nor do they claim the uniformity that is so commonly acknowledged in the Catholic Church. But these charismatic movements hold much in common with the church as a whole, while emphasizing the work of the Holy Spirit in manifestations that many Christians have often denied. Like Catholics, they have taken seriously the various cultural contexts in which they have emerged, and very often they share a similar worldview.

5.1. Charismatic Movements in Latin America. Pentecostalism arrived in Latin America toward the beginning of the twentieth century almost exclusively through missionary activity from North America (see Missionary Movements). The earliest groups to arrive were among the so-called First Wave of Pentecostalism represented by the Christian Congregaçáo (Argentina and Brazil), and the Assembléia de Deus, which arrived in Brazil about 1910. They emphasized personal holiness and baptism in the Spirit with evidential tongues. The Second Wave included groups such as the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel, which was highly influenced in the 1950s and 60s by healing evangelists. Their emphasis centered on signs, wonders, miracles, healings and exorcism. The Third Wave began in the 1970s and 80s and includes such indigenous groups as the Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus or Universal Church of the Kingdom of God and the Deus es Amor or God is Love Pentecostal Church. While indigenous, these groups have been highly influenced by prosperity teachers from North America, most notably Kenneth Hagan.

Not all such groups began in Latin America as a direct result of missions originating from the United States of America. The Pentecostal Movement in Chile, for instance, has long claimed autochthonous origins. While no North American mission was directly involved in the origins of the Methodist Pentecostal Church of Chile and its offspring, impetus for the movement came through publications originating in England, the United States and India, and through personal testimonies from people at the Azusa Street Mission. It should also be noted that the definitions given to the various “wave” categories used to describe charismatic movements throughout Latin America differ considerably from the definitions used in North American and European literature.

Why charismatic movements have had so much success throughout Latin America may stem in large part from the fact that the Catholic Church has always embraced the supernatural, including the ongoing belief in signs, healings and miracles. It might even be argued that the Catholic Church provided the pre-evangelism necessary for people to move into Pentecostal/charismatic movements when they finally arrived in Latin America. When the Catholic Church’s commitments are placed alongside the theological and political realities in the region, with its inadequate numbers of priests, an unwillingness or inadequate ability to share leadership with members of the laity at all levels, inadequate discipleship training and frequent alignment with oppressive governments and land-owning aristocracies, it is not surprising that charismatic religious communities have been highly successful, especially among the poor. These communities seem to have provided support for families, opportunities for growth and leadership, discipleship in matters of faith, and hope for a brighter future that their members had not previously enjoyed.

5.2. Charismatic Movements in Africa. Pentecostalism arrived in Africa from the Azusa Street Mission in January 1907. It came first to Liberia, the Congo, Angola and, the following year, to South Africa. Almost immediately, new Pentecostal denominations from the United States, Canada, and Britain began to plant congregations. Much of the success of these groups came through *proselytism of existing Christians as well as *evangelism in those early years. Pentecostals were highly successful, in part, because their view of the world—including a belief in the invisible world of spirits, the relevance of *dreams and visions, and their expectation that signs and wonders were possible in the power of the Holy Spirit—paralleled much of the worldview already in place in Africa.

The 1950s saw Pentecostal revival emerge in East Africa, but few were prepared to anticipate the explosion of Christianity throughout Africa following the end of colonialism on that continent. In fact, many anticipated the end of Christianity as European domination came to an end. What came into being, however, were literally thousands of congregations that today are known as African Initiated or *African Independent Churches. While some of them have been described as messianic or nationalistic, most of them must be viewed as contemporary manifestations of charismatic religion. Many of them trace their origins to classical Pentecostal denominations in the region such as the Apostolic Faith Movement of South Africa or the Assemblies of God. Others trace their origins to the Catholic Apostolic Church founded by John Alexander Dowie in Zion, Illinois, USA. Thus literally hundreds of churches with names that include the designation “Apostolic” or “Zion” are part of a much larger charismatic movement that has swept the globe since 1950.

Just as has taken place in South America (notably Brazil and Argentina), many of the newer “charismatic” churches throughout Africa, but especially in South Africa and in West Africa (notably Ghana and Nigeria), have embraced the “prosperity” teaching that is so common among many independent charismatic teachers. Yet many of these churches have also been extremely active in providing social ministries of varying types, including feeding programs, providing basic education, and advanced help in computer, administrative, and communication skills. They are transforming entire communities with their outreach programs.

5.3. Charismatic Movements in Asia. Pentecostalism arrived in India at the beginning of the twentieth century in a series of closely connected events. Some will argue that it was first an indigenous movement among boys in north-eastern India. Others contend that it came as the result of a revival under the leadership of Pandita Ramabai in western India. Still others point to the early missionary activity that stemmed from the Azusa Street revival in Los Angeles in 1906. Whatever the case, the Pentecostal message took hold in India and today continues to grow rapidly. The largest Pentecostal denomination is the indigenous Indian Pentecostal Church.

The best known of Asian charismatic movements, however, lies in South Korea, most notably in the work of David (Paul) Yonggi Cho at the Yoido Full Gospel Church. While Korea had its own “Korean Pentecost” beginning in Pyongyang, North Korea, in 1907, and Pentecostal missionaries were present in Korea as early as 1928, it was the industrious Cho who built the most substantial Pentecostal work from a tent meeting that he held in Seoul in 1958. Working with a model of the church based upon Matthew 18:20 that begins at the local level and expands, Cho has built a church with nearly 800,000 members that meet in cell groups, early morning mountain prayer meetings, multiple Sunday services, outlying centers connected to a central pulpit by giant screen television, and periodically, enormous gatherings. Cho’s attempts to take the traditional Korean worldview seriously, from the demonic to *ancestors, have at times led to criticism that his work was syncretistic. In recent years, however, those criticisms have diminished greatly. Today it is difficult to separate classical Pentecostals in Korea from other Christians. The churches there have all been heavily impacted by the charismatic action of the Holy Spirit.

Perhaps the biggest surprise for the twenty-first century is what has been taking place in China in recent years. While no one knows how many Christians or even how many churches there are in China, it is widely believed that there are millions of believers and thousands of churches, most of which have never registered with the Chinese government. What is more, it is commonly believed that most of those unregistered churches manifest the kind of phenomena common in other charismatic movements throughout history—exorcisms, miracles, healings, speaking in tongues and the like.

Pentecostal missionaries arrived in China from the Azusa Street Mission in 1907. It soon became a popular destination for missionaries. Alongside the missionary works, however, were various indigenous charismatic groups such as the True Jesus Church. Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, much of what were Pentecostal churches have become parts of the unregistered “House Church” movement. And that movement has grown significantly, though estimates of their membership vary widely. These churches have been sustained in large part through the personal sacrifices of their members and leaders. They have also been helped through various programs available from abroad through radio and television.

5.4. Charismatic Movements and International Migration Patterns. In one sense it can be argued that the church around the world is awash with charismatic movements. There are few historic denominations that can claim exemption from their effects. Pentecostal churches around the world continue to expand. But newer charismatic movements that have been given birth around the world are now also expanding globally. Some of this expansion is taking place through planned missionary activity, such as the emergence of Korean Pentecostal congregations in Tokyo, Los Angeles and Lima. But more importantly, large numbers of charismatic congregations are being planted around the world through the unparalleled migration patterns that exist today. This has been the case for at least half a century in Great Britain, which has seen the growth and development of many Afro-Pentecostal congregations, many of them originating within the Caribbean region. It is not surprising to find congregations of churches such as the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God that originated in Brazil, or the Nigerian-born Church of the Lord—Aladura, or the Indian Pentecostal Church in cities such as Los Angeles, New York, Toronto, Amsterdam, London, Lisbon, Berlin, and even Kiev and Moscow. While many of them have been designed initially to minister to immigrants as they search for familiar social structures when they go abroad for work, they are also finding ways to expand and revitalize existing churches in the regions where they are being planted.



6. Conclusion.

 

Throughout the history of the church many charismatic movements have claimed that a genuine expression of the ancient apostolic faith gains meaning only when it is linked to ongoing apostolic life. It is not enough to believe; it is necessary also to live what is believed. This seems to be the perennial claim of most charismatic movements throughout history, and it is based upon the concern that the church must take its daily life as seriously as it does its daily faith. Charismatic movements have the potential of bringing new life and vitality to the church during periods of stagnation. The relationship between the majority church and these smaller renewal movements, however, is not always easily developed in an unthreatening manner. Theological issues that seem to emerge repeatedly have much to do with ecclesiological understandings, the nature of authority and the ongoing role of the Holy Spirit, who works through all believers to bring unity and vitality to the global church.
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CHILDREN AT RISK

 

The statistics of children at risk around the world portrays one of the most significant challenges facing churches and missions today. A biblical and theological understanding of children supports a holistic approach to children at risk.1. The Global Picture

2. Children and the Kingdom


 





1. The Global Picture.

 

Between 1960 and 2001, the human population doubled from 3 billion to 6.1 billion. The pace continues unchecked, with nearly a billion people added to the earth’s population in the last decade. In their analysis of the demographic impact of this growth, Himes and Olmo (2002) point out that “almost a third of the population is below age 15 in both Asia and Latin America, 30 and 32 percent respectively. Africa, with 43 percent of the population or 338 million young people under the age of 15, continues to be the youngest region.” Given the distribution of children, poverty and the ratio of children to adults are critical variables in our analysis.

In many countries of the world, including developed countries, thousands of children live on the streets. Valid statistics of the number of street children are elusive, with estimates varying from 100 to 150 million. The Latin American nonprofit organization Casa Alianza defines street children as “both market children (who work in the streets and markets of cities selling or begging, and live with their families) and homeless street children (who work, live and sleep in the streets, often lacking any contact with their families).” Both types of street children well characterize the overwhelming impact of poverty on families globally.

Complicating the problem is the increasing number of sexually active youth and vulnerable children. Recent studies related to the spread of AIDS identify lack of education as a major factor in early pregnancy, with the corollary of higher rates of infection. For example, “In a recent analysis of eight sub-Saharan African countries, women with eight or more years of schooling were up to 87% less likely to have sex before the age of 18 compared to women with no schooling” (Global Coalition on AIDS). Unfortunately one of the greatest inhibitors to educational opportunity is poverty. And for children on the street, education is generally inaccessible.

The HIV/AIDS pandemic, the plight of street children, and the commercial sexual exploitation of children are major risks facing children in the twenty-first century. Other major types of risk are war or other forms of violence, child labor, drug and substance abuse, oppressive institutions, and the ravages of poverty. While concern for children at risk is not new for Christians, the recent population trends and a growing awareness of the situations facing so many of the world’s children have rendered them among the most significant challenges facing churches and missions today.



2. Children and the Kingdom.

 

Seven key phrases, developed by a working group sponsored by Viva Network (2005), provide an overview of a kingdom approach to Christian responsibility to and for children. Beginning with the creation account in Genesis these themes follow the broad flow of redemptive history, specifically reflecting how children fit into the story. The role of family, while filled with ambiguities in Scripture, is also critical to our understanding as a central unit of society and foundational to the biblical framework. These statements must be seen not as independent variables but as making up an integrated whole.

2.1. God Creates Every Unique Person as a Child with Dignity. In the beginning God created all things, declaring them very good (Gen 1:31). Unique among creation, humankind was made by God in his image to be in relationship with him (Gen 1:26-27). Karl Barth observesthat humans have the special capacity to enter into a personal relationship, speak to God and make covenants with him (CD 3/1.183-87). By virtue of creation, humankind is male and female (Gen 1:27). As such, human beings are interdependent. The command “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28) is a natural consequence of this relational interdependence. Procreation, made possible by the physical bond between male and female, establishes an irrevocable link with the first two human beings. Because God created humankind in his image the link also carries the image from one generation to the next. As C. E. Gunton puts it, “To be in the image of God is therefore to be in necessary relation to others so made” (Gunton, 208). So in an important sense the presence of children helps define the nature of humanity.

Viewing children at risk through the lens of human dignity is a significant step toward a truly kingdom approach. Children who suffer the unspeakable trauma of sexual slavery on the streets at night have the same dignity of being as children who walk those streets on their way to school. And as repulsive as it sounds, so do those who commit such despicable sexual crimes. As Gunton observes, “At the very least, the human being, simply as created, is of the kind of being that a certain radical moral respect is due to every human person, however sunk in villainy and depravity” (Gunton, 204). No matter what the condition, humans are unique in creation. Those called to serve the God of creation must learn to look past the damage and see the dignity.

2.2. Children Need Parental Love in a Broken World. Immediately following the record of the creation of humankind, with its cultural mandate, we find the Fall (Gen 3). The heart-breaking account of the misuse of something designed for good is all too familiar to anyone who has worked with children. The account of the fall introduces a constant in our missiological reflection. The presence of *evil and *sin in all its manifestations not only impacts the context for mission to children at risk but permeates all of our responses. This fallen state of humankind stands in direct contrast to the call to be fruitful and multiply. As we have noted, the very design of procreation requires an intimate physical relationship, which unites two individuals in a bond that fosters parental love. As M. Bunge writes, “Parental love is, of course, multifaceted. It involves, not only feelings, but also particular attitudes, actions, and responsibilities” (Bunge, 15). Thankfully this bond is the norm in most contexts. Since sin impacts all human beings, however, this design for good too easily becomes a source of trauma and neglect for children. As a result, a major challenge is how to strengthen parents and the extended family to meet the wide range of needs of these children. Our mission to children at risk therefore recognizes that parents, either biological or adoptive, or other primary caregivers, need help in the form of empowerment in order to more fully supply the needed parental love.

Considering the plight of AIDS orphans the ramifications of the need for empowerment of parental love is staggering. In the case of a boy whose parents died from the disease the weight of providing the full range of parental love falls on the grandfather. This is possible while the elderly man remains healthy and can maintain the house left by the son. Without a reasonable income from any type of social security or insurance benefit, however, the house will soon become an unsustainable economic burden. To make matters worse, the aging grandfather will struggle to supply the necessary funds to ensure that the little boy attends school. As the boy enters the critical teen years the grandfather—if he is still alive—may be forced to send the boy out into the workforce. Given the pressures of a growing number of children facing the same conditions the marketplace cannot sustain this largely uneducated and unskilled workforce. The end result is that yet another orphan becomes a statistic in the ravages of the AIDS pandemic.

2.3. God Gives Children as a Gift to Welcome and Nurture. Often Scripture reminds us that children are a gift. For example, in Sarah’s rejoicing at the birth of Isaac, she marvels at the gift, “Who would ever have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age” (Gen 21:7). The psalmists remind us of the gift of children who are a heritage (Ps 127:3), like olive shoots (Ps 128:3), and that even in the womb, God knows the child (Ps 139:13-14). Taking a child and putting him before the disciples, Jesus calls on them to welcome children (Mt 18:5).

Scripture also provides clear instructions to nurture children as part of living as the people of God (Deut 4:9; 6:7; 11:19). In the Wisdom literature, children are to be trained in a proactive manner, which includes character (Prov 4:1), discipline (Prov 13:22, 24) and social responsibility (Prov 22:6). The relationship between parents and children is critical for family stability (Ex 20:12; Eph 6:2) and to be reciprocated by parents, specifically fathers (Eph 6:4; Col 3:21). As is common in many majority-world cultures, so in most cultures worldwide acceptance and nurture is not restricted to the biological parents (nuclear family) but is part of the extended family, including in the Jewish tradition: “Since the Israelite family was the focus of covenant membership, it had significant functions in the judicial realm . . . for the teaching of historical traditions and the requirements of the law (Deut 6) . . . the worship of the Lord . . . [and] the social and ethical duties of an Israelite family [which] extended beyond immediate kith and kin to embrace the needy in the wider community” (Wright, 342).

For children at risk the breakdown of the family unit has a debilitating effect. In the example of street children, the absence of family care exposes them to the harsh realities of the street rather than the nurture intended by God. Street kids learn to support themselves in any way possible, trained by others in the basic skills of survival, begging, stealing or selling anything available. For too many their primary commodity is their own body, which finds a ready market in the commercial sexual exploitation of children. In other cases, such as the Parking Boys of Nairobi, street kids escape their harsh reality through sniffing glue or other drugs and by surviving as gangs through petty crime and simple forms of extortion.

2.4. Society Has a God-Given Responsibility for the Well-Being of Children and Families. This apparently obvious statement articulates, at least in part, the extent of our missiological engagement as those who love justice (Mic 6:8). The manner in which this transformation must be pursued is again part of the revelation of the plan for the people of God. God calls Israel to hear, recite and remember their faith and to pass it on through the generations (Deut 6:4-9, 20-25). When the people of God left Egypt for the land God had promised, they were given the Torah, which set out the manner in which they were to live as God’s people. One particularly revealing statement of this covenant helps us to see God’s heart for the marginalized and alien: “For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing. You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Deut 10:17-19).

Given the deep love of God for the orphan and widow and all those who are marginalized, we begin to see an important aspect of the foundation of our missiological concern for children at risk. Our concern goes deeply into the plight of children at risk, caring for them because it is part of our care for Christ (Mk 9:37). Our Christian response requires support for appropriate policies and practice in the private and public sectors. For example, “Pressure from civil society, including churches, influenced the recent commitment made at the G8 Summit meeting in Scotland to universal access to treatment in 2010” (Stephenson, Luippold and Lorey, 16).

2.5. Children Are a Promise of Hope for Every Generation. The teaching of Jesus on the kingdom of God brings an eternal dimension to our temporal concerns for children. We can approach children as those who may receive the kingdom (Lk 18:16), with all that this opportunity means both in this age and the age to come. The eschatological hope brought by the gospel transcends the circumstances of this present age with a promise that we will be with Jesus in the kingdom, where “they will hunger no more, and thirst no more; . . . and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (Rev 7:16- 17). What a picture of hope for children left on the rubbish heaps of life, for the sex slave and the AIDS orphan, for the street child and the child of war!

The picture of children cared for by adults who provide tools and opportunities is a far cry from the experience of millions of children at risk. Stories from northern Uganda recounting the reign of terror at the hands of the brutal insurgent group known as the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) illustrate the challenge. Every evening an estimated 50,000 people make long journeys seeking refuge from the LRA in towns and regional centers where they are less likely to be victims of kidnapping and other atrocities. Journalist Kevin Sites reports, “In the past two decades the LRA are charged with abducting as many as 25,000 children and forcing them to join their ranks as soldiers, servants or even sex slaves. Of that number 7,500 have been girls, 1,000 returning to their families pregnant and forever stigmatized by their abductions” (Sites). What should be an emblem of hope has become a symbol of tragedy.

2.6. God Welcomes Children Fully into the Family of Faith. A theme that emerged from our study is that children should fully belong to the family of faith. Whether born into the family and confirmed as part of the covenant or born again through the witness of the gospel, every child who has faith in Christ is a member of the family of God. Along with other believers, children should find the local congregation a place that feels like home (Walls, 7). In the case of many children at risk, it must be a home unlike those they have known. Security replaces threat, stability replaces uncertainty, and hope for the future resides in the family of those adopted as children of God. For belonging to be realized the needs of children must be met in a relational manner that helps them to identify with this new family. When the church lives within the community as salt and light the impact of this transformation may take place; it can become in truth the family of God.

2.7. Children Are Essential to the Mission of God. As the people of God, we are called to the mission of God. As Arthur Glasser states, “In the New Testament the church will be called to mission locally and globally. This mission arises from Christ’s redemptive victory and his gathering of a ‘Kingdom community’ by the proclamation of the gospel in word and deed” (Glasser, 26). Christ made it clear that children are able to receive the kingdom of God (Mk 10:14) and are therefore able to be an active part of the kingdom community. One implication is that they too are able and, not surprisingly, often willing to embrace the Great Commission.

The progression of these seven statements not only builds the case for a holistic approach to children at risk but also underscores the fact that children who are part of the family of God receive the kingdom mandate. In the midst of the most horrific conditions the great need is for families to provide identity and security. The household with its structure and nurture becomes a critical focus for any long-term efforts to impact children. In the absence or dysfunction of the birth family the extended family of God becomes a central part of the mission of God. As we look at the nature of the trauma and the danger, a wonderful realization dawns on us. Throughout the world there are family members who know the customs and cultural context and can reach out with the love of God at the precise location of need. Evidence of this ability is clearly seen where the HIV/AIDS pandemic has devastated regions of sub-Saharan Africa (Foster).

The call to the church today is a call to wake up to this God-given responsibility before it is too late. In the words of Jesus, “Whoever welcomes this child in my name welcomes me” (Lk 9:48).

See also MISSIONS AND MISSIOLOGY; POVERTY; RELIEF AND DEVELOPMENT; YOUTH.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. Casa Alianza, Worldwide Statistics, “Exploitation of Children: A Worldwide Outrage” (September 2000) 1, available on the Hilton Foundation website, under “Casa Alianza Receives 2000 Hilton Prize,” www.hiltonfoundation.org/press/16-pdf3.pdf (accessed October 15, 2005); K. Barth,
Church Dogmatics, ed. G. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1957-1975); M. Bunge, “The Vocation of Parenting: A Biblically and Theologically Informed Perspective,” (unpublished paper, Cutting Edge Conference, September 26, 2005); G. Foster,
Study of the Response by Faith-Based Organizations to Orphans and Vulnerable Children (Preliminary Summary Report, UNICEF and the World Conference of Religions for Peace; New York: UNICEF, 2003); A. Glasser et al.,
Announcing the Kingdom: The Story of God’s Mission in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003); C. E. Gunton,
The Triune Creator (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); The Global Coalition on Women and AIDS,
Educate Girls—Fight AIDS, no. l, n.d.; J. Himes and A. Olmo, “Executive Summary: International Youth” (Washington, DC: Population Resource Center, 2002), available at <www.prcdc.org/summaries/intlyouth/intlyouth.html> (accessed April 20, 2004); G. E. Ladd,
The Presence of the Future (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974); K. Sites, “Night Flight,” October 17, 2005, <hotzone.yahoo.com/b/hotzone/blogs1217> (accessed October 19, 2005); P. Stephenson, B. Luippold and M. Lorey, “HIV/AIDS: Care for Orphans and Vulnerable Children,” Theology News & Notes, Fall 2005 (Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA) 16; A. F. Walls,
The Missionary Movement in Christian History: Studies in the Transmission of Faith (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1996); C. J. H. Wright,
Old Testament Ethics for the People of God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004); Viva Network, “Biblical Framework” (available on the webite for “Raising the Standard, Cutting Edge 2005” Conference, September 25-28, 2005, Cirencester, UK, <www.viva.org/?page id=284>).

C. D. McConnell





CHINESE RELIGIONS

 

The meaning and function of religion in Chinese understanding is quite distinct from that of the Christians who emphasize humankind’s reconciliation with God through the sacrificial death of the incarnated Christ. To the Chinese, a religious person is one who seeks to attain mental and bodily wellness (an-shen) so that one can meet his or her destiny and fate with inner peace and security (li-ming). This pragmatic approach has provided the soil for numerous varieties of religious traditions to grow throughout the past 3,500 years in Chinese history.

1. Religions as Philosophies of Life: The Three Religious Traditions

2. Diffused Religions as Popular Beliefs

3. Religion as Covenantal Relationship with God, or Ways to the Wellness of Self


 


1. Religions as Philosophies of Life: The Three Religious Traditions.

 

Chinese religious traditions can be classified in accordance with the typology of belief in the supreme being. While primitive or folk religions believe in superhuman deities, the three great religious traditions (known as the “Three Teachings” [san-jiao], namely, Confucianism, Daoism and *Buddhism) are systems of philosophy of life which seek to ground the pursuit of self-transcendence upon ultimate metaphysical entities. Owing to this philosophical orientation, it is not surprising to find that the ultimate realities in these beliefs—whether it is the Heaven (tian) and the Principle (li) of Confucianism, the Way (dao) of Daoism, or the Buddha Nature (fo-xing) of Chinese Buddhism— are understood as transpersonal in providing an ontological ground for interpretation and practice in life (this present life and the life after).

1.1. Confucianism as Religious Humanism. The question whether Confucianism is a religion has created considerable debates among scholars because its founder, Confucius, was a this-worldly philosopher and educator who did not seem to believe in a supernatural realm. The major doctrines of Confucianism concern moral self-cultivation and development of virtuous human relationships. Nevertheless, if we were to consider the word religion in Chinese to be zong-jiao, which means “to follow the teachings (jiao) of one’s ancestral heritage (zong),” then believing in personal deities would not be regarded as essential in Chinese religious culture. From the time when the empire selected it to be the official ideology of the nation in the second century BC, Confucianism has been serving the social and political functions of a state religion with its system of rituals, the worship of Heaven represented by the emperor, and mandates of ancestral worship. Therefore, it is fair to say that Confucianism is a system of moral teaching that is open to religious values in regard to life’s meaning and order in society.

1.2. The Daoist Way of Naturalism and Freedom. Daoism as a philosophy of life initially emerged from the text named Dao-de-jing (Classic of the Way and Its Power) by the alleged author, Laozi, and was further developed in another text called Zhuangzi in the fourth century BC. The Daoist champions a lifestyle of nonartificiality and therefore pursues absolute harmony with one’s authentic self and Nature. This is regarded as the only way that one can actualize union with the ultimate Principle of the cosmos and human life known as “the Way” (dao). To this end, one has to let go of his or her desire by practicing quiet-sitting or maintaining a high level of self-awareness until one finds peace and inner freedom in this world of changes. Springing from the foundation of Daoist philosophy, a new religious movement, also called “Daoism” by its practitioners, emerged in the second century AD. This esoteric religious sect of Daoism rapidly became a popular religion with its own priests, rituals and scriptures. Believers of this Daoist religion (dao-jiao), as distinguished from Daoist philosophy (dao-jia), worship Celestial Masters, practice divination and pursue immortality through experimentation with alchemy.

1.3. Self-transcendent Experiences in Chinese Buddhism. Buddhism from India was introduced to China in the first century AD along the silk route, which established the first contacts between East and West. Thousands of Buddhist scriptures were then translated in the following few hundred years while indigenous versions of Chinese Buddhism flourished since the Tang Dynasty in the seventh century AD. Chinese Buddhist schools, deeply embedded in philosophical arguments, bear a pragmatic orientation, which seek personal salvation from the bondage of human desires through meditation and cognitive enlightenment. According to the two great schools of Chinese Buddhism, the Lotus School (Tian-tai sect) and the Flower Garland School (Hua-yen sect), enlightenment means a breakthrough in one’s perception of life and reality. The way we look at life depends on the perspective (guan) that we take. Life seems so miserable, regrettable or hopeless when we look at it with “tunnel vision.” But when we open our mind and view life from different perspectives or a higher perspective, the world is full of beauty and wonders and life becomes worthy of living again. While the Lotus School teaches “fixed mind meditation” (zhi-guan) in order to transcend and reconcile all contradictions in life (i.e., allowing for different perspectives), the Flower Garland School’s “meditation of dharmadhâtu” (fajie-guan) champions a perspective of totality which embraces all in one (from a higher perspective). The third major school in Chinese Buddhist tradition is the Chan sect (Zen Buddhism, in Japanese). Chan Buddhists aim to attain the supreme stage of continual alertness of “no-mindedness” (i.e., a nonattached mind) in ordinary daily activities. The awareness of self-transcendence is awakened by unexpected tests (in unexpected moments and unexpected ways) from his or her Zen Master. To this end, these mind-awakening exercises then lead to enlightenment, which is an ultimate transformation of human consciousness.



2. Diffused Religions as Popular Beliefs.

 

Religions in Chinese society, like any of the world civilizations, are not limited to philosophical endeavors to make sense of the world and human life. Sociologist C. K. Yang distinguished two types of religious groups in Chinese society: “institutional religion” and “diffused religion.” “Institutional religion” corresponds to the three great religious traditions mentioned above. “Diffused religions” are those religious beliefs and practices, with their theologies, cults and personnel, that are “so intimately diffused into one or more secular social institutions that they become a part of the concepts, rituals, and structure of the latter, thus having no significant independent existence” (Yang, 295) However, we may classify these diffused Chinese popular folk religions once again with respect to the typology of belief in the supreme being (i.e., personal deities or impersonal superhuman powers).

2.1. Beliefs in Impersonal Superhuman Powers. Chinese believe in a variety of powers (forces) which dominate and even control human destiny (both individual and national). These forces can be categorized with reference to their sources: the sky, the earth and the inborn characteristics of one’s own body.

2.1.1. Forces from Celestial Bodies. The Chinese zodiac assigns each year a governing animal in a twelve-year cycle. The twelve animals are consecutively rat, ox, tiger, hare, dragon, snake, horse, goat, monkey, rooster, dog and pig. In conjunction with additional factors from the month, the date and hour of birth, individual characteristics of the animal govern the personalities and fortunes of people who were born in the corresponding year. Later in its development, configurations and positions of as many as 115 stars were included in the construction of a sophisticated system, which claims to foretell many essential aspects of one’s life, including health, vocation, wealth, marriage, family members and the like.

2.1.2. Forces from the Earth. Geomancy (fengshui) as a form of Chinese divination is a popular practice that works with an astrological compass to select sites of habitations for the dead (i.e., graves) as well as for the living (e.g., locations and orientations of buildings or homes). The principle of geomancy is rooted in the belief that the earth was shaped by the currents of vital breath (qi) left behind by a flying dragon across the sky. Locations that capture the currents will benefit from the vital energy and thus bring good fortune, prosperity and health.

2.1.3. Palmistry and Physiognomy. Adherents of Chinese palm reading and face reading believe that the shapes of hands and fingers, lines on the palm, as well as facial features (e.g., forehead, eyelashes, eye shape, nose, lips, ear lobes, cheek bones, etc.) constitute information revealing a person’s personality and future destiny. The origin of these beliefs can be traced back to the primitive experiences of holding hands for intimacy and reading facial expressions to detect feelings and thoughts. However, when the reading of palms and faces was further developed to associate with and be classified according to the five cardinal elements of nature (i.e., water, wood, fire, metal and earth), such a typology (e.g., water hand, fire face, etc.) definitely has evolved into a sophisticated religious system of divination beyond the experience of interpersonal communication.

2.2. Beliefs in Personal Deities or Ghosts. Entities that are worshiped or venerated can be labeled heavenly immortals and masters. Chinese religions are mostly pragmatic and syncretistic in their outlook. Therefore it is not surprising that most deities worshiped in Chinese popular religions are the ones bringing good fortune and happiness (e.g., the Eight Immortals in Daoist religion), granting wishes (e.g., the goddess of compassion [guan-yin] originating in Buddhism) or protecting believers from danger (e.g., domestic deities like the “kitchen god” and “earth god”). Daniel Overmyer aptly observed that “most gods of popular religion are deified humans, venerated for their courage, strength or compassion”(Overmyer, 67) As a matter of fact, Chinese popular religion does not make a sharp distinction between gods and humans; humans are potentially divine, and gods often take on a human form. Nor are there sharp distinctions between different traditions (i.e., Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism). It is not uncommon to find in a Daoist temple statues of Daoist immortals and gods next to a statue of Guan-yin (from popular Buddhism) and a statue of the deified Guan-gong (an ancient general who represents the spirit of courage and righteousness in the Confucian tradition).

Beliefs also include evil spirits, ghosts and life after death. Understanding of life and death in Chinese religions, especially under the influence of religious Daoism, is quite different from that of the West. According to Daoist theory, qi (vital breath, vital energy) is the origin of human life. When a baby is born, his or her body inherits the fullness of primal vital energy (yuan-qi) from Heaven and Earth. However, qi in the body diminishes gradually as one ages. When qi eventually dissipates entirely from the body, the person dies. Therefore, in order to obtain longevity, one may practice qi-gong (yoga-like practice of deep breathing exercise) to solidify and congeal qi in his or her body to delay its dissipation. On the other hand, if a person’s death is untimely (caused by accident or murder, for example), his or her qi will be trapped in the body. This unreleased vital force in the body will then keep the spirit active and restless until it is properly cared for. That is why it is believed that untimely or violent death brings about wandering and harmful ghosts. In order to shield a household from evil influences, a Daoist priest would be invited to write talismans (fu) and, at times, perform incantations (zhou) to call upon the heavenly deities to expel demonic forces. Proper funeral ceremony is also essential because on the one hand it demonstrates the virtue of filial piety and on the other hand it comforts the soul of the dead and lays it to eternal rest.



3. Religion as Covenantal Relationship with God, or Ways to the Wellness of Self

 

To the Chinese, as seen above, human life is surrounded by spirits good or bad, forces seen and unseen. Despite the various forms of beliefs, Chinese religions share the characteristics of pragmatism, syncretism and moralism. In contrast with the Christian understanding of God as a personal, infinite being, Chinese religions understand ultimate realities as vital forces or anthropomorphic deities, or philosophically, as the ground of being. Such dissimilarity also leads to different modes of religious experience. The Christian mode of experience is a person-to-person encounter as God seeks to enter into a covenantal relationship with humankind. On the other hand, Chinese religions focus on the attainment of wellness in life.

3.1. Exclusivism or Inclusivism? Chinese usually take offense at the Christian claims that Christianity is the only true religion and Jesus Christ is the only way to salvation. Such a reaction is understandable from the perspective of Chinese pragmatism. They consider religion a way to obtain mental and bodily wellness in life and, accordingly, it would be unjustifiable for any religion to claim that it is the only way to achieve this end. Since most religions, functionally speaking, offer their adherents inner peace and meaning in life, there should be no exclusivism. However, if we were to follow the Christian understanding that religious faith means a covenantal and personal relationship between God and humankind, the dyadic relationship would call for a condition of mutual acceptance from both parties. It is therefore legitimate for God to propose his own terms for reconciliation through Jesus Christ alone. There is no other way and by no other name can humankind be accepted and reconciled with him.

3.2. Justification by Faith or Justification by Good Deeds? To Christians, the doctrine of *justification by faith manifests God’s gracious love for humankind. However, morally accountable Chinese sincerely believe that good deeds should be rewarded accordingly. They would find it utterly unacceptable and immoral for a person to be punished eternally in *hell for refraining from believing in God despite dedicated efforts to live a virtuous life. Furthermore, if “justification by faith” means that a serial killer deciding to turn to God before his execution will be granted eternal joy in *heaven, that, to the Chinese, demonstrates God’s sheer injustice. This charge can be answered by distinguishing covenantal judgment from moral judgment.

The Chinese perception of heaven and hell from a moral point of view (reward and punishment), in fact approximates more closely a Buddhist understanding than a Christian one. From a Christian covenantal point of view, heaven and hell as eternal destinies of humankind are understood to be the natural consequences of an individual’s choice in his or her lifetime. When a person chooses not to relate to God, his or her eternal destiny will also be naturally without God. This final state of humankind is called “hell” in Christian faith. Hell is the eternal state without the presence of God. If all goodness comes from God, then the state without God is definitely the worst possible existence in which there is nothing but suffering. Suffering in hell does not come from God’s retributive punishment. It is unrelated to one’s moral accomplishment in life. A virtuous person who has chosen to alienate him- or herself from God will end up in hell still. Christianity values morality immensely. Nevertheless, heaven cannot be traded for with good deeds but only belongs to those who decide to enter.

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; BUDDHISM; CHINESE THEOLOGY.
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CHINESE THEOLOGY

 

Christianity has long been in China, from the Nestorians during the Tang Dynasty to Matteo Ricci and the Jesuits in the late Ming, to the Protestant missionaries in the nineteenth century. But if theology is understood as an independent, indigenous articulation of the Christian faith in response to one’s environment and context, then Chinese Protestant theology qua theology took shape only in the early twentieth century. With the publication of the Chinese Union Version (heheben) and its widespread use in churches and school curricula, Chinese thinkers for the first time had a text—a Christian classic—of their own that matched traditional classics in the Confucian tradition. They no longer needed to be beholden to *missionaries and Western teachings for inspiration but could now develop their own thoughts in response to the urgent needs of China in their days.1. The Problem

2. Emergence of the Three Self Patriotic Movement

3. Academic Theology of the 1990s

4. Diaspora Contextual Theology

5. Conclusion


 





1. The Problem.

 

During the chaotic times of the May Fourth Period (c. 1919-1937), when the church was criticized for its irrelevance and foreignness, socially minded thinkers were forced to respond with an indigenized Chinese theology. Their *hermeneutics had to satisfy two concerns at once: it would need to be Chinese enough to address the national crises of foreign aggression and socio-economic ills, and it would have to be biblical enough to sustain a Christian movement that had taken a foothold in the social and intellectual life of the county. These concerns came to center around the question of soteriology.

Confucian perfectionism begins with the cultivation of the human self but ends with a total transformation of the cosmos. Underlying this vision are two assumptions: First, human nature is the necessary and sufficient ground for perfection. Perfection cannot be imputed from without but must be cultivated through self-effort. Second, every person is integrated into a network of relationships, so that perfecting oneself entails perfecting others, starting with those immediate and continuing with those farther removed. For Protestant Christians, on the other hand, justification can only be a free gift that pronounces the undeserved sinner righteous. Righteousness or justification is sharply distinguished from sanctification, faith-righteousness cannot be work-righteousness, and religion is different from ethics. Contrary to Confucian self-perfection, Christian salvation focuses on the action of God and is based on what God has done beside and for us. How then does a project that insists on salvation by accepting the free grace of God relate to the Confucian anthropocosmic vision of social and cosmic transformation through self-effort? This question continues to shape Chinese theology to this day.

A popular strategy among Protestants during the May Fourth Period in the early 1920s was “national salvation by character” (renge jiuguo lun). Just as Jesus developed his character through prayer and virtuous living, so we could emulate this example. The common assumption was that character building was the prerequisite for national salvation. One of the most prominent proponents of this theory was the early Zhao Zichen, who in his 1935 Life of Jesus attempted a nonapocalyptic interpretation of Jesus. The rejection of apocalypticism was important to Zhao because his mechanical view of the end time was inimical to his understanding of Jesus’ self-sacrifice. Instead, he suggested that Jesus took on the task of developing his character and saw his own death as fulfillment of the Suffering Servant for the sake of Israel, indeed for the world.

Zhao’s thesis was developed one step further by his senior colleague Wu Leichuan, who proposed a Confucian-socialist synthesis based on the character of Jesus. Taking the Confucian view that righteousness (yi, the term used to translate dikaiosynē in the Chinese Bible) could never be given but must be cultivated through self-effort, Wu rejected Jesus’ divinity. For Jesus to be an effective model of moral rectitude, he must have exerted himself in cultivation until he was able to achieve his “exalted character” (weida de renge).

Zhao saw the danger in Wu’s as well as his own approach to the human character of Jesus, since it would collapse the Christian faith into Confucianism. “If there is no difference between the two,” he plaintively asked, “why do we need Christianity?” His own answer was a personal one: He believed in the importance of Christianity because of his experience of the “Spirit of Christ.” As his poems and diaries make abundantly clear, Zhao was at heart a mystic. He claimed to have been enlightened while meditating on Paul in a Japanese prison, though his actual transformation might have been less dramatic. Drawing on Paul’s conversion experience, Zhao suggested that the foundation for ethics lies with a divine-human synergy. We live as Christ lives in us and Christ lives as we live, resulting in the Spirit functioning in us as an ethical power for the cultivation of virtue. Thereupon we continue to develop our character until we can bring peace and prosperity to country and cosmos. On a Christian foundation Zhao erected a Confucian edifice.

During the same period, several grassroots movements arose in reaction to the mainline churches. Three indigenous sectarian groups were especially prominent: the True Jesus Church, the Little Flock and the Jesus Family. All three claimed to be concerned with reforming the corrupt church; all three advocated charismatic inspiration as a viable locus of authority; all three elevated the Bible above all else; and all three stressed personal morals to the exclusion of social involvement. Founder of the Little Flock, Ni Tuosheng (Watchman Nee), for example, used John Nelson Darby’s dispensationalism to dismiss churches of all ages and argued for restoring the church to its pristine apostolic past. Given the social and political problems of the day, their singular focus on personal morals and doctrinal purity might smack of retreatism; but judged by their enormous success, these movements must have filled a social need at the time, of which mainline churches were unaware.



2. Emergence of the Three Self Patriotic Movement.

 

There are hints that Zhao Zichen had started to develop a theology of the church to address the deteriorating conditions of China during the civil war, but his subsequent distance from the new leadership after the war prevented him from completing this. The Three Self Patriotic Movement was founded in the early 1950s on the principles of self-governance, self-sustenance and self-propagation. Ecclesiastically, it was designed as a movement to unify all Protestant denominations; politically, it was designed to sever the church’s ties to the West. The founder of the movement was Wu Yaozong (Y. T. Wu), who already in the 1930s had abandoned individual salvation in favor of a social gospel. The divinity of Jesus must be abandoned, he argued, because it was his human nature that bound him to the masses struggling to find equality and justice. For him, therefore, the goal of the church’s mission must be the betterment of society and nation. National salvation was to him more important than personal salvation. After 1949, when China finally won independence and self-determination, the movement asserted that the church too must become self-sufficient and enter into a closer cooperation with the government.

Today, the leader of the movement, Bishop Ding Guangxun (K. H. Ting), continues the founder’s spirit. Arguing against what he perceives to be an antisocial, sectarian tendency to elevate personal salvation above ethics, Ding counters with a moral message. “The gospel of Christ includes the renewal of this world, bringing it into line with the beautiful plan of the God who created it through Christ. This requires the church to announce a moral message, a message of service to people” (35). His theological basis is a complementary view of creation and redemption. The two do not oppose each other but belong to the same plan, for Christ himself is at once the head of creation and the head of the church. So there should be no hard distinction between the created and the redeemed, between those outside the church and those inside. “Righteousness by faith” (yin xin cheng yi), a Protestant dictum that has troubled generations of Chinese thinkers, should be replaced by “righteousness by love.” Echoing Zhao Zichen, Ding blames the tendency to see “faith” as an automatic trigger for “righteousness,” as if it were an impersonal price paid in exchange for a personal virtue. This misunderstanding is the reason for the church’s indifference towards ethics. Here, even though Ding does not consciously use Confucian moralism to make his point and even though he is speaking primarily in an ecclesiastical context, his controlling Problematik is the same as his May Fourth predecessors: How does one reconcile salvation by grace with social and cosmic transformation through self-effort?



3. Academic Theology of the 1990s.

 

Coupled with the rise of the so-called Christianity fever in China, a number of academics became attracted to Christianity in the nineties and set for themselves an ambitious program of rethinking Chinese culture using Christian theology. The pioneer was Liu Xiaofeng, a philosopher turned Christian thinker. In a series of highly influential writings, Liu introduced to the Chinese public prominent Christian theologians and urged them to use them as resources for reforming Chinese culture. The national mood was ripe for reform. Traditional Confucianism after the iconoclastic May Fourth and Cultural Revolution had lost its appeal, and Marxism was losing its grip on the imagination of intellectuals. So Liu proposed a Christian theology in their place.

The self-styled “cultural Christians” were mostly unconnected to organized churches. They found their way into Christian theology through reading the Christian classics. The object of their interests was not the church or Christianity either; it was Chinese culture. Christian theology was used for its utilitarian expediency. Thus unencumbered by the traditional topoi of the West, their works could at once be imaginative and idiosyncratic. One of their enduring contributions was hanyu shenxue, literally, “theology of the Han language,” but normally translated as “Sino-Christian theology.” They wanted to do theology using their mother tongue, which meant the academic language of the Chinese intellectuals.

By insisting on using Chinese to do theology, the movement has instilled pride in their own language and confidence in its capacity to bear the weight of a new theological tradition—no mean feat. Under the banner of Sino-Christian theology, it has inspired enormous energy and produced prodigious results. Numerous journals, countless books and articles, major dictionaries and encyclopedias, conferences and international collaborations, not to mention a new generation of young scholars have appeared in a mere decade and a half.

But a danger must be avoided if the movement is to continue its rigor. In the history of Christian theology, creative moments often came when Christianity entered a new culture and acquired a new language. To its credit, Sino-Christian theology not only does not ignore traditional theology of the West, it makes translating Western classics one of its major goals. Its voluminous output attests to that seriousness. But will a program that elevates its own language above all others succumb to the temptation of reifying its own cultural uniqueness? Indeed, one of the stated goals of the movement is to use Chinese to unify all ethnic Chinese around the world. By essentializing Mandarin, the de facto lingua sinica, the call ignores the consensus among linguists that Chinese is not one language but a system of languages. It also leads one author to conclude that second- or third-generation English-speaking ethnic Chinese in the West are in fact not “Chinese.”



4. Diaspora Contextual Theology.

 

Representatives surveyed here write mostly in English, though all are bilingual and have published in Chinese. All live outside Mainland China and received a Western education. None writes self-consciously as a citizen of China, but none would hesitate to identify himself or herself as ethnically Chinese or to use Chinese symbols and resources. As contextual theologians, they take seriously their diasporized context, be it Asia or the West. If there is any commonality they all share, it is their willingness to privilege the Asian context, with its rich and diverse cultures and religions, long histories, experiences of colonialism and capitalism, as hermeneutical starting point for reading the Bible.

The patriarch of the group is C.-S. Song, who for more than four decades has been one of the most prolific writers in the theological world. Even though he left his native Taiwan some years ago and today lives in the West, his signature method is to use stories, legends and myths already present among the peoples of Asia as resource for theology. In Third-Eye Theology, Song calls for a new way of perceiving reality. While the West is preoccupied with logocentrism, the *Buddhist way relies on intuition, satori, to penetrate into the depths of reality that is beclouded by dualistic thinking. Once we open this “third eye,” we would realize that God has been aching to be reunited with the world. This “aching love” (tong ai in Chinese) moved God to create the world when the groaning of chaos was heard. Thus, love is the start of creation, and creation is the beginning of redemption.

Like Ding, Song argues against the Western tendency to overprivilege redemption, which is born of pain and suffering. Taking Jürgen Moltmann’s notion of “the crucified God” as starting point, Song suggests that a God who suffers—not for humanity but with humanity—on the cross repudiates all forms of triumphalism, which has for centuries been the trademark of Western missions, and endorses redemption as identification with the suffering humanity. But the crucifixion of Jesus is not the final word; his resurrection raises hope. The resurrection shows that God is a political God who sides with the lowly, the powerless, the oppressed. The cross incites not revolution but a critique of tyrannical powers by calling them to repentance. Song calls this “transposition of power.”

Archie C. C. Lee, an Asian biblical scholar living in Hong Kong, proposes a “cross-textual” interpretation of the Bible. Given the vast classical and textual resources available in Asia, Asian Christians should treat these as seriously as they do the Bible. The aim of cross-textual studies is not abstract comparison but integrated self-identity. For far too long Asian Christians have been torn between the Christian Bible and their native classics, often subordinating the latter to the former. Unless they can bring these two texts into mutual question and illumination, they will forever remain torn between the worlds the texts define. Only by this “cross-textual” reading of biblical and Asian texts could readers transcend their narrow perspective of one text and expand its horizons by absorbing the perspective of another.

Another Hong Kong Chinese now living in the United States, Kwok Pui-lan deals with the same hermeneutical challenges of reading the Bible in a richly textual culture like Asia and comes to a similar conclusion. Viewing the Bible through Asian eyes that have seen a multiplicity of religious texts, its truth claims and sacrality cannot but appear narrow and Eurocentric. The Bible must therefore be rediscovered through the lived experiences of the Asian peoples, as they are informed by centuries of indigenous traditions and conditioned by the recent history of colonialism and exploitation. What distinguishes Kwok from Lee is, of course, that she privileges her *feminist critical principle with which she interrogates the biblical text for patriarchalism as an Asian feminist. This means acquiring the proper tools to discern the deep hermeneutics operating among Asian women readers, which is not linear, abstract or one-dimensional, but intuitive, imaginative and associational. To that end, Asian theologians should reject the sacrality of the text, question the supposed objectivity of Western biblical scholarship, and begin constructing new interpretive models that are based on the cultures, histories and struggles of the Asian peoples. The result is a multifaith, multivoiced hermeneutic that invites readers to discover for themselves different meanings in different settings. (See also Asian American Theologies.)



5. Conclusion.

 

Chinese theologies are as diverse as the different contexts and times in which the writers find themselves. Whether they are situated in China or the diaspora, and in whatever historical circumstance they find themselves, their historical and sociopolitical location exerted and continues to exert a powerful influence on their thinking. Nevertheless, these writers do share common traits. First, they all deal with the textuality of Chinese theology. Even those who decentralize and desacralize the Bible take it as starting point. Even constructive approaches do so on the basis of the Bible. Second, there is an unspoken assumption of an ethical or moral dimension to reading. Studying the text for its own sake—or as articulated in the West, “for the pleasure of God”—seems not to be seriously entertained. This may be evidence of the continual appeal of classical China to the sensibility of Christian thinkers. Finally, even though no one defines what Chinese culture is, or for that matter what culture is, everyone appears to know what it is. This too bespeaks stability in cultural assumptions among Chinese theologians.

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; CHINESE RELIGIONS; JAPANESE THEOLOGY; KOREAN THEOLOGY.
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CHRISTIAN SOCIALISM

 

Christian socialism arose in the nineteenth century as a positive theological response to the socialist movement. It did not represent among its most profound thinkers a mere sanctified version of socialism, as the terms might suggest, but rather an attempt to theologically reflect on the challenges of the industrial era using features of the socialist vision and project. The movement inspired the rise of such organizations as the League of Religious Socialists. The chief theologians of the movement were originally F. D. Maurice in England and Christoph Blumhardt in Germany. Both were dissatisfied with the isolation of the churches from the struggles in society for social justice and democratization, with individualistic piety and with what could be termed “cheap grace.” Both were inspired by the universal and social implications of the *kingdom-of-God metaphor in Scripture, which seemed to them to make Christ relevant to all of humanity. They both deplored party politics and saw in socialism a possible tool in the secular realization of the kingdom of God on earth. Neither were socialist philosophers; their engagement with socialism involved something akin to finding social analogues (or even realizations) of spiritual values of the kingdom of God. This impulse allowed them both to rise above the implicit chauvanism of some of their Christain socialist colleagues. That which was absolute was the kingdom of God and not socialism (however this term is defined).

Maurice exercised a profound influence on H. Richard Niebuhr, who climaxed his classic, Christ and Culture, by noting that in Maurice the conversionist ideal of a new world through the gospel “is more clearly expressed than in any other thinker” (Niebuhr, 229). Blumhardt exercised a significant influence on the social theologies of Karl Barth (see Barthianism), Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Paul Tillich, Harvey Cox and Jürgen Moltmann (Macchia). The dialogues with twentieth-century socialist thinkers by European theologians, such as Moltmann and the Czech theologian Jan Milič Lochman were inspired in part by Blumhardt’s legacy. Moltmann noted, “Christoph Blumhardt . . . took the practical step away from religion to the kingdom of God, away from the church to the world” (Moltmann, 287). Lochman noted further that socialist societies dealt a helpful blow to the Constantinian wedding of church and state. Christians in socialist societies were free to develop a liberating view of the gospel not bound by the power interests of a culture Christianity. On the other hand, the absolute future of the kingdom of God relativizes socialist goals for history, as helpful as these goals may be in the temporal realm (Lochman). In addition, socialist theologian Dorothea Sölle saw in *liberation theology’s use of a Marxist hermeneutic a way of freeing theology from the “masochistic” tendency to merely find meaning in suffering rather than seeking to change the conditions of injustice that perpetuate it (Sölle). Rather than a dialogue with the intellectual challenges of *Enlightenment rationalism, liberation theology focused on changing the world in favor of those dehumanized by injustice and oppression.

How socialism will continue to help theology in relation to such complex realities as multinational corporations and *globalization remains to be seen. Such guidance is welcomed so long as the kingdom of God as depicted in Scripture becomes the ultimate standard of discernment.

See also CULTURE AND SOCIETY; SOCIAL GOSPEL, THE.
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CHRISTOLOGY

 

Christology, or the doctrine of Christ, is a central consideration of Christian theology. The affirmations and definitions of Christ’s humanity and deity have occupied the attention of theologians from the earliest centuries of the church’s establishment and growth. Any consideration of Christology in today’s global context must be anchored in an understanding of the creedal traditions of the church. More recently, beginning with the twentieth century in particular, a diversity of Christologies has arisen in the contexts of the post-Enlightenment West and in the flourishing independent movements of Africa, Asia and Latin America.1. Method in Christology

2. The Growth of Christological Traditions

3. Twentieth-Century Christology in the West

4. The New Contextual Christologies: Liberation and Inculturation


 





1. Method in Christology.

 

From the beginning of Christian theology there arose a variety of interpretations of who Christ is, as evidenced in the four Gospels of the New Testament. What binds them together is the core conviction that something crucial has happened in the person of this One whom all Christians confess as the Lord and Savior. Since the *Enlightenment two approaches or methods have competed in Christology, one done “From Above” and the other “From Below.” The former begins with the confession of faith in the deity of Christ as expressed in the New Testament, and the latter begins by inquiring into the historical basis of the belief in Christ in order to decide whether the New Testament and early creedal traditions are in keeping with the history of Jesus. Understandably, From Above was the dominant orientation of the earliest centuries as there was no question about the historical reliability of the Gospel records. The From Above method has also had its proponents in the twentieth century albeit for different reasons. Neo-orthodox theologians (K. Barth and E. Brunner) largely dismissed the question of the historical basis and concentrated on the theological meaning. For the liberal New Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann, similarly, the question of a historical basis was totally irrelevant in his desire to highlight the existential implications of New Testament statements.

Nevertheless, the main orientation of Christology since the time of the Enlightenment has been From Below. Everything about the agenda of the Quest of the Historical Jesus was an attempt to go beyond the biblical authors’ confession and ascertain their historical validity. As a result, “Jesusologies” rather than Christologies arose, the main aim of which was to focus on the human person Jesus rather than on the divine Christ confessed by the early church. Contemporary theologians such as Wolfhardt Pannenberg have advocated a rigorous From Below approach, yet with openness to the conclusion that Jesus is Christ as a possible result of the historical study. For Pannenberg, the task of Christology is to offer rational and historical support for the belief in the deity of Jesus.

In the final analysis, one may not need to choose between these approaches. Both are needed even if in the post-Enlightenment milieu one starts From Below. The basic problem of From Above is the foundation of faith: How do we know we believe in the right Christ? What about figures making similar claims? The basic problem with From Below is that faith might be dependent on the changing results of historical study, and objective certainty is hard to reach. Only a method informed by both approaches then can reach a proper balance.



2. The Growth of Christological Traditions.

 

2.1. Biblical Perspectives. Before the Enlightenment, it was believed that the New Testament offers a coherent, unified interpretation of Christology. Harmonizing the alleged differences between the Gospels was the unquestioned goal. In contemporary theology only the most conservative segment of Christian theology works with this assumption, while others take the diversity of biblical testimonies as the key to doing New Testament Christology. James D. G. Dunn’s Unity and Diversity in the New Testament (1977) is illustrative of the contemporary approach. Dunn argues that rather than trying to identify any one single Christology of the New Testament, we should rather acknowledge several legitimate theological interpretations. In the midst of this diversity, there is however a unifying core that all New Testament writers share: In and through Jesus something decisive for human salvation has occurred. As a result of recognizing the diversity of New Testament interpretations, each Evangelist’s christological profile is being painted in its terms: the Suffering Servant in Mark, the King of the Jews in Matthew, the Friend of All in Luke, and the Word of Life in John. Pauline and other New Testament writers similarly offer their unique interpretations of Christ (Matera; Kärkkäinen, part 1).

Another way of doing New Testament Christology is to focus on various titles given to Jesus, such as Christ/Messiah, Son of God, Son of Man, Lord, God, Son of David and Logos. Christ (christos, the Greek translation of the Hebrew term māšîaḥ, messiah, “the anointed one”) appears over five hundred times in the New Testament, most often in the Pauline writings. Even though Jesus fulfilled the hopes of the Israel’s Messiah in a way that was not compatible with the majority of the people’s dreams, Christians must remind themselves that he still was and is Israel’s Messiah, not only the Messiah of the Gentiles.

Two other titles have become part of Christian theology’s vocabulary, namely, Son of God and Son of Man. In the past it was taken for granted that the former denotes divinity while the latter humanity. Contemporary exegesis has shown that these two major titles function in a much more complicated way. The theological background of the christological title Son of Man is Daniel 7:13-14, which speaks of a messianic figure who comes “with the clouds of heaven” and approaches “the Ancient of Days” (NIV). Christian theology has seen in the Son of Man of Daniel the Messiah who has come in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. Indeed, the title Son of Man is used more frequently than any other (except for the name Jesus itself) to refer to Jesus in the Gospels. What is distinctive about it usage, though, is that it occurs in all four Gospels and only there (except for Acts 7:56 in the words of Stephen). The other distinctive feature of the address is that only Jesus himself uses it in the Gospels (except for Jn 12:34, where the people quote Jesus’ phrase back at him). It encompasses several meanings such as his present authority (e.g., Mk 2:10), suffering and resurrection (e.g., Mk 8:31) and his glorious coming (e.g., Mk 8:38).

The background to the title Son of God can be found in the Old Testament where God calls the whole people of God (Ex 4:22) as well as Israel’s king and his successors (2 Sam 7:14) my sons. According to Romans 1:4, Jesus “was declared to be Son of God” on account of the resurrection. Even though Jesus used it very rarely, according to the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus did understand himself and his mission according to the idea of divine sonship (e.g., Mk 13:32). The early Christian confession was “Jesus is Lord” (Rom 10:9). This title attributes to Jesus the very same name that in the Old Testament was applied to God: Kyrios, “Lord,” the Greek rendering of YHWH. The main christological passage in the Pauline corpus is Philippians 2:6-11, which most scholars consider a pre-Pauline hymn.

2.2. Early Christological Heresies and Creedal Traditions. Before the Council of Nicaea (325) (see Ecumenical Councils), the main challenges to Christian theology had to do with the divinity of Jesus and the Trinity. Jewish and Greek mentalities shaped early views of Christology mentalities shaped early views of Christology and produced different challenges. One heretical way to negotiate Jesus’ divinity vis-à-vis monotheism was adoptionism, according to which by fulfilling God’s commands, Jesus was “adopted” into the messiahship. In the Hellenistic culture, belief in incarnations of gods was taken for granted, but what was problematic was the association of humanity, especially of human suffering, with deity. The docetist heresy (from Gr. dokeō, “to appear, to seem”) compromised the true humanity of Jesus, claiming he only appeared to be human.

The second-century Apologists attempted to find correlations among Greek philosophy, Judaism and Christian theology. Taking their lead from John 1:14, the Apologists argued that in Jesus the Logos that was personal and was with God came to full expression. The presence of the Logos communicated God’s own nature to Jesus, thus making him divine. While Logos Christology helped affirm the deity of Christ and thus combat both adoptionism and docetism, it failed to clarify sufficiently the relationship between the divine Word and the man Jesus. As a result, monarchianist heresies arose. Monarchianism (“sole sovereignty”) accused Logos Christology of bitheism. Dynamic monarchianists Theodotus and Paul of Samosata (at the turn of the third century), attempted to negotiate the monotheistic challenge by contending that the “divinity” of Jesus consists of the dynamic presence of God in the man Jesus. At some point, God’s empowerment descended on the man Jesus, making him divine. This view was condemned by the synod of Antioch in 268.

The main threat to pre-Nicaean Christology came from Arianism. Historical and theological debates aside (e.g., whether Arius of Alexandria ever taught this view), Arianism compromised the full deity of Christ, making Christ inferior to the Father. Whether that happened in defense of monotheism or in order to avoid the implication—impossible for the Hellenistic mind—that suffering afflicted deity, Arius’s opponents claimed that Arius defended the status of God (the Father) as absolutely unique and transcendent. God’s essence (Gr. ousia) cannot be shared by another or transferred to another such as the Son. The distinction between Father and Son was one of substance (ousia). Arius was also claimed to have said “there was [a time] when he [the Son] was not,” thus implying that Christ was begotten of God in time, not from all eternity. As a result, Christ would be part of creation and so inferior to God, but greater than other creatures.

St. Athanasius responded that at stake was the doctrine of *salvation: Only God can save and therefore, if the Son is a creature, he himself needs to be saved. Furthermore, Christians feared that a less-than-divine Christ would make Christians blasphemers since in their liturgy Jesus is worshiped and prayed to along with the Father (and Spirit). Finally, Athanasius contended—in rebuttal of the Hellenistic view—that it is the greatness of God that is manifested in that God assumes “our weak nature.” At the Council of Nicaea in 325, Arianism was rejected with the statement that Christ was not created but “begotten of the substance of the Father.” Nicaea could not of course ignore biblical language about the begetting of the Son, but it made sure this did not mean making Jesus a creature. The Nicaean keyword homoousios (of the same substance), while meant to reject the Arian position, also caused problems however. Greek theologians rightly said that it is not biblical and could be interpreted as implying modalism. Their suggestion was a slightly modified term, homoiousios (of similar substance), which was rejected by Latin theologians for the fear of being interpreted in terms of subordinationism—the idea that the Son’s deity is lower than that of the Father.

The establishment of the divinity of Jesus at Nicaea brought its own challenges, namely, how to understand the “two natures” of Christ, his humanity and divinity. Between Nicaea and Chalcedon (451) two schools of Christology emerged to deal with this issue, centered on the two leading Eastern cities of Antioch (of Syria) and Alexandria (in Egypt). Antioch put emphasis on Christ’s two natures, the challenge thus being how to affirm the unity of the person of Jesus Christ, whereas Alexandria emphasized the deity and thus Christ’s one nature to the extent that the distinction between the two natures became the challenge. In soteriology, the emphasis lay on theosis, *deification, one being united with God. The different emphases gave rise to different heresies. For Antiochians the main heresy was Nestorianism, the “two-nature” view; for Alexandrians various kinds of monophysite (“one nature”) heresies such as Apollinarism and Eutychianism. With regard to later theological history, Alexandria, the center of Greek learning, became a key contributor to Eastern Orthodox Christianity, while the Antiochian influence was channeled mainly to later Western Latin-speaking Christianity.

Alexandrians believed that Christ’s two natures, his humanity and divinity, are not so contradictory so as to make impossible their union in one person. Apollinarius of Laodicea set out to defend the Nicaean homoousios clause by speaking of “one nature composed of impassible divinity and passible flesh,” implying that the Logos took the place of a human mind or soul in Christ. Jesus’ sinlessness was thus believed to be guaranteed. Yet if Christ had a human body but a divine mind, that made the human nature of Christ incomplete. Gregory of Nazianzen wondered how human nature could be redeemed if only part of human nature had been assumed by the Logos. Furthermore, should Christ not possess a complete human nature, then he could not really suffer and share our lot as humans.

In Antioch, an opposite heresy emerged. Theodore of Mopsuestia responded to Apollinarism that Christ had two natures (physeis) in one person (prosopon) and that—in order to avoid the idea that divinity would suffer or change—we should treat each nature as a “subject” to which one could assign different predicates, such as that when Christ wept, it was his human nature, and when he performed miracles, it was his divine nature. This contributed to the two-nature heresy, Nestorianism, which originally emerged out of the debate around whether it was proper to address Mary as “the Mother of God” (Gr. theotokos, lit. “Godbearer”). Theotokos was widely used by Alexandrians, based on the ancient idea of communicatio idiomatum (“exchange of attributes”): what pertains to one nature, pertains also to the other. Nestorius wanted to balance the use of theotokos with anthropotokos (“human-bearer”).

The (Fourth Ecumenical) Council of Chalcedon (451) sought to address a number of heretical views. An important influence came from the letter of Pope Leo I (The Tome of Leo) written originally to the Robber Council but never read there. This gesture helped consolidate the power of the Christian West, Rome and its papacy. The basic affirmations of the Chalcedonian Creed are the following:a. It affirmed two natures, human and divine, coexisting in one person. The oneness of the person allows the use of communicatio idiomatum.


b. It rejected Arianism by speaking of “one substance.”

c. It rejected Apollinarism by speaking of “reasonable soul.”

d. It rejected Nestorianism by speaking of the two natures being joined “indivisibly” and “inseparably.”

e. It rejected monophysitism (Apollinarism, Eutychianism) by speaking of the two natures being joined “inconfusedly” and “unchangeably.”

f. Against Nestorianis, it affirmed the use of “Mother of God.”


 



Christian tradition has come to speak of the Chalcedonian settlement with the help of the term “hypostatic union” in order to express the irreversible union between the Word (Logos) as God and Jesus as man. “Union” refers to the union of two natures, divine and human, which while being more than just a moral union or a union of wills—that is, the union is “personal” and ontological—does not mean blurring the distinction between the two. Hypostatic refers to the one person of the Son of God, the Logos, who became human at the incarnation. Thus, hypostatic union means a perfect union of two distinct yet not separate natures, human and divine, in one integral, eternal divine person.

2.3. The Quest of the Historical Jesus and Classical Liberal Interpretations. Despite continuing discussion, the Chalcedonian tradition was generally affirmed in subsequent periods of Christian history. Only during the Enlightenment were many basic convictions of Christology brought under scrutiny. In the “Quest of the Historical Jesus,” made famous by Albert Schweitzer’s 1910 book The Quest of the Historical Jesus, scholars probed the discrepancy between the real Jesus of history and the New Testament interpretation of Jesus as Christ. With the help of the new methods of emerging historical-critical research, scholars sought to go behind the “husk” of the New Testament interpretation and find the “kernel” of the true history of Jesus. This meant focusing on the earthly life of Jesus, especially on his role as teacher, and downplaying the role of his preexistence, death and resurrection.

Classical Liberalism similarly rejected the dogmatic Christ of the early creeds and was suspicious of the Christologies of Paul and John, which were seen as interpretations that neglected actual history. Liberals’ main aim was to reconstruct the life of Jesus from the Synoptics in the form of a biography such as D. F. Strauss’s The Life of Jesus Critically Examined (1836). Strauss contended that the Gospel writers shared the mythical worldview of their culture. Strauss maintained that the mythical language has to be accepted as a natural mode of primitive people. For another Liberal, Albrecht Ritschl, the key to Jesus’ significance lay in his announcement of the kingdom of God, which was not about an eschatological transformation of the world but rather about God as love and its effects on us. Adolf von Harnack saw three basic principles in Jesus’ teaching: the (ethical) kingdom of God, the Fatherhood of God and the infinite value of the human soul. All Christian dogmas, especially trinitarian and christological doctrines, he believed were later Hellenizations of the simple gospel of Christ. This is the sense of his talk about the “deterioration of dogma”; he regarded the development of dogma as a sort of chronic illness.



3. Twentieth-Century Christology in the West.

 

A number of complementary, at times contradictory, approaches to Christ and Christology can be discerned in contemporary theology, such as the following:• New Quests of the Historical Jesus in New Testament studies

• Systematic theological proposals by the neo-orthodox Karl Barth (see Barthianism), the leading Protestant scholars Wolfhardt Pannenberg and Jürgen Moltmann (whose views will be presented briefly below), as well as Roman Catholics Walter Kasper and Edward Schillebeeckx, among others

• Pluralistic Christologies of John Hick, Raimon Panikkar and others (see Religions, Theology of)

• A number of contextual and intercultural Christologies from Asia, Africa and Asia

• Christologies by some leading evangelical theologians


 



3.1. New Quests. In the 1950s the New Quest of the Historical Jesus was taken up when Ernst Käsemann argued (contra Bultmann) that the details of Jesus’ life mattered. Gerhard Ebeling contended that if it were shown that Christology had no basis in the historical Jesus, but rather was a misinterpretation of Jesus, then the whole idea of Christology would be ruined. In other words, to confess Christ, we have to know something of the Jesus of history.

Currently, we can speak of the Third Quest with several varieties. The most radical approach to the study of Jesus is exemplified by the Jesus Seminar in the United States, famous for its series of Red Letter Editions of Jesus’ words such as The Parables of Jesus in 1988. An example of the more conservative tradition is represented by the British scholar C. F. D. Moule in the Origin of Christology (1977). Moule is critical of the idea of an evolutionary process in the manner of the History of Religions School that connects belief in Christ as a divine figure with conceptions from the surrounding mythical and mystery religions. Instead, Moule believes that the development process from the Jesus of history to the confessed Christ of faith goes back to Jesus himself, and that process was legitimate.

3.2. Systematic Theological Interpretations of Christ. For Pannenberg, theology is a public discipline. Hence, the main task of Christology is to offer rational support for the belief in Jesus as Christ on the basis of historical claims. For Pannenberg, faith in the divinity of Christ is a result of historical study; the way is From Below to Above. Decisive is the resurrection: the Father confirmed Jesus’ claims to his sonship. For the resurrection to function in the confirmatory role, however, its historicity has to be established. For Pannenberg, this is achieved with reference to the empty tomb tradition and the existence of a number of eyewitness accounts. The importance of the resurrection owes to apocalypticism, the background of much of the New Testament theology, with its anticipation of the resurrection of all. Emerging out of this apocalyptic matrix, the resurrection is not only the Father’s confirmation of Christ’s work and his titles such as Lord and Messiah, but also a proleptic insight into the full revelation of the God of the Bible at the eschaton when he shows himself to be the true God. Furthermore, resurrection means victory over death, showing that human life can participate in the life divine.

Pannenberg takes the Pauline concept of the “New Adam” as the main way of speaking theologically of the coming Jesus. It tells us that incarnation is not foreign to humanity. Humans are created in the image of God and thus “open to revelation.” Jesus as the New Adam represents the fulfillment of human destiny.

Christology is the all-embracing motif for Jürgen Moltmann, whose focus is on the suffering God based on the cross of Christ. Moltmann’s Christology, titled The Way of Jesus Christ (1977), represents a dynamic approach: Jesus Christ is “on the way” to his messianic future. The movements on the way are his earthly mission, the cross, resurrection, present cosmic rule and parousia, rather than abstract topics of traditional two-nature Christology. If Christ is the revelation of God, then it means that the Bible speaks of God revealed in suffering and death. The cross is a major statement about God before it is a statement about the salvation of humanity. Jesus’ God-forsakeness stands at the heart of Christian theology. At the same time, the cross of Christ, as well as his earthly ministry, is a statement about solidarity with the victims of suffering and torture. The theology of the cross, however, cannot stand alone, Christology also needs the hope of resurrection. That brings the centrality of future and hope, Christ’s future. Unlike typical christological piety and modern Liberalism’s turn to the individual, Moltmann’s Christology reflects cosmic dimensions. Hence, Moltmann is appreciative of the cosmic perspectives of some New Testament traditions (Col 1 and Heb 1 among others) as well of some of the church fathers (e.g., Irenaeus’s recapitulation theory). Christ’s resurrection and the awaited “coming” of the triune God to renew the whole creation speak hope for the renewal of creation and call forth an ecological Christology.

Millard J. Erickson’s The Word Made Flesh (1991) is a conservative critique and rebuttal of a number of approaches to Christology from liberal and pluralistic to process and liberation theologies. In keeping with traditional theology, Erickson follows the From Above approach by taking the biblical titles of Christ at their face value and defending traditional affirmations of preexistence, incarnation, resurrection and the uniqueness of Christ. On the other end of the evangelical spectrum is the Christology of the late leading evangelical Stanley J. Grenz. Pannenberg’s student, Grenz follows the From Below to Above method, working hard in establishing both the deity and humanity of Jesus as well as the integral union of humanity and deity. When arguing for belief in divinity, he considers a number of arguments presented in Christian theology such as Jesus’ sinlessness, his teaching, his own claims, death and resurrection. While all of them are important, none is sufficient alone. For example, the cross may be just the death of a well-meaning martyr. The From Below way of defending deity is to take his resurrection as the confirmation of Jesus’ claim to sonship and then work one’s way back to affirming his sinlessness (to be divine is by necessity to be sinless); understanding his death as the death of the Son of God; and seeing his teaching as having divine authority. Similarly, the true humanity of Jesus is supported by his claims as confirmed with his resurrection. In addition, Reformed theologian Donald Bloesch (1997) and Anabaptist Norman Kraus (1987) have suggested other evangelical perspectives on Christ.

3.3. Defining Christological Issues.

3.3.1. Incarnation. In its belief in the incarnation of Jesus Christ, Christian tradition has appealed to biblical passages such as John 1:14, Philippians 2:6-7 and Colossians 2:9. Hence, the Chalcedonian creed speaks of two natures, divine and human, existing in one person, in an irreversible and ontological union. There is free and full cooperation of the two natures without conflict and confusion. During the *Reformation period, there was a famous debate between Lutheran and Reformed theologians about the way the two natures relate to each other. Lutherans argued for the principle of finitum capax infiniti: the human Jesus is able to receive and bear the infinite (including the properties of divine nature) based on the ancient communicatio idiomatum rule. Reformed theology denied this in its belief in finitum non capax infiniti which says that the finite in and of itself cannot bear the infinite. The Word/Logos assumes flesh rather than literally becomes flesh.

A radical challenge to the Chalcedonian view came first from Classical Liberals. Friedrich Schleiermacher replaced the two-nature doctrine with a doctrine of divine-human relation: Jesus Christ is not a divine being in a human form but rather a kind of prophetic figure who realizes the divine nature present in all humans, an ideal and perfected human. Christ’s incarnation is neither final nor absolute. For A. Ritschl, similarly, incarnation was no longer something transcendent and unique to one historical person, but rather a matter of moral and ethical obedience; divinity denoted Jesus’ unique vocation. The program of Classical Liberalism was continued by twentieth-century liberals such as J. A. T. Robinson, to whom Jesus represents the “human face of God” among other “faces of God” in religion. The incarnation is understood in terms of religious consciousness. This leads to a pluralistic view in which Jesus becomes one among many other incarnations such as the many avataras of *Hinduism. For example, Raimon Panikkar holds that Jesus is Christ but Christ is not Jesus (meaning that while Jesus of Nazareth is one of the manifestations of Logos, the Christic principle cannot be confined to one historical person alone). A number of pluralistic or pluralistically oriented theologians (J. Hick, S.J. Samartha) agree here (see Religions, Theology of). Evangelical and mainline Christians have offered sharp critique against both liberal and pluralistic views in their desire to continue affirming the Chalcedonian tradition.

In his Person and Work of Christ (1852-1861), Gottfried Thomasius, an advocate of the so-called Kenotic Christologies, taught that Christ voluntarily emptied himself of the “relative” attributes of omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence (which speak of God’s relation to creation) while retaining the essential attributes of holiness and love (that are essential to God’s being). Another Kenotic theologian, P. T. Forsyth, negotiated Philippians 2:7 with the idea of divine attributes not “renounced” at the incarnation but rather “retracted from the actual to the potential.” Contemporary theology finds Kenotic approaches wanting in that while they affirm the human nature of Christ, they tend to truncate the true meaning of divinity. A more promising way of understanding the union is to see that the criterion for “true” humanity is not our sinful nature but rather the pure, unadulterated nature of Jesus as the image of God. Rather than operating with the concept of “actual” or “potential” use of divine capacities, it is better to argue that in his voluntary humiliation and self-emptying, Jesus rather manifested the true essence of humanity, which is finite and contingent. His perfect obedience and submission is not something contrary to divinity but rather the contrary. This view seems to be in keeping with the Gospel traditions: they contain no abstract speculation about the “two natures” separately from the particular person of Jesus of Nazareth. The Gospels speak of Jesus making himself “dependent” on the Spirit of God and his Father for his divine power.

However one interprets the union of two natures in the incarnation, the Christian tradition implies the idea of permanent incarnation in the sense that the incarnation is not limited to the earthly life of Jesus: Christ continues to exist as “incarnate” after his resurrection and ascension, yet not in “flesh” of course. In that sense, the incarnation introduced something “new” into the divine life, not in the sense of something external to the divinity of the triune God, but rather with reference to God’s own choice from eternity to be united with humanity, created in God’s image.

3.3.2. Preexistence. Preexistence has been part of christological doctrine since the apostolic times and is linked with the deity of Jesus Christ: if he is divine, he must have preexisted with/in God. Traditional exegesis found the preexistence of the Messiah in Old Testament passages such as Joshua 5:13-14. Most contemporary exegetes have rejected this view because they want to read the Old Testament on its own rights. Biblical passages alluded to in support of preexistence include John 1:1-2; 1 Corinthians 8:6; Philippians 2:6-11; Colossians 1:15-17; 2 Timothy 1:9; Hebrews 1:2; and Revelation 1:8. While some biblical scholars (J. D. G. Dunn and G. B. Caird) claim that only John’s Gospel explicitly teaches preexistence whereas Paul and the author of Hebrews do not, all traditional and the majority of contemporary theologians acknowledge the wide support of preexistence in the New Testament canon.

In general the church fathers agreed on preexistence. At the incarnation the Logos, preexistent from eternity, assumed the human body and soul of Jesus. Many Fathers, such as Athanasius in his On the Incarnation of the Word, defended the deity of the Son against Arians, also with reference to preexistence. Athanasius also argued that for the Father to be Father, there needs to be an eternal counterpart, namely the Son. Nicaea (325) affirmed preexistence by its homoousios teaching; Constantinople (381) added the statement that it was “from the heavens” that Christ came down; and Chalcedon added that Christ was “begotten of the Father before all ages.”

The first challenge to the traditional doctrine of preexistence did not come until Liberalism. For Adolf von Harnack, preexistence meant simply Jesus’ consciousness of being united with his Father in will and action. Similarly for Schleiermacher, the only kind of preexistence was “ideal,” namely, the idea of preexistence as “an absolutely powerful God-consciousness.” In contemporary theology a mythical view has been adopted by many liberals (R. Bultmann) and pluralists (J. Hick, P. Knitter). For the pluralists, the traditional doctrines of incarnation and preexistence make Christianity exclusive of other religions. A mythical understanding is believed to be in keeping with the existence of savior figures in other religions, such as in various strands of Hinduism.

The mainstream Christian tradition has spoken of the preexistence of the divine nature. Some Radical Reformers came to affirm also the preexistence of the humanity of Jesus. Karl Barth made that a theological theme. For him, before the creation of the world the Son of God took upon himself the identity of Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus did not of course exist in flesh before the incarnation, but the Word of God already identified himself with Jesus before the incarnation. In that sense humanity for Barth was latent within the life of God.

For evangelicals and mainline theology, ideal, mythical and pluralistic views are inadequate and not in keeping with creedal nor biblical traditions. Hence, at times, the terms “real” or “personal” preexistence of Christ are used to make a distinction from other views. Grenz opposes competing views by aruging that for Christian faith the meaning of preexistence is an attribute describing a particular person, Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus Christ is unique among all other religious figures: his earthly life, teaching, cross and resurrection carry far-reaching implications as the true revelation of God since he belongs to God’s eternity. Systematically, preexistence is linked with a number of other theological affirmations such as deity: it belongs to the nature of god/deity not to have a beginning or end. Furthermore, incarnation only makes sense if the one who assumed human flesh existed prior to that moment. The same can be said of resurrection, as the Father’s confirmation of Jesus’ claims to divine sonship only makes sense if the one who issued such claims did exist prior to incarnation and resurrection as the divine Logos. Finally, the Christian doctrine of the Trinity can only be established in tandem with the preexistence of Christ. Schleiermacher is a good counterexample: having defined incarnation and preexistence in a mythical or ideal way, he did not really know what to do with the Trinity.

3.3.3. Virgin Birth. While there are only two New Testament passages (Mt 1:18-23 and Lk 1:34-35) that directly seem to teach it, until the time of the Enlightenment, there was a universal belief among Christians that Jesus was born of the virgin Mary. Traditional Christian doctrine teaches that Jesus was conceived apart from a human father. In the past, the virgin birth was connected with the incarnation as the means to explain the unity of deity and humanity in Jesus. Early theology saw virgin birth as proof of the divinity of Christ. Islam also teaches the virgin birth of Jesus, the prophet Isa (Sura 21.26; see also Sura 3 and 19).

As with other traditional doctrines, the Enlightenment offered a full-scale rebuttal of the doctrine. The only way to continue affirming the virgin birth for Classical Liberals was to resort to the notion of myth (D. F. Strauss). This understandably elicited a vigorous reaction from conservatives. For example, the fundamentalist movement of the early twentieth century adopted belief in the virgin birth as one of its five key tenets. In Roman Catholic theology until Vatican II, the traditional notion of the virgin birth was the official doctrine. The Catholic Church in Holland was the first to officially replace the “biological understanding” of the virgin birth for a “theological truth” according to which Jesus was born “wholly of grace, wholly of promise.” Karl Rahner called the virgin birth an “object,” rather than “ground,” of faith. The Reformed Barth defended the miraculous nature of the doctrine even though he regarded the biblical narrative as “legend.” The theological meaning is that the virgin birth in the beginning and resurrection at the end of Jesus’ earthly life marks Jesus off from all the rest of human life. At the same time, for Barth, virgin birth is a judgment on humankind’s ability to produce anything for God. Liberals (Bultmann, J. Spong) as well as pluralists generally believe the virgin birth is a myth.

While all evangelical theologians affirm the virgin birth, there is some diversity in approach. Some (A. Richardson, M. J. Erickson) vigorously defend its historicity against all notions of mythical interpretation and regard it as an indispensable tenet of faith, whereas others, such as Grenz, while having no problems with its historicity, relegate it to the margin and do not hold it christologically indispensable. Similarly, Bloesch says regarding the infancy narratives, “They are not exact history, but neither are they nonhistorical myth” (Bloesch, 91).

3.3.4. Sinlessness of Jesus. The sinlessness of Jesus was taken for granted in Christian tradition based on the biblical tradition (2 Cor 5:21; Heb 4:15, 7:26; 9:14, 1 Pet 2:22, 1 Jn 3:5). Chalcedon affirms that by his incarnation the Son of God became like us in all things except for sin. Thus, Christian tradition uses expressions such as non posse peccare, “not able to sin,” and “impeccability,” the characteristic of being unable to sin or being completely free from sin. The Qurʾan implies the sinlessness of Jesus (Isa) as a “holy son” (Sura 19:19), in contrast to other prophets whose sins are listed in the Qurʾan. While there were some marginal challenges to the sinlessness of Jesus during history such as that of Nestorius (of Nestorian Christology), it was not until the nineteenth century when Edward Irwing, excommunicated by the Presbyterian Church, rejected the traditional view with his insistence on Christ bearing a fallen, sinful humanity. In the twentieth century, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Karl Barth emphasized the identification of the incarnated Christ with humanity to the extent that the sinlessness of Jesus seemed to have been compromised.

Evangelical and mainline Christian theology, based on biblical teaching and reasoning on the basis of Chalcedonian logic of the hypostatic union and homoousios, has argued that Jesus’ humanity, in full union with divinity, represented the pure, unadulterated image of God and was not subject to sin. Biblical teaching also attests to his unreserved obedience to his Father’s will. Furthermore, it is argued that true human nature, created in the image of God, does not entail sin for its ontological constitution. Sin is rather a corruption of pure humanity. Hence, sin is not necessary for Jesus to exist in the form of humanity. However, in order to combat docetism, one must emphasize that Jesus suffered from the consequences of sin and the Fall and was born in a fallen and sinful world. The biblical tradition also insists Jesus was tempted, not like others by their own desires (Jas 1:14) but by outside influences. But this does not compromise the genuine nature of Jesus’ temptations: the first human couple were tempted by the serpent and yet succumbed to the temptation.

V.-M. Kärkkäinen



4. The New Contextual Christologies: Liberation and Inculturation.

 

Awash with the spirit of independence that swept the globe in the 1950s and 60s, theologians in subsequent decades inaugurated independent theologies—contextual theologies—that would begin to displace Eurocentric theologies with those that emerged from within indigenous cultures and social movements. New theological voices could be heard around the globe, such as that of Gustavo Gutiérrez in Latin America, John Mbiti in Africa, M. M. Thomas in India, as well as Rosemary Radford Ruether and James Cone in North America, to name but a few.

These waves of contextual theological thinking inevitably shaped the more particular subset of Christology. In Latin America, Leonardo Boff, Jon Sobrino and Juan Luis Segundo began to understand Jesus, from within the context of Latin American poverty, as a prophet who stood squarely with the poor. In Africa, Charles Nyamiti and Bénézet Bujo entwined Jesus in the web of African community by understanding him as the ancestor par excellence. In religiously pluralistic Asia, Raimon Panikkar, Stanley Samartha and M. M. Thomas understood Jesus as a cosmic Christ who could be identified, to various extents, in all religions. In North America, James Cone pictured Jesus as the risen Liberator who continues his mission in the urban ghetto, while Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza portrayed Jesus as the founder of a community of equals, male and female.

Due to the breadth and diversity of these contextual Christologies, it is difficult to organize handily and to convey adequately their nuances. Further, it will be necessary to summarize points of view without distinguishing the views of every author; this would be both tedious and impossible, given considerations of length and benefit to the reader. These caveats notwithstanding, an indispensable clue to organization lies in the distinction that contextual theologians themselves draw between liberation and inculturation.

4.1. The Foundations of Contextual Christologies: Liberation and Inculturation. Christological interpretations emerge from a creative dialogue between the biblical text and the contemporary context in which an interpreter engages an ancient text (i.e., the Bible) as a dialogue partner with specific questions that arise from a contemporary context. The goal of contextual interpretation is neither to unearth the original meaning of the Bible nor to allow the concerns of the interpreter’s contemporary context to run amuck, but to produce a to-and-fro of question and answer between them. Contextual interpretation at its best is, in other words, a fusion of two horizons: the first horizon of the ancient text merges creatively with the second horizon, the contemporary context. At its quintessential best, contextual interpretation is an interpretative dance, with both partners moving as one.

Although the ancient horizon or partner remains fixed, in this case the Bible, the contemporary context does not, and it is this lack of fixity that provides the rationale for contextual interpretation. Because advocates of contextual interpretation recognize that no interpreter stands in a neutral location and that no interpretation is neutral, such advocates bring their contexts self-consciously to bear upon the process of developing theologies. Theologians have tended to bring two sets of priorities from their own contexts to the process of contextual interpretation. Liberation theologians bring socioeconomic, political and gender concerns to bear upon their portrayals of Jesus, while theologians of inculturation integrate religiocultural issues.

The principal impetus for *liberation theology arose in Latin America, where Gustavo Gutiérrez, in a pioneering book, A Theology of Liberation, charged that development—emblematized by Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress—in the form of aid from wealthy countries locked poorer Latin American countries into a downward cycle of dependency. In lieu of development, Gutiérrez and others championed the necessity of liberation as the door to a new social order. In particular, he delineated three interdependent levels of liberation: liberation as economic/political freedom, liberation from dehumanization and liberation from sin. Other theologians have added their own dimensions of liberation; for example, Elsa Tamez and other Latin American feminist theologians focus on the liberation of women from patriarchal structures.

Inculturation theologians, primarily in Asian and African contexts, give priority to religiocultural issues. In Africa, where family and community are central to birth, life and death, many theologians gravitate to kinship figures, such as mother or elder brother, as well as to leaders within the community, like the chief or the healer. In Asia, some theologians integrate central religious figures from the many religions that thrive in this vast region. There are countless examples; for instance, in southeast Asia, Jesus is portrayed as a guru who demonstrates to his disciples a life of union with God that is at once prophetic and mystical. Inculturation theologians also incorporate artistic sources such as folktales, stories, biographies, songs, proverbs and religiocultural symbols.

4.2. Christologies of Liberation. The portrait of Jesus as liberator is rooted in the life and ministry of the historical Jesus as portrayed primarily in the Synoptic Gospels. Jesus, liberator of the poor, oppressed and outcasts through his words and deeds, unmasked injustice and restored what is liberating and life-giving. Such liberation has an impact within history, both present and future, when the reign of God arrives in its fullness. Although this theology matured in Latin America, subsequent theologians from around the globe have gravitated to this portrait of Jesus and applied it to the particularities of their own contexts of oppression and exclusion.

4.2.1. Jesus’ Liberating Life. Jesus’ preaching was not limited to individuals; his was a prophetic protest against oppressive institutions that preserved their own holiness at the expense of human wholeness. Whenever institutions excluded anyone on the basis of health, race, social status, or illegitimate vocations (such as prostitution and tax collection) they were denounced by Jesus. In his day, three Jewish institutions in particular received Jesus’ condemnation: Torah, temple and banquet table.

First, Jesus put Torah at the disposal of all human beings, in a generous way, by claiming, for example, that the Sabbath was made for human beings and not human beings for the Sabbath. He combined this preaching with deeds that challenged an interpretation of Torah that created burdens for the poor; he freely healed, for instance, those who were not in life-threatening situations on the Sabbath (Mk 2:23—3:6).

Second, by proclaiming the Court of the Gentiles of the Jewish temple a place of prayer “for all the nations” (Mk 11:17), Jesus placed the central institution of Jewish worship at the disposal of all people. This is apparent in a poignant detail in Matthew’s gospel, the “blind and the lame” gathered around Jesus after he had, in a prophetic action, cleansed the temple (Mt 21:14).

Third, Jesus imagined in his parables a festive banquet table, filled with those who were plucked unexpectedly from the streets—poor, crippled, blind, lame. These became for Jesus the quintessential symbol of God’s reign (Lk 14:12-24). By inviting social outcasts to eat with him, Jesus placed the meal table at the disposal of the poorest and most marginalized of Israel, thus demonstrating tangibly that they belonged to Jewish society and, even more, that they had a right to commune in God’s presence during the prayers that preceded and followed the meal.

This emphasis upon social reintegration—Jesus’ sitting with the marginalized—is for many Asian theologians the dominant image of the new humanity. Yet it is especially in Africa, with its deep roots in communal culture, where this emphasis resonates. Social reintegration restores communities by returning to them the lost histories and traditions that have been stripped away by centuries of colonialism. Healed lepers could now approach the priests with the prescribed offerings. Healed cripples could now worship on the Sabbath. The blind and the lame could now follow Jesus directly into the temple. Prostitutes could lay claim to entrance into God’s reign. Tax collectors could now be called “children of Abraham.” It is precisely Jesus’ eating habits as a symbol of his commitment to social reintegration that brings him to the heart of Africa.

Examples from each of the Synoptic Gospels—not only from Luke’s gospel, with its particular emphasis upon the oppressed—of Jesus’ social reintegration of the poor and oppressed could easily be multiplied. Throughout his ministry, Jesus welcomed beggars, healed the diseased, chose the company of the sick and prostitutes, and ate with the sort of people that earned him the reputation of being “a friend of tax collectors and sinners” (Mt 11:19; 9:10- 13; Mk 2:15-17). During his lengthy journey to Jerusalem, according to Luke 9:51—19:10, a number of the protagonists of Jesus’ teaching and recipients of his miracles were the socially marginalized and the economically deprived: Samaritans (Lk 10:25-37; 17:11-19); a beggar who sat daily at a rich man’s gate (Lk 16:19-31; cf. Lk 12:13-21); and a woman whose savings consisted of a meager ten days’ wage of a common laborer (Lk 15:8-10).

Jesus further reinforced the indispensability of social reintegration through his miracles, which most liberation theologians understand as partial liberations that anticipate the final integral liberation of God’s reign, when God will annihilate poverty, oppression, sickness, even death (Rev 21). The paradigmatic miracle in this respect is the healing of the hemorrhaging woman, who was impoverished by unsuccessful visits to doctors and whose bleeding required social isolation, according to Torah. By not only healing her but also addressing her directly as a “daughter” (of Abraham), Jesus reintegrated her into the social and religious world of early Judaism (Mk 5:24-34).

In his bodily contact with this bleeding woman, feminist theologians contend that Jesus dispelled a false ideology, the oppressive body/ soul dualism, which can be especially destructive to women. In his encounter with her, Jesus challenged the ideology that women’s bodies were polluted by refusing to consider that he became unclean by touching her. This action coincided with Jesus’ willingness to associate with women of his day, such as the Samaritan woman, Mary and Martha, the hemorrhaging woman, the Syrophoenician woman, and the women at the cross and the tomb. Jesus did not discriminate against them; rather he included them in his community of followers and called them to participate in building the reign of God.

A salient contribution of feminist liberation theologians, in fact, is the claim that Jesus challenged not only oppressive institutions, but also the oppressive ideologies that undergird them. First, he challenged the ideology of sexism that lay beneath patriarchal marriage by refusing to agree with his dialogue partners, the Pharisees, that a woman could be forced out of her husband’s household by divorce (Mk 10:2-9). Jesus quoted Genesis 2:24: “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh” (Mk 10:7-8). With this quotation he reminded his hearers that in the ideal of marriage a man leaves his own household; the woman does not leave hers to perpetuate the man’s lineage. In fact, the two become one, establishing a common life together. With this reminder, Jesus unmasked the Pharisaic assumption that a wife belongs to the husband’s family.

Jesus also supplanted the traditional patriarchal family with a nonbiological household. When his family asked for him, Jesus rejected his biological family for his new family: “Who are my mother and my brothers? . . . Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother” (Mk 3:31-35). He also promised that those who left their biological families would have many more “brothers and sisters, mothers and children” (Mk 10:30).

Jesus rejected another deleterious ideology: an individualized application of the Deuteronomic formula that equated economic prosperity with divine blessing, and poverty or sickness with divine disapprobation. Jesus challenged this religious ideology by teaching that poverty was the result, not of disobedience, but of callousness and injustice. On two occasions, his own disciples associated poverty and disease with sinfulness. While passing a blind man, they asked whether this man or his parents had sinned. Jesus retorted that neither did (Jn 9:2- 3). At another time, the disciples were shocked when Jesus remarked that it is harder for the rich to enter heaven than a camel to pass through the eye of a needle (Mk 10:17-31, esp. 23-26). The disciples responded, “Then who can be saved?” Their faulty logic was simple: if the rich, who receive God’s approval through material blessings, cannot be saved, then how can the poor, who lack God’s approval through material blessings, be saved? If the likely candidates are not in God’s reign, how can unlikely candidates enter? Jesus opposed this logic outright: “How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!” (Mk 10:23)

In the starkest of terms, therefore, Jesus came to bring good news to the poor and bad news to the recalcitrant rich whose wealth could not be prized away by his words and deeds. With his words, Jesus not only denounced the bad news, but he also announced the good news of the reign of God (Mk 1:14-15). Central to God’s reign, in this world and the next, is liberation from oppression, injustice, exclusion, pain and disease. He announced this vision, according to Luke, in his initial sermon in the synagogue at Nazareth, where he read the assigned words from Is 61:1-2 and then startlingly announced their fulfillment: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Lk 4:18-21). In essence, he proclaimed the historical realization of the year of Jubilee, to which Isaiah 61 had referred (Lev 25), when justice would be restored to the oppressed by the remission of debt and the restoration of land. What the Jewish people had regarded as an ideal Jesus understood as a historical project to bring about liberation on earth.

African liberation theologians have frequently taken the restoration promised in Jesus’ sermon as a historical reality. In their context, where lands were illegally confiscated by colonialist powers, they emphasize that this restoration is indelibly connected to the return of land in the Jubilee year, when land that had been taken as payment of a debt was returned to its original owner (Lk 4:16-21; see Lev 25:8- 17). For them, the year of Jubilee represents far more than financial restoration. It reconnects the vital link between the people and the land, which in turn restores the locus of community—the sacred place of initiation for generations where *ancestors commune with the living. Jesus’ proclamation of the year of Jubilee, in this context, is a reconnection of the African umbilical cord of history.

4.2.2. Jesus’ Liberating Death. Jesus regarded himself as a prophet, as did many people of his day. He took the role of “a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people” (Lk 24:19). Elsewhere, Jesus commented on his own predicament: “Prophets are not without honor, except in their hometown” (Mk 6:4). A few verses later, the people identified Jesus as John the Baptist raised from the dead, or Elijah, or a prophet “like one of the prophets of old” (Mk 6:14-15; see Mk 8:28). Like the prophets of old, particularly Elijah (1 Kings 21:1-24) and Jeremiah (Jer 21:1-10; 22:3, 5), he forged together the political and religious spheres. He challenged the priests’ authority by overturning the temple’s tables. He challenged the Pharisees’ authority by disputing their oral tradition. He even challenged the authority and divinity of Caesar by arguing that taxes be paid to Caesar but one’s whole self be given to God (Mk 12:13-17). And what would be the fate of this prophet? Stephen, in a speech that is recorded in Acts rather than the Gospels, tenders the verdict with consummate clarity: “Which of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute? . . . and now you have become his betrayers and murderers” (Acts 7:52).

In addition to acting and speaking prophetically throughout his adult life, Jesus concomitantly mobilized the poor in such a way that they themselves threatened the religious and political stability of first-century Palestine. By raising the dignity of the poor while simultaneously undermining the authority of the leaders, Jesus brought to light the socioeconomic conflicts latent in his society. His apparently religious proclamation of the reign of God, therefore, took on an alarming political tone.

Inevitably, his prophetic critique catalyzed opposition and led to his trial and death—a fate similar to many prophets who had gone before him (Mt 5:11-12). Having challenged the authority of the leaders and sided with the powerless, Jesus had little left to do than to side with them in his death on the cross. The death of Jesus is thus understood as the result of a conflict between the historical Jesus and the powerful elite who were threatened by his prophetic denunciation of their institutions and ideologies. From their standpoint, Jesus’ death was necessary because he simultaneously proved prophet vis-à-vis their religio-political leadership and partner toward the poor and outcasts.

4.2.3. Jesus’ Liberating Resurrection. In the black theological tradition, probably more than in any other strand of liberation theology, the cross is ineffectual without the resurrection, which demonstrates that suffering and death are not final and that God transforms suffering into liberation. In other words, the resurrection sets in motion within history an inexorable movement toward the final liberation of God’s reign. Further, there is an essential continuity between the historical Jesus and the resurrected Christ: just as God sided with the Palestinian poor of Jesus’ day, so it is God’s universal will to side with the poor of every age. That is, Jesus’ particular historical identity as one of the poor confirms God’s universal will toward all who are poor. The risen Christ, who was once the Oppressed One, continues to be found, therefore, among the oppressed, whom he liberates from the cords of racism; he is their Black Messiah.

For *black theology, liberation does not end with the risen Jesus but with the expectation that the risen Christ will return in an act of final emancipation, when life will become what it ought to be. According to James Cone, the present struggle for black liberation is grounded in Jesus Christ, who promises liberation in the future (not yet) and who works in history to fulfill that promise (now). “He is the ground of our present freedom to struggle and the source of our hope that the vision disclosed in our historical fight against oppression will be fully realized in God’s future.” (Cone, 1975, 138).

4.2.4. Jesus’ Preferential Option for the Poor and the Oppressed. Liberation theologies, at their best, do not simply prooftext verses about the poor, though there are many from which to choose. They recognize rather the underlying structure of Jesus’ liberating life, death and resurrection—what can be referred to as a preferential option for the poor, an option that is quintessentially captured in Philippians 2:5-7, according to which Jesus renounced the glory that was his and spent his energy as a slave. This same claim is repeated in 2 Corinthians 8:9, according to which Jesus, who, though he was rich, became poor.

Liberation theologians claim that Jesus differentiated between the poor and the powerful in terms of what circumscribed their conversion to God’s reign. The conversion of the poor consisted of a movement from despair to hope, of their beginning to believe that God could overcome their dim situation, of a belief that the reign of God is theirs (Lk 6:20). The marvel of Jesus’ ministry is that the poor did begin to hope in the liberation of God. The sick cried out to Jesus for healing. The sinful begged Jesus for forgiveness. The demon-possessed searched for release through Jesus.

The conversion of the wealthy and powerful, on the other hand, entailed divestiture on behalf of the poor. Statements such as “Indeed, some are last who will be first, and some are first who will be last” (Lk 13:30) are demands for a restructuring of the society that accorded to them a privileged status. This is nowhere more memorably told than in the story of the rich ruler, whom Jesus commanded to sell his possessions, to give to the poor and to follow; in the face of such demands, the ruler was compelled to walk away (Mt 19:21-22). Jesus’ demand for conversion, when directed at groups, had the tenor of a prophetic indictment. He criticized the scribes and Pharisees for discarding justice (Mt 23:23) and for imposing unbearable burdens (Mt 23:4), the lawyers for stealing the keys to knowledge (Lk 11:52), and the rulers of this world for ruling despotically (Mt 20:25). Conversion for the wealthy, therefore, would require that they live, like Jesus, with a preferential—a willful and purposeful—option for the poor.

Feminist liberation theologians are concerned to include women among the poor in a unique way by recognizing that poor women are doubly oppressed. Sexism, they contend, heightens the effects of poverty, so that widows are the most destitute poor, women with perpetual menstrual bleeding are the most emblematic symbols of ritual impurity, and prostitutes represent the most unrighteous among the morally outcast. In his words and actions, Jesus welcomed each sort of woman.

In response to Jesus’ preferential option for the poor, women had an impact on Jesus. For instance, when a foreign woman, of Syrophoenician origin, begged him to cast a demon out of her daughter, Jesus initially retorted, “Let the children [i.e., Israelites] be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” The woman’s response, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs” (Mk 7:24-30; cf. Mt 15:21-28), convinced him to extend his power of exorcism beyond the borders of Israel. It is this foreign woman who challenged Jesus to extend his “discipleship of equals,” as Schüssler Fiorenza designates the community gathered around him, to Gentiles.

Further, women were the ones who stayed by Jesus’ side at the foot of the cross when the male disciples fled. “There were also women looking on from a distance; among them were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome. These used to follow him and provided for him when he was in Galilee; and there were many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem” (Mk 15:40-41). In the two verbs describing the women’s actions toward Jesus, following and providing, feminist theologians find the central characteristics of discipleship. Therefore, at the most crucial juncture of Jesus’ life, his crucifixion, women—who embodied the ideal behavior of discipleship—provided the community, the web of relationships, among which Jesus died, and it was women who would carry the Easter message to Jesus’ male disciples.

4.3. Christologies of Inculturation.

4.3.1. Jesus in Africa. Life in the wake of independence from colonialism has awakened in many African theologians the pressing need to recover African culture in liturgy, ecclesiology and theology. A primary resource for this inculturation is African traditional religion, with its distinctive communal perspective that centers upon relationships between a creator God, humanity and ancestors. This traditional religion complements a traditional African penchant for a sense of community that integrates the living and the nonliving as well as the spiritual and physical worlds.

4.3.1.1. Mother. A central figure within African patterns of kinship with christological connections, which African feminist theologians are developing, is Jesus as mother. They perceive that Jesus embraced humanity and its feelings and sufferings as would a loving, compassionate mother. For instance, Jesus exhibited motherly compassion when he cried out for Jerusalem, “How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” (Mt 23:37). The compassion that compelled Jesus to make this declaration is like that of a mother who will go to sacrificial lengths in order that her children might live. African theologian, Anne Nasimiyu Wasike’s description of Jesus as mother encapsulates various African themes of wholeness, the élan vital and social integration: “In Jesus’ life we see him take on the qualities of a mother. He is a nurturer of life, especially that of the weak. Jesus’ motherhood is characterized by nourishment, protection, and care for the poor and marginalized. The way Jesus related to people, and especially to the disciples, showed a warm tenderness, affection, receptivity and a readiness to restore life to wholeness” (Stinton, 154).

The image of Jesus as Mother also emerges from his assumption of the role of hospitable caretaker, as when feeding the hungry crowds with bread and fish (Mt 14:13-21, 15:32-39; Mk 6:30-44; Lk 9:10-17), cooking and serving breakfast to the disciples (Jn 21:9-13), and hosting the Last Supper, which in the Johannine account included washing the disciples’ feet (Jn 13:1-11). These menial tasks are the very ones undertaken by mothers as they strive to feed and sustain their children.

African feminist theologians are drawn to this image of Jesus because they believe that it instills hope for the future as well as love and compassion for the present which counteract the destructive forces of genocide, militarism, droughts, debts and pandemics rampaging through the continent. Wasike explains the need to understand Jesus as Mother in her context in this way: “Africa today needs a Mother’s love. . . . African Christian people—men and women—have to look at Jesus the mother who said, ‘No one can have greater love than to lay down one’s life for his/her friends’ (Jn 15:13)’” (Stinton, 157).

4.3.1.2. Elder Brother. One of the more popular interpretations of Jesus in the African context, both in song and academic theology, is that of an elder brother. This portrait of Jesus flows out of certain kinship responsibilities of the elder brother: defending younger siblings in quarrels; mediating between younger siblings and parents in matters of importance such as marriage; even bearing responsibility for younger siblings’ actions. These responsibilities resonate with those of Jesus, who also is defender and mediator. Further, the elder brother is not unlike the high priestly figure in Hebrews 2:11, 17-18—a firstborn brother whose solidarity with his family leads to salvation.

This portrait of Jesus also introduces a significant point of identification between Jesus and his African brothers and sisters; he shares in the same rites of passage by which an individual becomes fully human within the boundaries of tribal life. Although rites of passage differ markedly from tribe to tribe, they often include birth rites (such as the proper disposal of the umbilical cord), puberty rites (such as solitude and seclusion followed by reentry and celebration), marriage rites and death rites. These rites of passage are required to establish a person’s full humanity in an African context.

The gospels supply corresponding examples of the rites of passage Jesus underwent to become a mature member of his community. Genealogies in Matthew and Luke clarify his tribal affiliation (Mt 1:1-17; Lk 3:23-38). His parents give the prescribed offerings, and his mother undergoes a period of maternal seclusion to restore purity after his birth (Lk 2:22- 24). By his baptism, Jesus joins in solidarity with his people. Following a period of seclusion in the wilderness, he enters public life as an adult, healing and teaching among his brothers and sisters (Mt 4:1-17; Mk 1:12-15; Lk 4:1-15). His life ends in the final rite of passage, death on the cross, which, for African theologians, symbolizes completeness rather than shame. For that reason, Christians in Angola sing, “Jesus Christ is our Elder Brother/He is African!”

Despite these keen correspondences, this portrait of Jesus as elder brother has come under critique because, some African theologians argue, it can be carried too far by overemphasizing Jesus’ humanity and obscuring his divinity. There is an essential difference between natural, human death and Jesus’ atoning death for humanity’s sins, writes Kwame Bediako. “Our Savior has not just become one like us; he has died for us. It is a death with eternal sacrificial significance. It deals with our moral failures and infringements of social relationships. It heals our wounded and soiled consciences and overcomes once and for all and at their roots, all that in our heritage and somewhat melancholy history, brings us grief, guilt, shame and bitterness. Our Saviour is our Elder Brother who has shared in our African experience in every respect, except our sin and alienation from God” (Bediako, 26).

Another criticism is one significant gap in Jesus’ rites of passage: he was not married. Because marriage is fundamental to African culture, Jesus’ singleness “raises serious problems for those who would stress that Jesus underwent all the various stages that mark man in Africa” (Parratt, 83).

4.3.1.3. Ancestor. An extension of the elder brother’s mediatorial role emerges in African portrayals of Jesus as ancestor. Because kin or community encompasses past, present and future generations in many African cultures, *ancestors are revered for their continual activity in communal affairs, particularly as mediators and as a watchful presence over the community. In return, those living acknowledge their role in the community through prayers and ritual acts, such as pouring out drink offerings on the ground for them. According to African traditional religion, God’s life exists in abundance among the ancestors; they are a reservoir that brims with the life force, or élan vital, particularly when relationships between themselves, humanity and God exist in a peaceful balance.

By virtue of his death and resurrection, African theologians explain, Jesus now belongs to the coterie of ancestors. He is no longer merely elder brother, but, like the ancestors, Jesus mediates fullness of life like a vine to the branches (Jn 15:4-7). He provides abundant life (Jn 10:10) and is himself living water (Jn 4:14) and living bread (Jn 6:51).

The relationship between Jesus and human beings is not the only one in which Jesus as ancestor engages. He also mediates between the living and the creator God by bringing people, their prayers, offerings and aspirations, to God. This is precisely how many African theologians understand Jesus’ words, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (Jn 14:6). Jesus is the gate of the sheepfold (Jn 10:9), for only those “to whom the Son chooses to reveal” God know their creator (Lk 10:22).

Like African ancestors, Jesus provides an exemplary model of behavior: “For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you” (Jn 13:15). He serves the needs of others, restores their dignity by defending the weak, identifies himself with sinners, and heals the sick. He confirms positive African values, such as hospitality and care for the oppressed. Finally, Jesus provides a watchful presence over the community. Refusing to leave them desolate (Jn 14:18), he promises to be present with them always (Mt 28:20; Jn 14:18-31).

The ideal of the African ancestor, however, is inadequate to circumscribe the force of Jesus’ role as ancestor. Because of his life, death and resurrection, which initiate a new community, the reign of God, he is considered the “proto-ancestor.” According to Bénézet Bujo, Jesus is the “proto-ancestor” because he “fulfills within himself the authentic ideal of ancestor in a complete way, but he at the same time transcends this ideal and brings it to a new and full realization. In this he is unique” (Parratt, 130). Jesus’ precedence among the ancestors has a direct impact upon the living, who share in community with him. First, Jesus holds authority over malevolent spirits and dissatisfied ancestors so that Africans need fear them no longer. Second, Jesus most forcefully mediates the élan vital to the living, for he is the second Adam, a “life-giving spirit” (1 Cor 15:45). Finally, and perhaps most importantly for contemporary Africa, his resurrection and present reign over the entire cosmos transcend national, tribal, clan and familial solidarity. Therefore, African believers are related to all humanity, with whom they receive life without measure from Jesus, the proto-ancestor, the firstborn of all creation.
  


According to Charles Nyamiti, Jesus’ role as ancestor illuminates not only his relationship to Africa and humankind but also his place in “the inner life of God (Trinity).” There is an ancestral kinship among the persons of the Trinity: “the Father is the Ancestor of the Son, the Son is the Descendant of the Father.” They live out their ancestral kinship through the mediation of the Spirit. Moreover, this ancestral relationship extends beyond the Trinity. “The Incarnation and Christ’s redemptive ministry . . . are the extensions of the trinitarian communication to the man Jesus and, through Him, to the rest of creation” (Mugambi and Magesa, 26). The portrait of Jesus as ancestor, then, resonates resoundingly with African cultures and Christian theology, uniting human communities, mediating between human and divine communities, even unifying the divine community itself.

4.3.1.4. Chief. A guardian of social equilibrium within many African communities is the chief, who is ideally identified as courageous and heroic. He is also able to triumph over enemies in the terrestrial and spiritual worlds and stands poised at the intersection of both worlds. Like an African chief, Jesus mediates blessings to the church and defends against the powers of darkness (Eph 4:15-16; 6:10-17).

Further, the community derives its identity and coherence from the chief. Such solidarity between the tribe and chief matches that which exists between the church, the body, and Christ, its head. As the tribe is identified with the chief, so the church is identified with Christ (1 Cor 12:27).

The chief also mediates between all communal constituents: tribe; ancestors; even those unborn, not only during periods of wellbeing, but also during periods of communal misfortune and social disequilibrium, when this mediatorial role compels the chief to subordinate his own well-being to the needs of the community. At these times, mediation shades into a form of reconciliation that demands of the chief various acts of self-subordination to the community—anything that can allay the tensions that disrupt the community, no matter what the cost. This role of the chief shows a correspondence with Jesus’ ultimate act of self-subordination and reconciliation on the cross. On the cross, Jesus reconciled, at his own expense, the world to God (2 Cor 5:18-19) and created one new humanity free from hostility (Eph 2:11-16). Through his reconciliation, Jesus is lord (or chief) because he humbled himself completely in service to the human community and to God, in both life and death (Phil 2:5-8). As a result of his quintessential act of mediating reconciliation, the entire cosmos, which is itself a web of relationships that exists under, on and above the earth, will confess that Jesus Christ is, in African terms, chief (Phil 2:9-11).

4.3.1.5. Healer. The witch doctor (nganga) or holistic healer is also believed to reestablish equilibrium in the African community. It is the nganga’s responsibility to determine the cause of the malady, whether a spiritual cause of a physical ailment or the social cause in communal tensions. Once the ailment is diagnosed, the nganga prescribes remedies that range from sacrifices to dances to specific acts, often with the use of particular fetishes or sacred devices, which play a role in the restoration of social relationships.

The Synoptic Gospels are replete with accounts of Jesus’ healings, which resonate with an African healer’s holistic approach. Three similarities in particular underlie the portrait of Jesus as healer. First, like an African healer, Jesus acknowledged a relationship between body and spirit. Along with physical healing, Jesus absolved the unhealthy guilt (“your sins are forgiven” [Mk 2:5]) and commended the sick for their faith (“your faith has made you well” [Mk 10:52]).

Second, as we have seen already, Jesus placed healing within the context of social reintegration, though in an African context this is understood as the reestablishment of equilibrium to the community by returning those who are healed to normalcy. Jesus asked healed lepers to present themselves to the priests, the preservers of cultic regulations (Mk 1:44; Lk 17:14). He returned the Gerasene demoniac to his village with the words, “Go home to your friends, and tell them how much the Lord has done for you” (Mk 5:19). He permitted Peter’s mother-in-law to take up her role as host immediately upon her healing (Mk 1:31). Even the simple words “go in peace” are redolent of social wholeness and restored health (Mk 5:34).

Finally, some of Jesus’ methods of healing approximate those of an African healer. He applied saliva (Mk 8:23) or a mixture of saliva and dirt (Jn 9:6) to the unhealthy body part; he spit on his finger and then touched the tongue of a deaf mute (Mk 7:33); and he made noises interpreted variously as a sign, snort or groan (Mk 7:34). In these ways, his method of healing conforms to the healer of Africa, whose holistic healing, characterized by the unity of spiritual and physical healing, reintegrates the healed person into the life of the community.

4.3.2. Jesus in Asia. A fundamental concern of Christologies in the Asian context is the pervasiveness of religious pluralism (see Asian Theology). All the major world religions flourish here—*Hinduism, *Buddhism, *Islam, Confucianism, Taoism, Christianity, to name a few—alongside other less expansive religious expressions, such as ancient cosmic religions of indigenous peoples and newer cults. Yet another concern is pervasive poverty, and this too, due to the impetus of liberation theologies, has given Asian Christologies their own hues.

4.3.2.1. The Suffering Christ of Buddhism. Classical Buddhism is grounded in four noble truths, the first of which is that all of life is suffering. This reality has provided rich soil in Japan for the emergence of a Christology in which Jesus is, in the words of Kazoh Kitamori, the “pain-love” of God. In the person of Jesus, God loves people to the extent of feeling their pain, as a mother feels pain in childbirth for the child whom she loves. The novelist Shusaku Endo writes of Jesus’ stubborn refusal to succumb to the temptations of power (Mt 4:1-11; Lk 4:1-13) or to be hailed by the people as a kingly or political ruler (Jn 6). Instead, Jesus consciously adopted the alternative of suffering (Mk 8:31-32; 9:31-32; 10:32-45). “He had to go through every misery and pain that men and women go through, because otherwise he could not truly share in the misery and pain of humankind, and because otherwise he couldn’t face us to say: ‘Look, I am at your side. I have suffered like you. Your misery—I understand it; I went through it all myself’” (Endo, 125).

Under the influence of liberation theology, this emphasis upon a suffering Christ—the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53, in biblical terms—has been expanded in other contexts to encompass more adequately economic and political dimensions. Korean *minjung theologians, for example, understand Jesus’ suffering more in terms of political solidarity with the minjung—translated as “the people,” those who are oppressed by religious and political rulers. Jesus is most particularly the Messiah of the minjung because he shares their suffering. Further, because his messiahship is expressed as a Suffering Servant, Jesus reverses all political hierarchies in favor of a people’s solidarity. For this reason, Cyris Heesuk Moon contends that the “distinctively corporate dimension” of the Suffering Servant “resonates particularly with the minjung of Korea. . . . We who are the embodiment of Jesus the Christ need to move from isolation to solidarity to create a corporate solidarity in the world” (Levison and Pope-Levison, 113).

Similarly, the orientation of Jesus’ suffering toward a particular class of society is characteristic of dalit (ex-untouchable) theology in India (see Indian Theology). Dalits claim Jesus as their prototype because he has taken their dalitness upon himself, endured their humiliation and pain, and laid down his life as “a ransom for many” (Mk 10:45). As the risen Christ, he continues to take on himself their pain, bearing their grief and sorrows in order to liberate them from suffering.

Some *feminist theologians, particularly those whose social location is Eurocentric, express ambivalence toward this portrayal of Jesus’ suffering because, they contend, it creates a sense of passivity and, potentially, hopeless-ness. This image of Jesus as a passive victim can easily be distorted when women are urged, like Jesus, to become victims. In this way, alleged conformity to Christ demands the passive acceptance of suffering, even violence. It is essential, rather, to emphasize that Jesus actively chose to suffer in solidarity with the oppressed in order to attain liberation.

Other feminist theologians contend that Jesus’ suffering—his taking on the role of suffering servant—reduces residual patriarchal overtones and subverts a view of power as domination. Jesus as Suffering Servant is one who, by serving others, puts himself in a politically, economically and socially vulnerable position (Jn 13:1-17; Phil 2:5-11). Because the daily lives of countless women in impoverished contexts are circumscribed by suffering service, they are bound together through solidarity among themselves and with Jesus. Further, in the solidarity birthed from this shared experience, women are empowered to press beyond the present to a new and liberative future.

4.3.2.2. The Cosmic Christ of Hinduism. Centuries before the emergence of contextual Christologies per se, many Indian Christians were engaged in contextualizing Christ, according to M. M. Thomas. More recently, writing out of a philosophical tradition, Raimon Panikkar argued that Christ could be found in Hinduism, not at any superficial level, but at the deepest experience of mystery that is shared by Hinduism and Christianity—Isvara (Hinduism) and Jesus (Christianity). Isvara corresponds to the cosmic Christ, who is divine and the mediator between the divine and created spheres. The cosmic Christ-Isvara is the “true light, which enlightens everyone” (Jn 1:9).

This image of the Cosmic Christ resonates especially with Colossians 1:15-20 (and Eph 1:9-10), in which the Cosmic Christ is the origin, sustainer and destiny of the cosmos. Prior to any religious confession, people exist “in Christ.” While they are alive, everyone exists in Christ. And the goal of the whole world is unity in Christ. Past, present and future, therefore, are unified by Christ.

This view of the Cosmic Christ has implications for relationships among the great world religions. The words “all things” occur frequently in Colossians 1:15-20; through the Cosmic Christ, “all things”—every disparate part of creation—are unified in Christ before they can be distinguished from each other. In other words, unity in Christ precedes any division because the Cosmic Christ contains them all. All religious dialogue, therefore, takes place in light of this recognition that “all things,” including Christians and adherents of other religions, are held together by the Cosmic Christ who unifies the creation.

Colossians 1, moreover, underscores the universal accessibility of God through the mediation of Christ. Christ is “the image of the invisible God,” the means by which the creation can perceive its Creator (Col 1:15). Once again, Colossians offers a glimpse of the unseen, mysterious shared connection that exists between Christianity and other religions.

Theologians such as Thomas and Samartha have offered a critique of the Cosmic Christ for its failure to take seriously the historical Jesus. In order to establish mystery as the deepest unifying point of encounter between Hinduism and Christianity, they argue, Panikkar downplays the significance of Jesus’ life, such as his human birth through Mary’s womb. To redress the balance and, no less important, to connect Jesus to the reality of pervasive poverty in Asia, Thomas and Samartha allow the Cosmic Christ and the historical Jesus, who labored among the poor and oppressed, to coalesce in the portrait of Jesus as the cosmic Lord of history. In this Christology, the presence of Christ is found wherever people work for justice, whether Christian or not, and in the spiritualities that inspire them. The cosmic Lord of history—Jesus—becomes the meeting point of religions, not so much in mystery as in history, in the human quest for a better life.

Aloysius Pieris of Sri Lanka offers a complementary perspective on Jesus. He discerns in the Synoptic Gospels Jesus’ double baptism into what he calls the Jordan of Asian religions and the Calvary of Asian poverty. When Jesus was baptized, he aligned himself both with the asceticism of John, evident in various denunciations and demands for repentance, and the more world-affirming religiosity of the poor and the oppressed. As time passed, Jesus supplemented John’s invectives against religious leaders and his demand for radical repentance with positive dimensions of blessings and promises, which he offered to the marginalized poor and ostracized sinners. He held in tension, in other words, John’s bad news about the coming judgment and good news about imminent liberation.

The two commitments Jesus made at his baptism at the Jordan River led him inevitably to a second baptism—on the cross outside of Jerusalem. He never finally let go of John’s prophetic stance, and so he denounced the accumulation of wealth and worked to make the poor aware of their unique liberative role in the new order that God would bring about. This prophetic stance threatened the wealthy and powerful, who responded in rage and with death threats. In the end, they appealed to the Romans, a vast colonialist power, to crucify him. This is where the journey, begun at Jordan, ended. The cross represents, therefore, Jesus’ second baptism on the Calvary of poverty.

Like the theological proposals of Thomas and Samartha, that of Pieris addresses the dual realities of Asian poverty and religiosity. While these are undoubtedly not the final word on the subject, they illustrate the promise of contextual Christologies that incorporate the perspectives of liberation theology and theologies of inculturation.

J. Levison and P. Pope-Levison
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CITY, THEOLOGY OF THE

 

Around the globe, urbanization continues at a rapid pace, as the multitudes move from the villages of India, China and Kenya, settling on the outskirts of Mumbai, Beijing and Nairobi. The increasing urbanization of the last century and the twenty-first century highlights the need for a theology of the city.1. Recent Changes

2. History of Theology of the City

3. Toward a Theology of the City: Some Characteristics and Themes


 





1. Recent Changes.

 

In 1900, only ten percent of the world’s population lived in cities. With the dawn of this century, that number has jumped to fifty percent. In twenty to thirty years, it will be seventy percent, with most of the growth in Africa and Asia. Latin America is already eighty percent urbanized. The majority of those who come to the city for a better future find themselves in underserved urban slums, unable even to feed themselves and their children. We live increasingly not in a global village but in a global city, and many in this global city live lives that are not sustainable. These exploding megacities increasingly are inhabited by those who have no knowledge of Christianity

A major demographic shift has recently occurred in American society. *Poverty is moving to the suburbs, more specifically, expanding to the suburbs, and there are now more people living in poverty in American suburbs than in the inner city. Urban centers, long abandoned, are being rediscovered in nearly every American city. This gentrification of cities (the affluent “gentry” returning to city centers that had been abandoned) has serious implications for the future of our cities, for our churches and for our theology.

Throughout the world, all cities are now impacted by global realities that were not yet imagined even a decade ago. Much of what we have learned about life in cities, and the theology of cities, may not be relevant for the cities of the future. Cities in the past were noted for being centers of power and influence. These same cites are now themselves being impacted by economic restructuring and other global forces.

Definitions shift as quickly as the cities themselves. While the city is clearly a place, these places cannot be separated from the processes defining the urban built environment, thus urban is both place and process. Urbanization is the process of growth within the city. Urbanism is the cultural impact of urbanization. When urban processes are seen as a part of larger societal processes, the question that must then be asked is, are urban problems truly urban problems, or societal problems located in the city? Has the city been blamed for urban problems that in fact are not confined within city limits, but emerge from the society of which the urban environment is a part?

Within the popular imagination, the city is often equated not only with a particular location and built environment but with the peoples who live in these environments. Thus the terms urban and city conjure up images of violence, crime and poverty. The term “urban ministry” often refers to ministry to and with the poor, not the city in its entirety. “Inner-city” is used in much the same way, designating not so much location as a particular type of neighborhood, generally, economically stressed areas inhabited by ethnic minorities.

While cities have been and continue to be centers of power and influence, in the popular imagination, cities are reminders not only of economic and cultural power, but also of the powerless and those outside the structures of power. Now that poverty is expanding to the suburbs, it remains to be seen whether the popular use of these terms will also shift.



2. History of Theology of the City.

 

The explosive growth of cities creates a challenging context, but equally challenging is an anti-urban bias that affects society, the church and our theology. An anti-urban bias can be traced back to the Roman Empire, but it took on stronger forms in the founding of the United States. Already in the 1780s, Thomas Jefferson considered cities a pestilence. The American dream has not been an urban dream. An anti-urban bias has also impacted the church in Great Britain. Theology has shared in this bias, resulting in what has been called theological anti-urbanism. This has caused some to say that the greatest barriers in urban mission are not within the city but within the church. This highlights the importance of developing theology /ies that address the urban situation. Social and economic analysis may help us understand the city, but it is only through our reading of the Bible that we find a vision for what God intends for our cities, and for all of society.

In recent years, there have been various approaches to an urban theology countering this anti-urbanism. Jacques Ellul’s Meaning of the City was written with the intent of revealing the biblical perspective concerning cities. Ellul’s work has been critiqued for a too-negative view of the city, contributing to the already existing anti-urban bias. A sociology/theology came out of Italy with Benjamin Tonna’s A Gospel for the Cities. In England, the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Urban Theology Group met over several years to ask the theological questions related to urban deprivation.

Within the United States, the Seminary Consortium for Urban Pastoral Education was started in Chicago in 1976 to begin to address the needs of contextual urban theological education (http://www.scupe.com). Also from Chicago, Raymond J. Bakke led the way in raising the city before the eyes of the evangelical world, first in the United States and then globally. James Cone writes from within the African American church and raises questions essential to all who are part of the church of Jesus Christ.

Some of the most comprehensive theological work has come from the pens of Harvie Conn and Manuel Oritz. More recently, Mark Gornik and Andrew Davey are raising the questions of the impact of *globalization on cities, and how this impacts our most vulnerable citizens. What is needed now is a new generation of urban theologians from the Southern world who can reflect from within the changing face of the world’s megacities.



3. Toward a Theology of the City: Some Characteristics and Themes.

 

The construction of a theology of the city raises the question, whose theology is this? Will this be a theology from the academy for the city? Will it be a theology from the streets? Will it reflect the power of the city’s economic forces, or those excluded from power and influence?

In recent years, questions have been raised about the location of those who “do theology.” These have been raised in relation to urban theology also. Urbanites expect theological reflection to be rooted in the soil (and concrete!) of the city, and originate in the people of that place. It must take seriously the context out of which it emerges. Thus we see reflected within cities the movement towards local, contextual theologies. Much urban theology has been rooted in praxis, emerging from reflection on the practice of urban life and mission. In various urban contexts there has been a debt to the liberation theologies of Latin America. The emphasis is not only theological understanding, but praxis that makes a difference in the struggles of people’s lives, especially those excluded from the power structures.

The use of *narrative theology as an approach in urban theology has also increased, especially in theology for urban mission. Narratives root theology and mission in the city context. Through narrative, urban peoples can connect their stories to the biblical story. Narrative has the capacity to bridge the micro, local story with the broader global realities that are equally a part of cities in the twenty-first century. Narrative methodology begins with the local story, analyzes the context, and looks to Scripture for insight, which leads to missional action. This type of methodology does not require a seminary education, but can be adapted for many different peoples within the city, helping them to think theologically about their lives.

City theology has been characterized by certain themes. Although these themes may not be exclusively urban, they reflect societal processes within the urban context. These themes are essential for the development of a theology that impacts those within cities, even as poverty is expanding to the suburbs. These themes continue to demand our attention both in the United States and Europe as well as in the Southern world.

Issues of *justice and injustice, although not exclusively urban, continue to loom large in cities, even more so in our globalizing world. Evidence points to an ever-increasing gap between the rich and the poor in our cities, and this demands our theological attention. Related are the themes of power and powerlessness, exclusion and inclusion, and race and reconciliation. While not solely urban concerns, their influence is felt especially in cities.

One theme that needs more consideration as we theologize about the cities of the present and future world is the way that cities are interconnected with suburbs and rural areas, as well as with each other. There is an interdependence often unrecognized, especially by those who do not consider themselves urban. Thus a gated community may try to shield itself from the perceived evils of a city, but the lives of those within are connected through city systems, places of employment and many other global forces. We must face our crisis of disconnection.

These themes must be taken seriously by any urban theology if the church of Jesus Christ is to have a space and transforming impact in the megacites of our world.

See also CULTURE AND SOCIETY; GLOBALIZATION; HOLISTIC MISSION; MIGRATION; PLACE; POVERTY.
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COMMUNITY

 

God’s project in the world can be described as shaping a community, a people whose identity is centered in God, as illustrated in Israel (OT) and the church (NT). The Judeo-Christian faith is marked by this stress on community, in contrast to other religions such as *Hinduism and *Buddhism, which are primarily individually oriented.1. The Roots of Biblical Community

2. The Goals of Community

3. Entry into and Departure from Community

4. Threats to Community Cohesiveness and Solidarity


 





1. The Roots of Biblical Community.

 

The ultimate root of community, Christians believe, is the *Trinity. Certainly, humans were created for community, as even world cultures illustrate. Africans, for example, are a communitarian people: “It takes a village to raise a child.” A leader of churches in Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, noting the Pacific way of interdependence, observed, “God prepared the peoples of Melanesia to hear the Gospel by making them community-minded people.”

God’s objective in shaping a people is captured in the covenant formula, “I . . . will be your God, and you shall be my people” (Lev 26:12), which occurs with variations some twenty-five times (e.g., Jer 31:33). Furthermore, that formula serves as a bracketing device in the whole of Scripture (Gen 17:7; Rev 21:3).

In the OT God’s purpose for forming a covenant community was intimated to Abraham (Gen 12:1-3; 17:7). However, its formal establishment came at Sinai following the miracle of the exodus. In the NT, Jesus gave priority to a community of disciples and announced the building of a church (Mt 16:18). However, its actual establishment came at Pentecost, where, as in the OT, it followed a miracle, namely Christ’s resurrection (cf. Peterson who grounds community in Deuteronomy and in Luke-Acts). Paul’s letters are almost exclusively addressed to churches, thereby emphasizing the importance of community (e.g., Romans; cf. Rev 2—3).

The Christian community is Christocentric, empowered by God’s grace and gifted by the Spirit. Community involves interdependence, mutual support and caring, and belonging. Movements toward intentional communities existed already in Israel (e.g., the bands of the prophets, 1 Sam 10:10; 19:20). In church history also, certain movements emerged, such as the monastic orders or, more recently, the Latin American Base Ecclesial Communities, partly as a response to a perceived lack of authentic community in the larger church. Even today a person wanting to enter the Benedictine order is asked, “What do you seek?” The expected answer is “The mercy of God and fellowship in this community.” In Protestantism such attempts at authentic community include the Hutterian Brethren, house churches, small (cell) groups and experiments in community about which the theologian D. Bonhoeffer wrote: “We belong to one another only through and in Jesus Christ” (Bonhoeffer, 31).



2. The Goals of Community.

 

Luke characterized the Christian community following Pentecost as believers sharing assets communally, worshiping and fellowshipping (Acts 2:44-47). But it was not a closed group since persons were added to it daily (Acts 2:47). The faith community envisioned by the Bible is not so much an institution as it is a dynamic body (1 Cor 12:4-31). Its purposes are directed both inward and outward.

2.1. Worship God. The elaborate instructions to the Israelites to build the tabernacle (Ex 25—31; 35—40) indicate the large place that worship was to have within the faith community. Rituals both shape and sustain communities. For Israel such community rituals meant three annual week-long festivities to commemorate God’s deliverance and sustaining action. Two of the three festivals recalled God’s deliverance (Passover and Feast of Booths). All three incorporated thanksgiving for harvests: Passover (barley harvest); Feast of Weeks (wheat harvest), and Feast of Booths (grape harvest; Deut 16:1- 17). Times of sacrifice, especially the peace offering, were group events. The Psalms include community thanksgivings (Ps 124), community hymns (Ps 100) and community laments (Ps 44; cf. Lamentations).

The New Testament community observes the Lord’s Supper (also called communion or the Eucharist) and baptism. The custom of Christians around the world is to observe one day (usually Sunday) as a day of worship.

2.2. Discern God’s Way in Scripture. A faith community, as understood in the Judaic-Christian sense, is united in its focus on Scripture as a written text. Though in some ways derived from community, the written text is also interpreted by the community. Just as in the Old Testament the community was the ultimate judge of whether a prophet was false or true, so in current Christian communities it is not some expert exegete but the larger body that essentially and effectively rules on an interpretation of Biblical texts.

The ways of God are expounded in the Pentateuch (e.g., Deuteronomy). Prophets also, such as Habakkuk, answer the questions of God’s way with nations and the importance of faith (Hab 2:4). Repeatedly the Bible insists that what God desires from a community is the practice of justice (e.g., Deut 16:20; Is 5:1-7). The Ten Commandments in the OT (Ex 20), the beatitudes in the Gospels (e.g., Mt 5:3-12) and the lists of ethical directives in the epistles (e.g., Rom 12:9-21) all become descriptors of living according to the ways of God.

2.3. Edify and Care for Members. Members of a Christian community are to be nurtured in their life with God so that they may become mature (Eph 4:11-13; Col 1:28). In the Israelite community priests had the responsibility of teaching (Mal 2:4-7). The prophets monitored the spiritual health of the community by identifying the shape of evil within the community: idolatry (Jer 2:26-28), dishonesty (Jer 9:3-6), extortion (Amos 8:4-6), covenant breaking (Ezek 17:18), and injustices generally. In letters to the churches Paul lists a variety of gifts given to persons in order to nurture community members (Eph 4:11-13), who are challenged to “welcome one another” (Rom 15:7), “love one another” (Rom 12:10), “serve one another in love” (Gal 5:13 NIV), and “encourage one another and build up each other” (1 Thess 5:11). The interdependence and sense of intimacy is achieved through both listening and disclosure, and through other “disciplines” (Gish, 34-132). The phrase “one another” is central in the NT.

2.4. Serve as a Model of God’s Kingdom. Community-building is not an end in itself; the community is to be a light to the nations such that nations will be drawn to it (Is 42:6; 60:3). Jesus said that his community is to be like a city set on the hill (Mt 5:14). The ideal community, characterized by a God-centeredness and suffused with love and concerned for justice (right relationships), is clearly an alternative within the larger society.

2.5. Be an Agency of Proclamation. The Christian community lives out of the resurrection, empowered by the Spirit. Formed at Pentecost and continuing for more than two millennia, the Christian community has remembered the farewell words of Jesus its founder: “You will receive power . . . you will be my witnesses . . . to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). The OT community of Israel was called to be a blessing (Gen 12:3) and to be intentional about bringing about justice—that is, “right relationships” (Is 42:4; Jonah).



3. Entry into and Departure from Community.

 

One does not become a member of God’s family automatically but by choice. For Abraham’s family that choice was sealed by the rite of circumcision. However, though Israel was initially an ethnic group, the spiritual community is not determined by ethnicity; others not of Jewish lineage had the opportunity to join God’s people (e.g., Jethro, a Kenite; Ruth, a Moabitess). Proselytes, described as “God-fearers” in the New Testament, submitted to certain rites, but the critical component was the acknowledgement of the God of Israel as their God (Acts 10:22).

In Israel, failure to comply with community expectations could result in being “cut off from the people” (e.g., Lev 17:4, 9, 10; Num 9:13), a phrase that might mean death, loss of inheritance rights, loss of the privilege to worship at the cultic shrine, or temporary or permanent exclusion from the community. Jesus gave guidelines for “excommunication” (Mt 18:17; cf. Paul’s directives in 1 Cor 5:2, 5). Christian communities, like other communities, establish boundaries as an indication of what belonging means.



4. Threats to Community Cohesiveness and Solidarity.

 

4.1. Innate Sinfulness. Just as Adam and Eve, the nucleus of community, were estranged through sin, so sin in its great variety plays havoc with community solidarity. Selfishness, greed, lust for power, gossip, false accusations and much else, whether engaged in by members or leaders, fragment a community. Dishonesty and distrust tear at the fabric of a community.

4.2. Individualism. For a community to exist, individuals need to yield their autonomy (Peterson). The ideals of a “rugged individualism” or personal independence, though of merit, need to be tempered. Community values such as submission and caring set the desired tone.

4.3. Disunity and Leadership Issues. Among the issues that can divide a Christian community is the behavior of the leader(s). The sons of Korah who challenged Moses’ leadership and mustered a following are a prime OT example (Num 16:1-35). Similarly divisiveness in the church can be caused by polarizations around personalities (1 Cor 3:3-4). The Bible repeatedly exhorts groups and their leaders to maintain unity (1 Cor 1:10; Eph 4:1-3).

4.4. Apathy. A Christian community can become ingrown and overly isolated. Spiritual indifference will cripple a community. Failure to reach out to others with the gospel is a sign of an unhealthy community.

These threats to Christian community remind us of our constant need for the work of the Holy Spirit within us as individuals and amidst communities of believers both locally and globally. What is more, today we are discovering new challenges and resources for true community as we learn from Christian communities in other cultures new dimensions and practices for life together in Christ.

See also ECCLESIOLOGY.
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CONTEXTUALIZATION

 

Many Christians, especially from the majority world, have come to realize that the theologies they have received from Euro-American churches and missionaries or from Euro-American theological textbooks hardly connect with their experiences and situations. Contextualization proceeds from this realization and asserts that theology must not only be rooted in the biblical story, it must also engage the concrete (local) realities in which Christians find themselves. On the other hand, contextualization recognizes the plurality of local churches and the diversity of theologies in the worldwide body of Christ. In general, contextualization recalls the *missionary nature of all theology (von Allmen), in contrast to an understanding of theology that is static, disengaged and acultural.

1. Which Term to Use: Contextualization, Inculturation or Local Theology?

2. What Does Contextualization Mean?

3. How Does This Affect the Way We View Christian Theology as a Whole?


 


1. Which Term to Use: Contextualization, Inculturation, Local Theology or Tra n slat ion?

 

Strictly speaking, the terms *local theology, contextualization or inculturation carry different nuances, though they are often used synonymously in mission literature (and in this article). The theological term contextualization came into being through the initiative of the World Council of Churches’ Theological Education Fund Ministry Program (TEF). In their definition contextualization goes beyond indigenization and stresses the prophetic or critical function of doing theology as it engages a changing society. The term inculturation had its genesis in Roman Catholic missiological thinking. It is concerned with the process of proclaiming and explaining the gospel in a language a particular people understands (de Mesa 1979). It expresses the process by which the church becomes inserted in a given culture in a transformative way (Crollius). Others, like R. Schreiter, prefer local theology as a more dynamic category than inculturation or contextualization. The phrase calls attention to the historical theme of the “local” church as one distinguished from yet interwoven with the universal reality of Christ’s body. This historical dimension finds confirmation in the fact that the work of local theology gives rise to new, contextual theologies in different parts of the globe (Schreiter).

One can say that translation as a framework leads to parallel results. As Sanneh insists, the translation of the Christian message in diverse languages of the world serves as a paradigm that illuminates the way Christianity has been received and appropriated by local cultures. Indeed, a major clue that could account for the tremendous growth of Christianity beyond the West lies in the logic of the translatability of the Christian message or the Bible in the local languages. This translation stance has empowered the indigenous and the practical in every culture, while at the same time refusing the canonization of specific cultures (Sanneh 1989, 2003).

To simplify and synthesize our reflections, however, we will use contextualization as an overarching category but incorporating the significant nuances of the other terms.



2. What Does Contextualization Mean?

 

2.1. Articulating Biblical Faith in Local Terms.

Local theology, or contextualization, means articulating biblical faith using vernacular terms and engaging local issues. Evangelical theologies are not culturally immune nor are they without corresponding cultural embodiment. More to the point, biblical or evangelical faith is not locked into the particularities of Euro-American sociocultural experiences (Costas). Accordingly, nonwestern Christians insist on the necessity of articulating theologically the biblical and evangelical tradition in their own terms and in light of their own issues. Note that here the use of local language is not simply a matter of communicating more effectively. Language and culture are closely intertwined. Hence, in many countries where the identity of peoples has been violated due to colonization, the use of the vernacular becomes not just a theological concern, it also relates to the recovery of human dignity. Using the local language allows the recovery of cultural identity and human dignity by getting out from under the (methodological) assumptions of Euro-American cultural superiority. Still from a mission-oriented angle, the awareness of the cultural rootedness of theologies should not be viewed in a one-sided, negative way; good theologies are biblical responses to particular sociocultural issues and experiences.

2.2. Doing Theology Ourselves. Local theology implies that people are doing theology for themselves and not having theology done for them by others (Bevans). In practice, this means that majority-world local churches do not become mere recipients of theologies from overseas; they also contribute while developing their own. Euro-American theological visions are viewed not as universal theologies and church strategies without any cultural noise and baggage. Hence, even the very notion of “theology” is subjected to questions of culture. While originating in the West, theology has to be rethought in local terms and idioms (Gener 2005).

Contextualization suggests critical openness, a theological re-rooting and re-routing in local settings. The “openness” in the stance of critical openness consists of a recognition of the global, universal reach and intellectual depth of the Christian faith. The “critical” in the stance of critical openness consists of the biblical and contextual lenses that normalize the action.

The basic process of contextualization involves the interaction or dialogue between Bible and life, Christian faith and local cultures toward a missional purpose—that of transforming the world in light of God’s reign in Christ. The awareness of this process has led to a recognition of a pluralism of theological styles and contextual approaches and of new forms of ministry that are responsive and appropriate to diverse cultural contexts (Bevans).

2.3. A Critical Cue: The Received Faith. Around the world local theology begins with proclamation in the local language and with translation of the Bible into the vernacular. But there is a third critical aspect in contextualization—the witness of the local church. The church as a body of people is both inside and outside culture; it is not an abstraction, as in “Christianity.” Older models of contextualization assumed that the indigenous culture and the foreign message were in opposition (Bediako). This model has some merit, but it also conceals significant traps. Too strong a focus on the indigenous led many scholars to denounce Christianity as a foreign religion alien to the native culture. Yet in most countries worldwide (e.g., in Africa, South America, Asia), Christianity is no longer a foreign religion. It has been received and owned by the local people themselves (Sanneh 2003), as evidenced by the overwhelming presence of Christian churches in these regions. We need therefore a more inclusive, nonpurist notion of indigenization, one which describes a two-way process: indigenization (or contextualization) from without and from within. What is contextualized or indigenous “does not necessarily mean without borrowing from outside as long as the outcome is one suitable to and understood by the people; it rings true in that time and place” (Shenk, 78). This claim is not far removed from a renewed cultural perspective that recognizes the interweaving of global and local flows and processes. The older concept sees culture as something static and bounded in contrast to a renewed understanding, which emphasizes the construction of culture and an orientation toward cultural practices (Schreiter, Tanner).

2.4. Local Theologies Represent Truly Local Churches. Local theologies, then, are generated by local churches with a culture-transforming outlook, faithfully engaged in mission and biblical discipleship. As local churches engage their particular settings, they will engender fresh and exciting indigenous practical theologies that contribute to the meaningfulness of Christian discipleship in Christ’s body in and for the world.

Interestingly, contextualization was first proposed as a ministry method. There is therefore an intrinsic connection between local theology and ministry. Theology, or the gospel, in context means ministry in context. Indeed, the term contextualization was first used in 1972 in the TEF report entitled Ministry in Context. One could also say that contextualization or local theology has a strong ministry or ministerial grounding, not in a clergy-dominated way but in the classical (Reformation) sense of “every believer a minister.” This claim also suggests that every believer is a theologian because theology arises from ministry and for the sake of ministry.

Local theology emphasizes the local church’s work of contextualization. Instead of focusing on particular agendas, local theology focuses on people as agents. The focus is not simply on contextualization as a way of solving particular problems, but contextualization as paving the way for Christians to bring about internal difference in their respective contexts. This is best done in community and calls for a certain communal spirituality. The fullness of truth is the person of Christ, and that means, minimally, a willingness to listen to Christians of different times and places, who together form the whole body of Christ.

2.5. Affirmation of the Biblical Role of Culture and Christian Agents. Is this contextual way of understanding and appropriating culture biblical? What is the role of culture in the unfolding project of God in the world? Situating culture within creation and the fact of sin are biblical starting points. We live in a creation that we receive as a gift of extravagant love from God. In response to the gift of creation, we are called as stewards to an obedience that opens up the creation in all of its integrity and potential as well as encouraging its disclosure (Walsh and Middleton, 169).

Creation itself is good. When sin came, it “didn’t change the structure of life in the world; God’s original creation continues to stand as he upholds it. What changed was the direction of the current [of life]. . . . God’s work in salvation is to redirect the current of our lives . . . back to its original direction: obedience to the will of God” (Walsh and Middleton, 89). In light of creation and the Fall, culture is both a gift and a task. On the one hand, it is a gift because by virtue of creation it draws from the creative love and power of God. Cultures also exist for human well-being. The way of life of a given people is a time-tested and experience-proven approach to daily living (de Mesa 1987). On the other hand, it is a task because it is a creation of people. It points to what human beings have developed and is therefore essentially historical. As such it is not changeless and absolute. Hence in matters of culture, the final authority belongs only to Christ.

From the perspective of Pentecost, we could say that we hear and respond to the word and work of God within and through our languages, societies and cultures. The miracle of Pentecost points to the fact that God speaks many languages and we can hear and respond to the word and work of God where we are and as we are (Acts 2). It is no accident that we were born from within a culture and live in a particular area of God’s world (Acts 17:26). Cultural identity thus involves both gift and call: a gift from God and a call to serve the Lord in transforming the world. The gift includes creation in God’s image with the specific cultural uniqueness that entails. And the calling requires we respond to God’s word within our cultural setting. These responses will unfold the gift of local Christianity for the worldwide body of Christ. While we live between the first and second coming of Christ, we participate in the Spirit’s work of transforming cultures and nations as we look forward to a holy city where the glory and honor of all the nations will be brought to the Lamb (Rev 21).

2.6. Discipleship as Goal. In the end, how do we measure good theology or good contextualization? Ultimately, the measure of contextualization requires determining whether or not faithful Christian disciples are being formed in particular cultures. But from a global church perspective, this requires more than just personal *discipleship. Christians from the majority world, especially in light of their postcolonial histories, are more inclined to emphasize the need for nation-building (even nationalism) and becoming more responsible citizens. True discipleship here implies more than mere faithfulness to one’s devotional or church life, but also life that enhances human dignity, does acts of charity and brings economic improvement for a better future. Such discipleship draws meaningful connections between biblical values and positive cultural values. Local Christians have to build on what is already good in their culture as they press for lasting changes in society. Christian faith thus inspires local believers to make their society more livable, just and humane by equipping local Christians to be good neighbors and redirecting cultural identity toward the fullness of God’s reign in Christ.



3. How Does This Affect the Way We View Christian Theology as a Whole?

 

As we have seen, contextualization retrieves the missionary nature of all theology, a fact not always recognized and appreciated in the modern (Euro-American) understanding of theology (Bosch). Here we need an inter-ecclesial dialogue on theological visions. The usual (Western) ordering of theology into fundamental, systematic and practical areas places a heavy emphasis on the theoretical and the systematic. The practical is relegated to the end of this process, implying that theory (consisting of the fundamental and the systematic) is where it all starts and real theology is theoretical in nature. Translated structurally, real theology is located in the academic, professional interests of historical, systematic and philosophical inquiries. Theology is thus professionalized and becomes seminary-based. The professional structures of the church (e.g., seminaries) become exclusive sites of “real theology.” Such a view of theology feeds on the clergy-laity distinction and divide, or the so-called clerical paradigm.

To respond to this, we need to make theology more engaging and practical for every Christian. One of the ways theology can be made practical through and through is to insist that the goal of any and all theology is to assist in the unfolding of God’s project in the world. Theology is practical because it is missional and missionary at its core. A recent rethinking from the West suggests the larger, more encompassing discipline of theology as “fundamental practical theology” (Browning). The descriptive, historical, systematic and the strategic (fully practical) divisions of theology become subspecialties or submovements of fundamental practical theology. This proposal seems congenial to the practice of contextualization and contextual theologies. Fundamental practical theology could then incorporate indigenous or local practical theologies from churches around the world. The descriptive, historical, systematic and strategic theologies could then serve the local churches’ mission-oriented engagement of the issues, concerns and questions raised in their particular situations.

Another helpful response would be to distinguish between professional theology and “people-of-God theology” or “worldview-ish theology.” Professional theology deals with issues using careful exegetical, hermeneutical and critical techniques for theological purposes. Worldview-ish theology treats issues in the context of concrete attempts to live out a Christian worldview in every area of life: media, selfhood, leisure, technology, friendship, sexuality, politics and so on. Insisting that worldview-ish theology is important is not to denigrate “theologians’ theology.” And worldview-ish theology is not a kind of “lightweight theology.” Both are necessary, and when each is done in a vital and creative way, the entire Christian community is enriched.

See also ACCULTURATION; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, EVANGELICAL CONTEXTUAL; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; ASIAN THEOLOGY; CHINESE THEOLOGY; EUROPEAN THEOLOGY; JAPANESE THEOLOGY; KOREAN THEOLOGY; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; LOCAL THEOLOGIES; MIDDLE EASTERN THEOLOGY; PACIFIC ISLAND THEOLOGIES.
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CONVERSION

 

In his landmark 1989 study, David Bebbington identifies conversionism as one of the four defining characteristics of evangelicalism. This being the case it is important to have a biblically accurate, theologically nuanced understanding of conversion. However, for many people conversion is half-understood. When pressed for a definition of conversion many evangelicals respond that it is an experience like the one Paul had on the Damascus Road. By this they mean an event that causes a person to stop leading a life of sin and to start believing in Jesus. This is understood to be a decision that is made in a moment; one that entitles the new believer to life in *heaven after death.

But is this all there is to Christian conversion? Must all conversions look like this? In fact, what constitutes a genuine Christian conversion? Is it a certain kind of experience? Does it occur in a moment in time? Is it merely a matter of correct belief or is it warm-hearted trust in Jesus? Does it occur at *baptism? Is entering into church membership what conversion is all about? Which of these defines conversion, or is it all of the above?1. Conversion in the Bible

2. Conversion from an Ecclesiastical Perspective

3. Conversion from a Holistic Perspective

4. Conversion in an Indian Context

5. Conversion in a Korean Context


 





1. Conversion in the Bible.

 

Any understanding of Christian conversion must begin with the Bible. The Old Testament understanding of conversion is expressed primarily by two verbs: nḥm, which means “to regret” or “to be sorry,” and sûb, which means “to turn, return or repent.” The verb nḥm generally refers to God’s reversal of intention and is seldom used in reference to human repentance. The term sûb is by far the most important word (it is used hundreds of times in the Old Testament). It signifies a change of heart whereby a person or the nation of Israel turns or returns to God and God’s ways. The basic meaning of sûb is turning away from sin or evil and turning to God and holiness. Most often this word is addressed internally to the people of God and seldom to those outside the covenant.

In the New Testament the concept of conversion remains remarkably consistent across all the documents (Witherup, 2). Two words are key. First, there is epistrophē, which is generally translated “conversion.” It means turning around, that is, reversing direction and going the opposite way. In Christian terms, one turns from the way of sin to the way of Jesus. The second key New Testament term, metanoeō, (repentance), also carries the idea of turning but it focuses on the inner, cognitive (mental) decision to make a break with the past. Metanoeō (repentance) must be combined with pistis (faith) in order to bring about epistrophē (conversion) as in the Mark 1:15 summary of Jesus’ core message.

Thus Christian conversion is characterized by a decision (repentance) based on understanding (awareness, consciousness, conviction) to turn around from a life of sin (darkness, disobedience, waywardness) to the way of Jesus (light, God, holiness) with a resultant new way of living in the context of the *kingdom of God (transformation, sanctification). In theological terms, conversion is the human experience of *salvation (vs. the inner reality of regeneration which is the hidden work of God).

The prime example of conversion in the NT is what happened to St. Paul on the Damascus Road. So central is this experience to the NT (where it is related three times in the book of Acts and referred to by Paul in four major texts) and so central to the church (from it the mission to the Gentiles emerged and hence the Western church and much of the missionary movement) that it has become for many people the paradigm or model of true conversion.

But is this the only model for conversion in the New Testament? Research has shown that no more than thirty percent of those who are Christians have had a sudden conversion experience. Conversion for the other seventy percent has been more of a process than an event. Is there NT warrant for conversion as a process taking place over time?

It has been argued that in the Gospel of Mark what we hear is the story of the unfolding conversion of the Twelve, a process that took three years to complete (Peace, 1999). In fact, Mark structures his Gospel around their journey of conversion as the Twelve gradually come to understand fully who Jesus is. This is a six-step process according to Mark. At first the Twelve viewed Jesus simply as a great teacher, but then they discover him also to be a powerful prophet. But these two titles do not capture fully who he is, and in the next step in their journey of conversion they come to believe that Jesus is, in fact, the long-expected Messiah. In the second half of Mark’s Gospel they discover what kind of Messiah Jesus is: that he is the Son of Man, the Son of David and finally, that he is also the Son of God. Thus they turned to Jesus step-by-step in this three-year process of conversion even as they turned away from their own hardness of heart and sin and embraced Jesus by repentance and faith.

Clearly it is not the type of experience that one has (sudden or gradual) that determines the authenticity of conversion. It is the content of that experience however it takes place. Christian conversion involves repentance from sin, turning to Jesus, and it results in life transformation.



2. Conversion from an Ecclesiastical Perspect ive.

 

Not just on the level of lay Christians are there differences in understanding conversion. In fact, there are considerable differences across denominations as to what constitutes conversion. Scot McKnight speaks of “three basic orientations to conversion: socialization, liturgical acts, and personal decision.” He notes that “each is aligned with a major component of the church, and each appears to be allergic to the others” (McKnight, 1-2). This is a useful schema by which to understand how conversion is conceived in various ecclesial traditions.

2.1. Conversion Through Personal Decision. Conversion has been central in the evangelical tradition, both in its self-identity and in its practice of ministry. Within the evangelical world, one cannot be considered a Christian unless one has been converted—and the more like Paul’s Damascus Road experience, the better.

The strength of this perspective is its simplicity and functionality. Salvation becomes a matter of believing certain doctrines, trusting Jesus for forgiveness, and praying a prayer of commitment. Conversion is an individual experience, the occurrence of which can be dated exactly. This view of conversion also provides laypeople with a concrete way by which to be witnesses for Jesus. They simply need to memorize a “plan of salvation” and share it with others. It is all quite well organized, simple, specific and understandable. Furthermore, the evangelical view of conversion has generated the majority of evangelistic efforts that, in turn, have resulted in vast movements of faith in Jesus (especially outside the North American and European context).

The weakness of this perspective is that it makes conversion mostly a matter of cognitive belief and as such often results in a shallow discipleship. It is also highly individualistic, which can result in weak ties to the local church. And it fails to recognize that genuine conversion can take place in a variety of ways and not just in one way.

2.2. Conversion Through Socialization. Within mainline Protestantism, conversion is more a matter of nurture than of decision. Parents bring their infant children for baptism and so these children become members of the Christian community. In a mainline Protestant context people are often uncomfortable speaking about “becoming a Christian.” It is more natural to talk about “being a Christian.”

In fact, mainline churches often display a curious reluctance to talk about conversion at all, almost as if to raise the question is to suggest that some might be converted while others are not. But there is a measurable difference between church members who have a vital faith and those who have a nominal faith, as Gordon Allport (the Harvard psychologist) has shown in his work on intrinsic versus extrinsic faith. The challenge for the mainline church is to help members move from extrinsic faith (nominalism) to intrinsic faith (inner conviction). This change is a kind of conversion in itself.

If the weakness in the mainline view of conversion is *nominalism, the strength of this view is its emphasis on the community nature of conversion. To be a Christian is to be engaged with other believers and active in a life of concern for others.

2.3. Conversion Through Liturgical Acts. McKnight refers to mainline Christians as “socialized converts,” and he imagines them asking “liturgical converts” “why so much attention is given to baptism, the Eucharist, and official rites of passage” (McKnight, 7). And indeed for “personal-decision converts” as well, the focus on sacraments is a strange new world that is difficult to understand. Yet in the Orthodox Church salvation is found in the church and a person becomes a member of that church by baptism. Furthermore, it is in the celebration of the liturgy of Word and sacrament that one experiences God. So the word conversion does not seem to be a functional part of the vocabulary of the Orthodox Church.

In the Roman Catholic Church matters are more complicated when it comes to salvation and conversion. Catholic reflection is caught between the adult experience of St. Augustine and the fact of infant baptism. Is conversion an experience or is it a grace mediated by the Church? For Augustine, conversion came in a moment when he heard a voice telling him to pick up the New Testament and read. As he did “there was infused in my heart something like the light of full certainty and all the gloom of doubt vanished away.” Centuries later the Council of Trent defended infant baptism (over against the insistence of the Reformers on salvation by grace through faith) and “its conferral of justifying grace without any self-awareness on the part of the child” (Hudson, 114). The Catholic Church recognizes the problem, of course, and their challenge is to maintain a sacramental view of theology while emphasizing the experiential side of conversion. The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA) movement in the Catholic Church seeks to do just this.

The positive side of the emphasis on the liturgical nature of conversion is that it locates conversion firmly within the church and its 2000-year history. Furthermore, in this postmodern era there is great fascination with mystery, spirituality and deep roots in history, all of which are found in liturgical churches.

The negative side is that when conversion is the outcome of a ritual that is entered into for a variety of reasons—custom, expectation, family, convenience, social status, as well as genuine faith—it can result in nominal faith. “I am a Catholic because I was born a Catholic and baptized a Catholic.” Even though the ritual itself is filled with meaning and power, that meaning and power can be sapped (in the here and now at least) by the motives and responses of those undergoing the ritual. In the same way that “praying the sinner’s prayer” (in the evangelical context) or “joining the church” (in the mainline context) can be mechanical and devoid of real content and meaning, so too can baptism in liturgical churches. In each instance the challenge is to help the convert move from the event/experience into genuine discipleship to Jesus.



3. Conversion from a Holistic Perspective.

 

The preceding discussion alerts us to the fact that since Christian conversion is defined by its content—not by the type of experience or its ecclesiastical home—we can expect that the shape of conversion will vary from culture to culture. While the content of Christian conversion remains constant across cultures, the experience itself bears the marks of differing worldviews, various cultural perspectives and particular local situations, as sections four and five show.

A most useful model for conversion that helps us understand this complex phenomenon in its cultural context is that proposed by Lewis Rambo. Rambo feels that at least four components must be taken into account in a holistic understanding of conversion: cultural, social, personal and religious systems (Rambo, 7). Each component has a different weight in each particular conversion.

It is by means of cultural analysis that one comes in touch with the “rites of passage, rituals, myths, and symbols, which weave the meaningful fabric of a culture” and so determine how religious change takes place. Sociologists investigate the social conditions within which conversion takes place, including the expectations of the group and the interaction of individuals. Psychologists, on the other hand, explore the inner dynamics of conversion: what goes on within a person during such a process. There is a rich and vast psychological literature on conversion. Finally, theologians and students of religion focus on questions of transcendence and on how God interacts with human life. As Rambo states, “If we are to be phenomenologically true to the experiences and phenomena of conversion, we must take the religious sphere seriously.” The whole question of whether God is actually involved in Christian conversion is the topic of much conversation in social-science circles (Rambo, 7-11).

Rambo’s other contribution is a seven-part sequential-stage model of conversion. This has provided a most useful framework for analyzing conversion. “Each stage may be seen as a particular element or period during [the] process of change. Each stage has a cluster of themes, patterns, and processes that characterize it.” The seven stages are context, crises, quest, encounter, interaction, commitment and consequences (Rambo, 16-18).

In the end it must be remembered that conversion is a human phenomenon, not a religious experience. God created human beings so as to be capable of conversion. As such people can be converted from and to many things. Documented accounts exist of conversion from capitalism to communism, from Shintoism to Judaism, from communism to Christianity, from an addiction to alcohol to a sober life, from Christianity to Hinduism and vice versa and so the list goes on. In each case the psychodynamics and social factors involved are remarkably similar to Christian conversion. In the end the essence of conversion is not found in the experience itself but in the content of that experience, and Christian conversion is about the human experience of turning (be it fast or slow) from a self-oriented lifestyle (*sin) via repentance and faith to a life of *discipleship in which one seeks to know and follow Jesus.

R. V. Peace



4. Conversion in an Indian Context.

 

Religious plurality in India provides both opportunity and challenge in regard to conversion. Plurality demands a genuine respect for another’s religious beliefs and practices as a positive value. Religious plurality espouses religious dialogue with one another. The existence of many religions gives opportunity for adherents and believers of various religions to interact at various levels. Such interactions give rise to the possibility of conversion. Plurality allows for the possibility of change and crossing over boundaries.

Historically, conversion has been understood in a variety of senses: from a spiritual experience of integration of self, to undergoing a religious rite of baptism, to a more religiocultural phenomenon with sociopolitical repercussions. In more recent times, within Christian circles, it has been seen as renewal of commitment or simply as revitalization. Predominantly, in the Indian context, conversion has meant the crossing of religious boundaries.

While colonialism and missionary movements were often seen as working hand in glove to foster conversion, such a perception has been challenged in recent research on missionary work in the colonial period (Walls; Frykenberg). It has also been shown through sociological and anthropological studies that the predicament of a convert under the colonial administration was fraught with much ambivalence since converts suffered from the loss of their indigenous identities in converting to Christianity while at the same time finding themselves to be unacceptable to the colonial ruling class.

Suffering as well persecution for the sake of the gospel is closely related to conversion in the Indian context. In India conversion from one faith to another has often been seen as involving a break from the past that includes severing social relations, forsaking religious and cultural practices, and changing political allegiance. Christian converts have described some of these painful experiences in their biographies. But they have been willing to face suffering and persecution for the sake of the gospel. Suffering has become the school in which their commitment and discipleship to Christ is tested.

Thus the issue of conversion becomes significant in the Indian context because of its implications. Christian conversion takes place in obedience to the demands placed by the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ on the converts and the context in which they exist. The preaching of the gospel challenges values that denigrate the worth, freedom, equality and community of human beings. In real life experience in the Indian context, the gospel has addressed varied forms of disabilities experienced by children, such as child labor and child marriage, and by women, such as the widow’s plight, and it has addressed social oppression due to the caste system, cutting across gender distinctions.

Conversions in India take place for a variety of reasons. For example, many people are trapped by birth within difficult social and cultural parameters. Resignation to fate, Karma-samsara (the cycle of birth and rebirth as a result of one’s actions), governs much thinking at a certain level of Indian spiritual existence. To break free from one’s fate within this system is nearly impossible. Consequently, the possibility of conversion to another religion provides the opportunity for change to a much more favorable social circumstance. Widespread conversion among the Dalits (the oppressed class) took place as they saw in Christianity elements that worked for their liberation and humanization.

Conversion also has a political dimension. With conversion to a different religion, political affiliation often seems to change. (Christians in India are thought to vote for centrist and secular political parties, not for the rightist and religious parties.) So people converting to Christianity at times meet with much insolence and potential backlash. Sometimes there are violent attacks on the converts and agents of conversion, since their votes move to a new political party.

In addition, there is a nationalist element to conversion. It is a common view that certain religions are alien to India. Thus Christian loyalty is seen as affiliated with Western nations, while *Muslims are seen as loyal to the Arabic world. Such stereotyping can be used to deter conversion to Christianity or to force Christian converts to revert back to the Hindu fold. It has been shown that religious discrimination is built into the constitution of India, in that it identifies Islam, Christianity, Judaism and Zoroastrianism as religions “alien” to the land. A Hindu converting to Buddhism, Jainism or Sikhism may still be considered a Hindu, but not if converting to the aforementioned religions (Robinson). This understanding has consequences in the present context because of the material benefits attached to being a Hindu (such as job preferences and educational placement).

In the last five decades several Indian states have introduced bills in their legislative assemblies pertaining to the freedom of religion (see Freedom, Religious). The stated goal of such bills is to save ignorant, illiterate commoners from manipulative and forceful tactics of converting agencies and to provide them freedom to practice their own religion, free from coercive influences of, say, Christian missionaries. In actual practice, where such a bill has become an act, even those who voluntarily convert are put under a lot of pressure to reconsider or even recant. Converting agents are held to account before law enforcement agencies, and incidents of conversion are dealt with rigorously.

Conversion creates social imbalance by striking at the root of a location’s social structure, particularly in a close-knit village or a suburban society. In the traditional social structure everyone knows his or her place. Society is hierarchically organized and discriminates between the pure and the polluted. An outcaste is always impure and at the bottommost social rung. Conversion disrupts this status quo, as when a convert from an outcaste community now asserts that he/she be treated with dignity.

In certain places there have been conversions of large groups within a particular caste, if not a whole caste group. Such people face difficulties and sanctions when they are few in number. In the changing social scenario though, converted groups are in a position to negotiate better terms for the entire community when they function as one group. Such negotiation may take place with other caste groups in a locality or with local political parties. The aim is to achieve common benefit for the community rather than for any individual. Conversion in a predominantly tribal society is a different matter.

Christian missions in India have been accused of *proselytism, that is, the practice of manipulative and forcible conversions. While historical records witness to some examples in the exigencies of the historical past, winds of change in theological and missiological thinking in the church have improved awareness of the world’s religions. In addition, greater interactions and conversations among people of different faiths and ideologies have made proselytism an irrelevant issue.

While Christianity is a minority religion—barely 2.5 percent of the total population of India—conversion has produced pockets of Christianity on the Indian subcontinent. Considerable numbers of Christians can be found in the four states of South India and a few states in northeast India. In many other north Indian states the Christian population is meager, less than even 0.5 percent. In actual numbers, even a small percentage of Christians is a large presence, considering that India has over a billion people. The complex phenomenon of conversion provides a clue to understanding Christian presence in the vast panorama of ethnic diversity in the Indian context. Today the gospel continues to address economic imbalance, political injustices, environmental insensitivities and other disabilities, and in so doing calls forth individuals, communities and churches in India to conversion.

P. Roy



5. Conversion in a Korean Context.

 

The way people in different cultures experience conversion varies depending on their existing cultural and religious systems. In particular, the formal structure of a religious faith is likely to have a significant bearing on the channel through which people engage in a new faith system such as Christianity.

In his work on the methodology of practical theology, Don S. Browning says that Christian praxis has an overall dynamic consisting of an outer envelope and an inner core. Drawing on Browning’s model, a conversion experience can be said to have the same dual structure. There is an inner core (basic Christian doctrine) that is experienced in different ways in different cultures. In other words, the core of conversion is similar across cultures but the outer envelope differs from culture to culture.

Potential converts from other religions initially approach the core values of Christian faith (e.g., the lordship of Jesus Christ) within the experimental probes of their existing faith system (the outer envelope). In terms of the inner core, a potential convert struggles with shifting his or her allegiance to the divine covenant and away from self-groundedness. The formal structure or interpretive system (the outer envelope) is activated to make this process relevant and true to people’s memory and experience.

The major established religions in Korea are *Buddhism and Confucianism. Given the tremendous influence these religious systems have on the daily life and worldview of the Korean people, it is clear that they help define the nature of religious experience. When Koreans encounter the Christian gospel they will view it through the lens of these religious perspectives. (Shamanism is also a major influence on Korean culture, but the focus here is on the formal structures through which people attain a higher level of knowledge and transformed behavior.)

In this regard, it is interesting to note the similarity in the patterns of conversion in Christianity and in Sôn Buddhism (which is the most prominent sect of Korean Buddhism). In fact, it might be argued that the conversion patterns in this Buddhist tradition have played an important role in how Koreans come to understand and experience the Christian God. Christian conversion seems to resonate with the pattern of the Confucian and Buddhist religious experience.

For example, the whole question of whether genuine conversion is sudden or gradual is an issue discussed by Korean Buddhists. This very question was a long-debated topic in the history of Chinese Ch’an Buddhism. The five traditional perspectives within Buddhism concerning the sudden versus gradual question are as follows: (1) Gradual cultivation followed by sudden enlightenment: Here the gradual cultivation refers to the process by which one moves toward the ultimate goal of enlightenment, while “sudden enlightenment” refers to the moment of experience in which that goal is realized. (2) Sudden cultivation followed by gradual enlightenment: Here “sudden” refers to the act of aiming directly at supreme enlightenment attained by the gradual process of practice. (3) Gradual cultivation and gradual enlightenment: This position emphasizes the fact that not only is the process that leads to enlightenment graduated, but enlightenment itself is also subject to gradation. (4) Sudden enlightenment followed by gradual cultivation: This is the position that the traditional Korean Buddhists have identified as [image: 024][image: 025][image: 026][image: 027]. Here “enlightenment” (or awakening) refers to the initial experience of insight. (5) Sudden enlightenment and sudden cultivation: This position applies only to those of the highest capacity and aspiration whose initial insight is penetrating and profound. Cultivation is a subsequent product of such a near-perfect enlightenment.

The phrase “sudden awakening” is used not only in the sense of temporal swiftness, but it is also parallel to the gift nature of salvation in the Christian tradition. In the Buddhist view entry into a state of transformation is not due to one’s persistent and enduring pursuit of the truth, but rather to an immediate realization that the buddhahood is inherent within one’s true self. This echoes a Christian understanding of salvation as rooted in God’s sovereign grace. Both understandings stress the instantaneous nature of salvation. It is also true that Korean Buddhists considered sudden awakening and gradual cultivation as being the most appropriate way for the majority of people, since an emphasis on “all at once” liberates people from the pressure of religious accomplishments. Such an awakening is also the point of departure for the ensuing process of gradual cultivation. In the Buddhist view, religious experience cannot be called authentic unless it is personally embodied and then demonstrated in publicly observable behaviors such as abandoning desires for the material and escape from attachment to the self. It is through the process of gradual cultivation that the understanding achieved through one’s initial sudden awakening develops into the transformation of his/her whole being not only mentally but also behaviorally.

Despite the huge gap between Sôn Buddhism and Christianity in terms of doctrine, there are significant parallels in terms of the patterns of and approaches to the conversion experience. These similar religious experiences offer some important insights into how Christian faith can penetrate the Buddhist mind in Korea. First, attainment of religious truth is not a product of human achievement and does not belong to a few religious elite, but is open to everyone. This is liberating news for ordinary people because this means that they can awaken to the gift of salvation (or their innate buddhahood) at the inception of the spiritual journey. Second, the notion of gradual cultivation coincides with the Christian doctrine of sanctification that unfolds over a lifetime. Third, the Christian truth system appears plausible to Buddhists. In particular, the Reformed faith, which focuses on divine sovereignty in regeneration followed by sanctification, resonates with the dual structure of Sôn Buddhism: awakening resulting in cultivation. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Reformed tradition is so prevalent among Korean Protestant churches. This may come in part from its perceived compatibility with the Buddhist pattern of religious experience.

There are also interesting connections between Christianity and Confucianism that help explain the widespread conversions that took place in early Korean church history. These have to do with the Confucian reverence for sacred texts. Early Korean Protestants were attracted to Christianity by reading the Bibles that had been brought to Korea by Chinese merchants. The interest in Christianity was so great that a number of these early believers crossed the border into China to visit Western missionaries in order to be baptized. These conversions depended in large part on the “pedagogical process” which was a dominant feature of Confucian practice. To early Korean Protestants, reading the Christian texts and learning the Confucian teachings were a similar process of knowing and experiencing the truth (although they ultimately diverge when it comes to the religious value of the process). In a great many of the early testimonies it was reported that by reading the Bible people encountered real truth, even though they were not involved in a conscious pursuit of God nor did they have a mysterious experience of the divine being.

These conversions took place in the lives of those who were nurtured within the walls of the Confucian religious system. The Confucian teaching of “transformation without action” ([image: 028][image: 029][image: 030][image: 031]) was in tune with the practice and experience of early Korean Protestants. All they did was to devote themselves to reading the Bible. The Confucian teaching of the unified nature of knowledge and behavior ([image: 032][image: 033][image: 034][image: 035]) was presumably the backdrop against which early Korean Bible readers came to Christian faith. Reading with all of one’s heart and mind itself was a vehicle that engaged people in the conversion process. This remarkable experience of transformation is consistent with the distinctive quality of grace freely imparted to the convert by God. No one is worthy of receiving such gifts from a human point of view, but truth was given regardless of human works. This pedagogical process, involving a change of behavior and the experience of grace, is still considered to be the key factor needed to understand Korean Christianity in its early years.

The word conversion is used to describe the human experience of coming to God. It does not describe the divine activity that results in regeneration. The formal structures peculiar to given religions make it possible for Christian faith to be pursued and accepted within the existing receptive systems of people. Thus it is necessary for an advocate of the Christian gospel to take into account the outer envelope of the conversion praxis if he or she is to be faithful in making the gospel come alive in a crosscultural setting.

S. Kim

 

See also BAPTISM IN WATER; PROSELYTISM; SALVATION.
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COPTIC ORTHODOXY

 

One of the oldest Christian churches in the world, the Coptic Orthodox Church has made a contribution of great significance to Christendom. From its origins in what is now Egypt, the Coptic Orthodox Church played an important role in the development of monasticism beginning in the fourth century, in the foundation of significant biblical exegetical traditions and in christological formulations. Some of its important theological contributions were made by the catechetical school of Alexandria and the development of Coptic Orthodoxy under Arab rule; they continue to come from contemporary Coptic Orthodoxy.1. The Catechetical School of Alexandria

2. Chalcedon

3. Copto-Arabic Theology

4. Contemporary Coptic Orthodoxy


 





1. The Catechetical School of Alexandria.

 

With St. Mark’s mission to Alexandria and the subsequent rise and spread of Christianity in the second half of the first century, the catechetical school of Alexandria satisfied the growing need to instruct converts and catechumens in the basic precepts of Christian doctrine and faith as well as the message of the gospel. Ultimately, the catechetical school became a distinguished theological academy where students were steeped in the pursuit of higher theological knowledge and, no doubt, influenced by the already thriving Hellenic philosophical traditions and the Library of Alexandria.

1.1. Alexandrian Theology. The catechetical school of Alexandria became a leading center for theological study (c. 3rd to 5th century) and home to such theologians as Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Athanasius and Cyril of Alexandria. Such Alexandrian theologians played a foundational role in establishing Orthodox Christian theological precepts related to *Christology and soteriology. Athanasius and Cyril occupy a very significant place in Alexandrian theology, since it was primarily Athanasius’s response to Arianism that eventually led to the establishment of an official profession of faith (Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, 381), and it is Cyril’s Christology that continues to be the cornerstone of contemporary Coptic Orthodox Christology.

1.2. Athanasius and Arianism. In his pioneering treatise, On the Incarnation, St. Athanasius (c. 297-c. 373), archbishop of Alexandria, critiqued the Christological teachings of Arianism comprised in the Arian phrase: “There was a time when the Son of God was not.” Athanasius’s simultaneously simple and ingenious retort to Arianism maintains the Divine Word’s preexistent status as Son. In order to restore the fallen image of the original creation, once in full communion with God, it was necessary for the Creator himself (the Word) to restore humanity by an act of recreation. Athanasius’s teaching and Nicene theology, therefore, insisted on the consubstantiality of the Father with the preexistent Son, in the Godhead of the *Trinity.

1.3. Cyril and Nestorianism. Saint Cyril (c. 375-444), archbishop of Alexandria, refuted Nestorianism with his important Christological exposition, On the Unity of Christ. Nestorius taught that since St. Mary did not give birth to God “strictly speaking,” she should not be called “Mother of God” (Theotokos). Rather, Nestorius insisted that she should be called the “Mother of Christ” (Christotokos). Cyril argued that Nestorius’s doctrine divided Christ in two persons and suggested alternatively that the Word took on a human body, rather than conjoining himself to an already existing human body. Cyrilline Christology emphasized “one enfleshed nature” of the Word as opposed to Nestorius’s doctrine of two persons in Christ.



2. Chalcedon.

 

The complexities that led up to the Council of Chalcedon (451), the events of the council and its aftermath are part of a long entangled narrative having to do with theology, politics and power. The council convened to rectify the teachings of Eutyches, a monk from Constantinople, who in an attempt to adhere to Cyrilline Christology unduly emphasized the “one nature” (monophysis) of Christ (as opposed to Cyril’s nuanced “one enfleshed nature,” miaphysis) and proclaimed that any discussion of “two natures” of Christ after the union would be in direct conflict with Cyril’s Christology. The participants formulated a statement—which invoked Cyrilline theology—about Christ “in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation” (Sellers, 210-11). Conflictincited by the Coptic patriarch Dioscorus’s rejection of this articulation resulted in his deposition. However, a significant portion of Christendom at the time opposed this decision and the Chalcedonian council.

Copts Are Not Monophysite. The Coptic Orthodox Church is commonly believed to have a monophysite Christology, which is to say that it adheres to the above-mentioned Eutychian teaching of “one nature.” Though this is common among pro-Chalcedonian theologians, it has been consistently rejected by the contemporary Coptic Orthodox Church. The Coptic Orthodox Church does not recognize Ephesus II or Chalcedon, nor does it accept Eutychian teaching; rather it firmly adheres to the Cyrilline Christological articulation of “one enfleshed nature of the Word.” For this reason a Coptic Christological articulation may be defined as miaphysite not monophysite, where mia is rendered “one” as a unity (such as in one nature comprised of two natures) whereas mono is rendered “one” in the sense of a single noncomposite nature.



3. Copto-Arabic Theology.

 

The unfortunate conflict at Chalcedon resulted in the isolation of the Coptic Church from the greater body of Christendom, and an emphasis on a national Egyptian church became a central point of religious identification. Moreover, the Coptic Church experienced a gradual arabization which began after the Arab conquest of Egypt (642), and by the tenth century the Coptic language, though in decline, was still being used liturgically. Coptic Christians slowly became a minority in an increasingly Islamic Egypt. The Coptic Renaissance of the thirteenth century witnessed a flourishing of Copto-Arabic literature and theology.



4. Contemporary Coptic Orthodoxy.

 

Contemporary Coptic Orthodoxy prides itself on its Alexandrine theological heroes, especially Athanasius and Cyril, while emphasizing an ethnically Egyptian Christian identity. The twentieth century witnessed a Coptic Renaissance wherein charismatic laymen, such as Pope Shenouda III and Father Matta el-Maskin (Matthew the Poor) (d. 2006), headed the Sunday school movement and the monastic revival movement. With an emphasis on church education and community outreach, the Coptic Orthodox Church in Egypt plays a central role in believers’ everyday lives. The Institute of Higher Coptic Studies, headed by the patriarch and select bishops, is an important seat of theological learning. Moreover, the dissemination of Coptic Orthodox education occurs on the local parish level through Sunday School classes, active youth groups, Bible studies and weekly sermons. The advent of non-Coptic Orthodox conversion and the resulting burgeoning of English translations of Orthodox texts has encouraged the Coptic Orthodox diaspora, allowing many English-speaking Copts access to non-Coptic Orthodox spiritual literature in translation.
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COUNTER REFORMATION

 

The term Counter Reformation has historically been a polemical one. Protestants have generally used it to describe Catholic efforts to recatholicize territories following the beginning of the *Reformation by installing and/or supporting Catholic rulers, following the principle of the Peace of Augsburg (1555), according to which the religion of the ruler is the religion of the realm. Catholics have generally preferred to use the terms “Catholic Reforms” to refer to fifteenth- and sixteenth-century reforms in the formation and education of the clergy, the promotion of devotional practice and theological clarification, which were officially promulgated at the Council of Trent (1545-1563). At issue is the impact of the Protestant Reformation on the Catholic Church, that is, the question of whether or not Catholic reform efforts can properly be understood as responding to the Reformation itself or had roots in larger and earlier reform movements. Thus, it is possible to understand the Counter Reformation as either a tactical and defensive response (from the 1520s until the end of the Thirty Years War in 1648) or as a part of a greater effort to reform the Catholic Church from within (from late fifteenth-century reforms in Spain through the reforms of the Council of Trent, concluding in the late seventeenth century).

This article makes judicious use of the term Counter Reformation to refer to the time period from the middle of the fifteenth to the end of the seventeenth centuries.1. Countering the Protestant Reformation

2. Catholic Reforms

3. The Era of Reform Beyond Europe


 





1. Countering the Protestant Reformation.

 

Facing the advance of Protestantism in northern Europe, the Catholic Church found itself taking a defensive posture to block further advances. The Holy Office (Inquisition) was set up in Rome in 1542 in order to suppress Lutheranism in the Italian states. The mentality driving the Inquisition held that Protestants were heretics, and that any heretic with a high position in society should be punished severely because of the influence he or she had over others.

The Council of Trent advocated the reform of the hierarchy and the establishment of new dioceses in areas where Protestantism was likely to advance. The decline of absenteeism among bishops, the establishment of seminaries, the building of more churches and the training of more clergy were postconciliar strategies aimed at checking the advance of Protestantism.



2. Catholic Reforms.

 

Catholic reforms prior to 1800 were not directly produced by the papacy or the Roman Curia. Instead, the actions of religious orders, saintly individuals, regional episcopates and Catholic political rulers brought about successful reform. Under Ximénes de Cisneros (1436-1517), the reform of the hierarchy and the education of the clergy in Spain was accomplished by placing the church under the authority of the king, bringing both the authority and resources of the crown to bear directly on the process of ecclesiastical reform. This arrangement, called patronado in Spanish, established the political ruler as the patron of the church and became the model of successful Catholic reform.

Desiderius Erasmus (c. 1469-1536) taught the devotio moderna, a Christian humanism that advocated a return to Scripture and the church fathers. For those who had been trained in the scholastic tradition of the time, this was a novel development that gained a great following.

This period also saw the founding of several new religious orders of men and women. The Theatines, the Barnabites, the Somascans, the Jesuits, the Capuchins and the Ursulines were all founded in the early sixteenth century, and their membership provided the impulse to reform Catholicism from within and to challenge the Protestant claim that the Catholic Church was corrupt and incapable of reform.

Particularly in Spain, France and the Italian states, the Counter Reformation era brought about a spirited revival of religious art, all of which was made possible by noble and clerical patrons. In architecture, painting, drama, poetry and music a new emotional and religious fervor was celebrated in art that was intimately linked with the life of faith.



3. The Era of Reform Beyond Europe.

 

The Counter Reformation was more than just a program to reform the church and keep European areas within the fold of Catholicism; it formed a backdrop to the way European Catholics thought about themselves, their world, their faith in Christ, and how they discussed these subjects with each other. This social self-concept partook of an assumption that pre-dated this period: the assumption of European superiority over non-European people on religious grounds. Catholicism had the truth of the gospel, and all others—Protestants now would be included in this group—were considered heretics in need of the light of Catholic faith. Already from the fifteenth century, Catholic efforts to evangelize beyond Europe reflected a sincere desire to spread the gospel to all peoples, but these efforts took shape in a total political program with a crusading mentality—the desire to enlarge Christendom.

It is important to note that the same European states that consolidated Catholic reforms with the patronado (Spain, Portugal and the Italian states) also provided the majority of missionaries for the Church’s evangelizing labors beyond Europe.

In 1588 the Jesuit José de Acosta laid out a plan for evangelizing the non-European populations that Spain and Portugal had encountered in their global exploits of conquest and expansion. The plan contained in On Securing the Salvation of the Indies was adopted for missionary efforts. First, the church would face peoples such as the Chinese, the Japanese and many groups on the Indian subcontinent whose level of culture was deemed to be as great as that of the Europeans. These would be approached with rational persuasion with the expectation that the grace of God would enable them to accept the Christian message. The second level included people who did not possess writing but whose society was nonetheless highly organized and whose religion was elaborately developed, such as the Incas and the Aztecs. The plan called for a Christian government (i.e., the patronado system) to be in place over these peoples in order for evangelization to go forward (without the use of force). In the third level were the many nomadic, seminomadic and smaller tribal groupings of the Americas, the Moluccas, and the South Seas. Acosta considered these to be savages, and force would be needed both to bring them into civilized or urban settings (called reductions) and to evangelize them.

Acosta was probably aware that in Sub-Saharan Africa his plan was not applied. Though these populations resembled the second and third levels of the plan, no Christian government was established over them and no reductions were established due to Portugal’s comparatively small population and overextended commitments around the globe. Moreover, the system of black African slave labor, taken up by the Portuguese in 1443, was already the accepted status quo by the late sixteenth century.

The Christianization of slaves was a strong justification used by Europeans for the slave trade. Some Christian voices did protest the slave trade, most notably the Dominican Bartolomé de las Casas in the mid-sixteenth century and the Franciscan Bartolomé de Albornoz in 1571, who argued, “I do not believe that it can be demonstrated that according to the law of Christ the liberty of the soul can be purchased by the servitude of the body.” Even so, both the justification of the salvation of slaves and strong economic forces sustained the slave trade throughout the era of Catholic Reform.

A notable exception in Africa was the experience of the kingdom of Soyo in the Congo, perhaps the largest political unit in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Sub-Saharan Africa. After the conversion of the Congolese king in 1491, the Catholic Church enjoyed steady growth in that kingdom for nearly two centuries. The evangelization of Soyo ultimately failed due to the failure to ordain Africans.

What can be known about the mentality and life of the people addressed by the church’s evangelizing efforts around the globe in the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? Such a question cannot be divorced from the chaotic disruptions that were brought about in Africa, the Americas and Asia with the arrival of Europeans. Though the shape of these conflicts varied around the globe, they included deadly epidemics, trade, and religious and political conflict.

Mexico and Peru were instances of Spanish political and religious conquest. In Peru, the conquest brought an end to the state-sponsored Inca religion of sun worship, and the inhabitants of Peru readily interpreted this as a victory of Christ, the Spanish god, over the Inca pantheon. Until the late sixteenth century the Inca descendants resisted and found refuge in remote Vilcabamba, yet they were not able to reconquer their lost territory, and the fact that no divine assistance was given to them for such a reconquest added fuel to the loss of traditional faith. Later on, when the Spanish clergy sought to root out the older traditions of *ancestor (huacas) veneration, the common people began to understand that Christ was at war with the huacas.

In Japan, however, the drama played out quite differently. There, political power was not on the side of the Christian faith, and for a good many years the Jesuits shared the Christian message with rulers and commoners alike and enjoyed significant success—by 1614 there were approximately 300,000 Japanese Christians. However, the prospect of a power struggle with Europeans led the great unifiers such as Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi to forcibly check the advance of Christianity by brutally persecuting the church, putting an end to all public activity of the church until the second half of the nineteenth century.

See also REFORMATION.
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CREATION AND ECOLOGY

 

Centuries of uncontrolled exploitation have devastated life on planet Earth, and the survival of both humans and the environment as a whole is being threatened. The continuing advance of science and technology alongside the alarming increase of population particularly in poorer nations is putting enormous pressure on our available resources. Depletion, desertification and deforestation, climatic changes, droughts and floods and other natural problems threaten life on Earth. And with pollution on a hazardous scale these problems are being compounded to even more alarming proportions. No longer are these merely local issues; they demand urgent attention of the whole global community as human survival is at stake. And more importantly for us, these are not merely socioeconomic, political questions, also but have deep implications for biblical theology.1. Introduction

2. Some Environmental Movements

3. Ecotheology

4. Biblical Theology

5. Responsible Stewardship


 





1. Introduction.

 

Previous generations grew up in a world taking for granted that all was well on planet Earth. But alarm bells soon began to sound. Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring, in 1962, helped set the stage for the environmental movement that brought startling facts before the world. Carson, a marine biologist, exposed the hazards of the pesticide DDT, powerfully illustrating the larger ecological damage caused by technological progress.

Five years later a seminal address followed in Lynn White Jr.’s “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.” White made a scathing attack on Judeo-Christian theology and the biblical doctrine of creation. Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen, he claimed, and its teaching that it is God’s will that humans exploit nature for their proper ends has largely contributed to our present crisis. White attacked the Genesis passages commanding Adam and Eve to “rule” and have “dominion,” showing that this command has led to an arrogance and selfish exploitation of creation and its resources.

The creation texts have received much scholarly attention since then, and renewed attempts have been made to understand their meaning within the wider biblical context. Theologies of creation have been written and rewritten, concepts such as dominion and image of God continue to be scrutinized, and ecology has now become a theological concern. The burden still rests heavily on Christians to correct any false impressions of the superiority of humans over the rest of creation or that the Bible has actually commanded humans to exploit natural resources for their own ends.



2. Some Environmental Movements.

 

Before we go further, it is expedient to clarify our terms. What do we mean by the word environment ? Generally speaking the environment is everything around us. The term now refers to the complete range of physical and biological conditions that surround us. We are all part of the environment, a surrounding of living and nonliving entities. But what then is ecology, and why do we speak of an ecological crisis? The word ecology is a bit more scientific than environment. The root word, oikos, means “house,” “habitat” or “dwelling place.” Technically, ecology is the science that deals with the interrelationship in and between organisms, both the living and nonliving components of the environment. In its earliest form ecology concerned itself only with the study of the animal and vegetable world, but today, it is the scientific study of the interactions between all the components of the whole environment. An ecosystem is an interconnected system of animals, plants, fungi and micro-organisms that sustains life through biological, geological and chemical activity. The whole environment is itself an ecosystem, but within it are various smaller interconnected ecosystems.

As we begin to consider a theology of the environment it is imperative to look at some of the ecological movements that urge Christians to look more deeply at their Bibles.

2.1. Environmentalism. We must first consider environmentalism as a movement in order to avoid any confusion. Environmentalism began as a movement in the 1960s following the concerns expressed by protagonists like Rachel Carson and the growth of antiestablishment and back-to-nature movements like the hippies. Moving into the 1970s, environmentalism found favor among several free and radical thinkers, students, and some smaller political movements. “Mother Nature” was to be protected; the raping of planet Earth was to end as the world was heading for disaster. Environmentalism was a clear reaction to the rising dominant culture of scientific materialism and the rigid dogma and apathy of established religion. Suddenly various Eastern religious thinkers and thoughts were also being considered, such as Gandhi, Zen, Confucius and Taoism. The Hindu concept of ahimsa, or “nonviolence,” also became part of their environmental message.

Environmentalism espoused pantheism, a philosophy that makes no distinction between God and nature. God is everywhere, god is in all, and all is god. Pantheists deify and idolize nature and therefore are considered the ones who have a reverence for nature (which Christians do not), making them more concerned for environmental conservation. The movement attracted a large number of cult groups, the New Age movement and even some radical Christians. The challenge for the church is clear. On the one hand, Christians must listen carefully to some of these voices and develop a clearer concern for their environment, but on the other hand they need a sound biblical ecological theological foundation that would refute any such false claims.

2.2. Deep Ecology. Gradually ecotheologies and philosophies developed with more profound articulation. In 1972, Arne Naess, a Norwegian philosopher, proposed the concept of “deep” ecology and criticized solutions that looked at nature only in its value for humans and not for nature’s sake. Naess despised the anthropocentric Western view that saw nature as existing only to serve human ends and everything else having relative value. He proposed two norms for “deep ecology”: The first was to recognize a biocentric view (in contrast to anthropocentric views) in which everything in creation is invested with some worth or value. There was an identity for everything in nature so we could build up a right relationship between humans and nonhumans. Naess’s second proposition was even more radical. He asked for more than identity and relationship: We need to accept the equality of all beings, a biocentric equality of all the elements and individuals within ecosystems. This would lead to an interrelatedness based on an ecological egalitarianism.

In 1984, the Deep Ecology Platform articulated some of its concerns for the protection of the biological integrity of the Earth, which included the wellbeing and flourishing of both human and nonhuman life. It also asserted that humans have no right to reduce the richness and diversity of the environment except to satisfy vital needs. An ideological change was needed to bring an appreciation of life’s quality rather than an increasingly higher material standard of living.

The strength of Deep Ecology is in its questioning of philosophical or religious assumptions, belief systems and values which have been abandoned with the increasing materialism and consumerism of our present age. Their call for valid identities for all must provoke us to reconsider some of our traditional assumptions. However, some of the solutions from Deep Ecology platforms tend to be ideological and optimistic, ignoring the advances that humans have made over the ages. Correctives are necessary, but they must come within the context of the progress humans have accomplished in the right direction.

2.3. Chipko Movement. A theology of creation must not only be influenced by philosophical movements but also through some of the action-oriented movements. The attitude of arrogance toward nature has been questioned on various occasions by environmental movements. Indigenous people’s movements within traditional ecological settings have been powerful demonstrations of their respect for nature and their call for environmental action bringing positive change in many situations. The most publicized movement is referred to as the Chipko movement from North India in the early 70s. Chipko, a Hindi word meaning “to hug,” described the way in which these people who depended on their environment consisting of trees, water, animals, birds and so on, staved off a major commercial invasion that would have aggravated the deforestation already threatening the Himalayan region. The movement received worldwide attention, provoking similar tree-hugging demonstrations in various other countries.

The Chipko movement draws attention to the ethical issues of the environment and development in the Third World that an ecological theology must address. Exploitations by the powerful over the powerless, the rich over the poor and other such issues must give our theologies a contextual ethical dimension. Ecotheologies must address a number of major ethical issues facing us as the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. The context of urbanization and *globalization presents us with an increasing number of theological challenges as questions of exploitation and equity are confronted in the poorer developing contexts.

2.4. The Gaia Hypothesis. James Lovelock, a British scientist and founder of the Gaia hypothesis, in 1979 (during his time with NASA) began studying the function of the Earth as a whole. He claims to have observed that the Earth exhibited the behavior of a single organism, even that of a living creature, a super-organism. This “living planet” is one single system made up of all living and nonliving, material parts of the Earth, he stated. He chose the name Gaia (after the old Greek goddess of the earth) as suggested by a friend, the novelist William Golding.

The hypothesis has recently been revived with a significant following in the scientific community. Their propositions sound quite convincing, particularly as we discover the intricate relationship that exists between the individual organisms within the Earth. Linking with facts like the percentage of salt in our bodies being the same as that in the oceans, Gaia proponents show the complex relationships within the physical, chemical, geological and biological processes on Earth.

The Gaia hypothesis corresponds well with similar religious beliefs and could become a scientific religion. The concept of Mother Earth has been a part of human cultures in one form or another—the ancient Greeks and Hindus demonstrate strong commitment to such beliefs. Accordingly, the hypothesis has provided much scope for spiritualization of ecological themes in various writings. The New Age movement employs a number of these themes to make environmentalism a rival to the Christian religion. All of these beliefs are a return to a basic faith in a Mother God who sustains everything, animate and inanimate.

2.5. Ecofeminism. Ecofeminism is a movement that integrates feminist concerns with environmental issues. Basically ecofeminists argue that a direct relationship exists between the oppression of women and the degradation of the environment. Ecofeminism, or ecological feminism, is a term coined in 1974 by Françoise d’Eaubonne. While ecofeminists have a broader base as social and political activists, some are writing theologies and critiques from within the Christian community (see Feminist Theology).

Rosemary Radford Ruether, one of the more vocal ecofeminists, claims that the theology of ecofeminism brings feminist theology into dialogue with a culturally based critique of the ecological crisis. She criticizes the patriarchal “God-Man-Woman” hierarchy, which she claims is now extended to nature. Patriarchal ideology, most ecofeminist theologians assert, perceives the earth or nature as a feminine reality. And as a result, both women and nature are exploited by the dominant males (see Sexism). In order to create an ecological culture and society, humans must transform these relationships of domination and exploitation into relationships of mutual support.

Ecofeminists remind Christians that they must also reformulate their concept of *God. God is no longer to be seen as an imposing power leading to relationships of domination, but as a power of mutual support, the source of true life of mutuality. This God must be a creator who creates mutually supportive relationships—between human beings as well as between people groups in global society and between humans and nature. Only when Christians have come to understand that God is the source and the foundation calling humans to live in relationships of mutual support can they effectively rebuild their vision of the world, Ruether writes.

Chung Hyun Kyung, a Korean theologian, like most ecofeminists, rejects the spirituality of traditional Western Christianity, seeing it as based on a Greek and Hellenistic dualism, the hierarchy of beings, and an androcentric bias. Creation theology in this tradition, she writes, has given Man a position of dominion over all other beings in the cosmos, and it has made God increasingly transcendental. This is the same God who has been used by male colonizers as an ideological weapon for domination, exploitation and oppression. Kyung suggests a holistic spirituality based on the spirituality of indigenous people in Asia and Africa. This spirituality gives full value to creation as a dynamic and highly integrated web of life exuding life-giving values: sacredness of the land and reverence for all creatures. It promotes the judicious use and conservation of the earth’s resources with a compassion for the weak, oppressed and marginalized. These cosmic values, rituals and practices can become a healing and transforming experience for all of us, most ecofeminists will claim.



3. Ecotheology.

 

We begin to note that in order for Christians to address all the growing challenges around them, theology and ecological concerns must interact. The few movements discussed above provide some issues that must be addressed. Some have anticipated ecological theologies, such as Alfred North Whitehead, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and even some of the early church fathers. More recent attempts have emerged in the works of John Cobb Jr., Jürgen Moltmann, Paul Santmire, Thomas Berry and others, which assist Christians in moving further. We look at two significant contributions to our discussion.

3.1. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955). Chardin, the visionary French Jesuit, anticipated ecotheology even before the word was coined. He was a paleontologist, biologist and philosopher, and he spent most of his life trying to integrate his religious experience with natural science. Chardin abandoned the literal interpretation of creation as he integrated his theology with theories of evolution. His theology pictured humanity heading toward an exciting convergence of systems, which he called “Omega point”—a continuous process of evolution toward a perfect spiritual state, a new state of peace and planetary unity. Ecologically, he saw this unity as intrinsically based upon the spirit of the Earth, and saw the task as humanity’s to build the Earth. There are seeds of the Gaia hypothesis, as Chardin clearly proposed the idea of the Earth having its own autonomous personality. Teilhard was rejected by the Roman Catholic Church because of his unorthodox beliefs.

3.2. Matthew Fox (1940-). Fox is an Episcopal priest who argues for a “creation-centered spirituality,” taking the emphasis away from the Fall and redemption. Fox calls for “A New Reformation” where God and creation theologies will be characterized by the feminine figure of Wisdom, personified by a Mother/Father God of justice and compassion. He calls it a deep ecumenism. Fox recalls that in the sixteenth century when Western churches encountered African, Native American and Asian religions, they ignored their cosmologies and mystical traditions. Inspired by insights from Thomas Aquinas and the Dominican theologian Meister Eckhart, Fox proposes a creation spirituality that integrates the wisdom of Western spirituality and global indigenous cultures with the emerging scientific understanding of the universe and the creativity of art forms. Fox claims that this is the spirituality of the earliest tradition of the Hebrew Bible, and that is was celebrated by the mystics of medieval Europe. It is a spirituality that is concerned for developing theologies and practices within religion and culture that promote personal wholeness, planetary survival and universal interdependence.



4. Biblical Theology.

 

Considering the ongoing attacks on the Christian doctrine of creation and the challenges Christians encounter as they articulate their faith amid the ecological context, we propose some foundational elements that need to be included in ecological and creation theologies.

4.1. Jesus Christ and Creation. Creation perspectives for ecotheologies are required, but Christians will inevitably have to ground their theology in Jesus Christ and his relationship to creation. A biblical theology of ecology will have to be christological. If Jesus Christ is the Lord of history and the one through whom all things are to be made new and to be actualized in the new heaven and the new earth, he must undoubtedly have a crucial part to play in creation even now. It is by Jesus Christ that all things “hold together” (Col 1:17), and it is through him that all things in heaven and on earth will be united (Eph 1:9-10). He is the one who sustains all things (Heb 1:3).

Moreover, the lordship of Jesus Christ over creation is to be seen not just for the present. His role has to be recognized in the initial creative process itself. John gives to Jesus the very creative power itself. “All things came into being through him” (Jn 1:3). This is the same idea as in 1 Corinthians 8:6, Colossians 1:16 and Hebrews 1:2. Jesus was always with God, and everything that God did, he did through Jesus Christ.

Creation is also seen in the New Testament from the future perspective, a new creation under Christ’s ultimate lordship. The picture of the Creator and Redeemer enthroned in majesty and splendor, as painted by John in his depiction of the new creation, clearly captures the total sovereignty of God over all creation and over all history.

This solid christological emphasis should be the foundation for all creation theology that is truly biblical. The doctrine that underlines and validates the truth asserts that all of history is under the sovereign purpose of God as revealed in Jesus Christ. He is the “Alpha and the Omega,” “the first and the last” “the Beginning and the End” (Rev 1:8, 17; 22:13; cf. Rev. 3:14). History, from creation to the new creation, hinges on Jesus Christ as Creator and Redeemer.

4.2. Essential Elements. Having underlined the centrality of Jesus in ecological and creation theologies, we consider other essential elements as Christians develop such theologies.

4.2.1. Theology Must Begin with God as the God of Creation. Christian theology must start with the powerful truth that God created and that there is an ongoing relationship between God and creation. God as Creator continues to graciously relate to creation. God is known through this creation. A theology of creation must avoid any confusion with pantheism or dualism. God alone, who is Lord and the source of everything, is responsible for all that is created and must not be confused with his creation. Further, God called everything “good,” and therefore there is no opposition between God and creation. This avoids any dualistic tendency. Some Christians continue to make a sharp distinction between the world and God, nature and humanity, and reason and faith. God is only seen as the transcendent sovereign Lord standing over against humanity and the world. God’s immanence, as depicted in the Bible, must go alongside God’s transcendence for exploring ecological dimensions of theology.

4.2.2. Humans Are Created in the Image of God. To be made in the image of God implies that humans have been created in order to responsibly represent God within creation, and in this sense exercise authority. God and human beings have a special relationship and this gives to humanity authority with responsibility within creation. Within such responsibility is another aspect of God’s image—creativity. Humans have the urge to create, a God-given ability to continue God’s creativity, and that is why humanity has been able to progress. All these aspects of the image of God need to be seen in terms of responsibility as well as a privilege (see Anthropology, Theological).

4.2.3. Christians Must Interpret Dominion Within Its Context. Our theology must delve deeper into the wider context within which the word “dominion” is used and thus restore its true meaning. Looking at the word by itself there is reason to accept the criticism mentioned above. For instance, God sanctioned dominion in love. Israel is frequently reminded of God’s love. Ezekiel 34 depicts the prophet reminding the kings of Israel that God is shepherd. In contrast they “ruled them harshly and brutally” (Ezek 34:4 NIV). The word rada, “rule,” is here placed alongside the concept of a caring shepherd, not the harsh and brutal leaders they are familiar with. Second, God commanded dominion within the context of responsibility. The command was given alongside the responsibility to care for creation. When God gave dominion (Gen 1:26) it was not a mandate for irresponsible domination. Proper and responsible care over creation was expected. Third, dominion is in servanthood. Man and woman in the garden were instructed to “till” and “keep” it. These are words that beautifully temper the harshness of rule and dominion. The command in Genesis 2:15 rendered “till it and keep it” is the service of a “servant” or “slave.” Finally, this dominion comes with stewardship. The Hebrew word sāmar, which means “to keep” provides a powerful metaphor. The noun is “steward” or “trustee,” which implies watchful care and protection of the earth. The metaphor of the steward includes all the above characteristics—love, care, responsibility and service.

4.2.4. Creation Theology Must Take into Account Sin and the Fall. While we speak of the glory of God’s creation of human beings and of our relationship with God, we cannot bypass the biblical fact of the Fall. Sin is a craving for autonomy rather than life in obedience to God. Environmental complications and ecological disasters are to be expected with humanity having fallen from God’s originally intended purposes. But the Fall has not obliterated the image of God in us. Hence, when humans recognize that God is the God of order and harmony, they, being God’s image, endeavor to bring order into the present chaos.

4.2.5. God’s Plans for Redemption Are for the Created Order As Well As Humanity. Integral to God’s plan for the redemption of humanity are plans for redemption of the created order. Romans 8:22 clearly speaks of creation groaning in labor pains for redemption. God has already revealed his plans for a new creation where both humanity and creation will celebrate God’s glory.

4.2.6. Humans Must Restore Right Relationships. God’s creation is held together by an intricate network of relationships. Negative attitudes to creation exist because of sin and broken relationships. The reconciling work of Christ is directed toward the setting right of these broken relationships. While Christians have strongly emphasized a right relationship between humans and God, and also among humans, they have not advocated right relationship between humans and God’s creation. This is urgently required. Christians have seen that anthropocentric relationships have been the cause for the ecological disaster. In contrast they have been shown the example of St. Francis of Assisi, whose view demonstrated a democracy of created beings in which flowers, birds, ants and animals all have a contribution to make to the praise of God.

Lynn White Jr., in his influential article, urged ecologists to take St. Francis as their patron saint. Must we then adopt biocentric relationships? The answer is negative; God is at the center of all relationships. One may refer to the correct biblical position as theocentric relationships. Theocentric relationships will restore true eco-relationships within the widest framework of the purposes of God. The “new creation” community that believers are is placed firmly within the context of the “creation” community and has the responsibility to discover and demonstrate eco-relationships, which must lead to a demonstration of eco-spirituality in the world today.



5. Responsible Stewardship.

 

Theologians have searched for the right metaphor to describe humanity’s role within creation. Stewardship has been offered as an acceptable way to describe this role in the most responsible manner. In the Bible the term “stewardship” has many nuances. These can be articulated within the context of human responsibility for creation and for other creatures, as well as accountability to God in fulfilling an ecological responsibility.

The Old Testament depicts a steward as one who is in charge of a house (Gen 43:19; 44:4; Is 22:15). Of several New Testament words translated “steward” (or “manager” or “guardian”) one is epitropos (Mt 20:8; Gal 4:2), that is, one to whose care or honor one has been entrusted, a curator or a guardian. Another is oikonomos (Lk 16:2-3; 1 Cor 4:1-2; Tit 1:7; 1 Pet 4:10), meaning a manager, a superintendent (from the words oikos, “house,” and nomos, “law, rule”). The word refers to the relationship within the home, relationship to an owner, for whom one’s responsibility is performed. The words describe the function of delegated responsibility, as in the powerful parables of the laborers and of the unjust steward (Mt 20:1-16, see v. 8; Lk 16:1-9). Everything belongs to God and we are God’s stewards (1 Cor 9:17; Eph 3:2; Col 1:25).

Responsible stewardship acting in God’s love has a practical outworking that helps develop right attitudes for living today. First, Christians who are called to care for creation will see the need to recognize the harmony, unity, purity and integrity in creation. It will elicit a respect for creation. Care for creation will show in a love to protect, conserve and bring healing to a wounded world.

Second, humans are called to conserve creation’s resources. Conserving calls for responsible use. Conserving calls for careful use in the present while one thinks of the future. We may need to preserve some endangered species by protecting them, and manage freely available resources by using them responsibly for our present needs while conserving them for use for generations in the future.

Third, responsible stewardship calls for demonstration in responsible lifestyles. Greed and irresponsibility amid materialistic abundance have caused disparity, and disparity widens with human exploitation. Humanity is called to a life of caring and sharing in the world’s community bound together by theocentric values rather than anthropocentric self-seeking. Responsible lifestyles must show in demonstrating principles of eco-justice and fulfillment of basic ethical responsibilities toward humans and the rest of creation. While this must start personally and then grow locally, it must be realized globally to bring required change in the environment.

Fourth, responsible stewardship calls for an acceptance of the need for sustainability. One aspect of environmental conservation that has emerged in recent times is the need for humanity to demonstrate a responsibility toward future generations. The ecological crisis has brought people to recognize the need not only to protect the rights of the present generation but also demonstrate a concern for future generations. Resources are finite and therefore use must demonstrate attitudes of concern for conservation. Whatever humans do must ensure the fundamental rights of those in the future to have a share in these resources.

Finally, humans have a responsibility toward God to show love and honor in gratitude that God has honored them with responsibility over all of creation. “For ‘in him we live and move and have our being’” (Acts 17:28). All we have said will fall into right perspective with the recognition that God has invested humans with identity, dignity and responsibility.

See also ANIMAL RIGHTS; GREEN THEOLOGY; SCIENCE AND THEOLOGY.
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CROSSCULTURAL THEOLOGY

 

The possibility of a genuine crosscultural theology only emerged during the last third of the twentieth century. For much of Christian history, cultural differences, when they were recognized, were seen as a threat that had to be resisted. Only recently, as a result of Christian expansion into a wide variety of cultures and the findings of the social sciences, have cultural differences been seen not as a problem but a resource in the process of theological and spiritual renewal.1. Christendom and the Enlightenment

2. Diversity Comes of Age

3. Making Sense of Diversity

4. Conclusion


 





1. Christendom and the Enlightenment.

 

Not only was Christianity born into a culturally diverse situation, but movement from an entirely Jewish milieu into a Greek one stimulated formation of Christian truth in new and creative ways (von Allmen). After the conversion of Constantine in 312, however, Christianity took on a single cultural form that shaped its forms of worship and its theological categories for more than a thousand years. Cultural diversity, associated as it was with new ways of living and reflecting on the faith, were often actively resisted. Even the differences between Eastern and Western versions of Christianity were the cause of frequent tensions.

During the *Enlightenment of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the universal project of Christendom was replaced by a belief in a universal reason that was seen as the key to unlocking the secrets of history and nature. Many of the Enlightenment writers reveal an assumption that reason has access to a harmonious reality, the knowledge of which would lead humankind into a glorious future. Writers in the later twentieth century have shown the way this universalizing tendency led to many of the disasters of that war-torn century (Berlin).

Christians of the eighteenth-century missionary movement were deeply influenced by Enlightenment ideas and understood Western civilization and learning as the privileged form in which the gospel should be expressed. As Christianity was the supreme truth of religion, so Western civilization was setting the standard to which all other cultures should aspire. So closely was Christianity associated with the abstract truth of the Enlightenment that diversity of interpretation, and indeed cultural diversity more generally, were treated as enemies.

In the twentieth century as a result of the rise of anthropological studies, ethnic diversity came to be appreciated, whether critically or uncritically. Liberal Christianity often celebrated this diversity, even as fundamentalism resisted the intellectual relativism it seemed to imply. But neither was able to take proper account of cultural diversity as constructive to any common human project. In these conditions there could be no crosscultural theology.



2. Diversity Comes of Age.

 

There are several sources for our contemporary positive understanding of cultural diversity. In the Western intellectual tradition, Friedrich Schleiermacher (d. 1834) led the reaction against the abstract dogmas of the Enlightenment. He understood religion, and thus all of cultural life, to be grounded in feeling (sentiment), which formed human community according to its particular context. This focus on feeling and historical particularity was subsequently developed in the romantic movement. Wilhelm von Humboldt, for example, developed the idea of a people constituted by deeply held feelings and ideas that differentiated them from other volk.

The discipline of anthropology, which developed later in the nineteenth century, was influenced by these ideas, and Ruth Benedict in the twentieth century argued that different people groups are characterized by unique patterns of life. The modern notion of anthropology was most clearly articulated by American Frans Boas, who rejected this notion of ideational patterns, preferring instead to focus on actual historical and geographic connections (he was especially active in opposing the volk tradition of Humboldt, which had been misused by Nazi ideologues in the 1920s). Boas understood that cultures needed to be studied in all their pluralism, in their particular historicity and especially in their many interconnections. In the 1950s anthropologists began to address the symbolic and cognitive dimensions of culture. These anthropologists, represented most famously by Clifford Geertz, wanted to explain culture in terms of the symbolic processes that expressed the basic beliefs of a people. What was to become significant for later missiological thinking was the fact that cultural beliefs do not exist in the abstract, in peoples’ minds, but in the concrete practices that constitute culture. Moreover these practices are dynamic, changing and developing as they interact with outside influences.

After World War II, missionaries began to incorporate many of the findings of anthropology into their work, leading in the 1970s to development of what was called *contextualization or, in Catholic circles, inculturation. This advance in missiological thinking recognized the necessity of understanding Christian truth in terms of the variety of cultural settings missionaries encountered, and led to seeing the relationship between the gospel and culture in multiple ways (Bevans).



3. Making Sense of Diversity.

 

In spite of the fact that missionaries were learning to take the varieties of culture into account in their evangelism and church planting, there was still a resident distrust of diversity as harboring an implicit relativism. If various peoples understood truth differently, what becomes of the singularity of the *gospel that Christ has entrusted to the church?

Gradually, however, an appreciation for difference became part of missionaries’ standard equipment. In part this resulted from their increasing exposure to sophisticated social science in their missiological training. But more important was probably their own crosscultural experience. They became aware that people responded best to presentations of the gospel that reflected contexts closer to their own, indeed they were often surprised by the congruence of non-Western cultures with biblical teachings. As a result they became open to different ways not only of presenting, but also understanding the gospel.

Among academics this openness resulted from new ways of understanding theology and theological reflection. Theology developed in the West primarily in terms of abstract truth that derived from categories native to the Western tradition. Such ways of thinking often seem foreign to those raised in different settings. Educated people in America develop highly detailed plans and programs in terms of which they live their lives; the Azande people of Southern Sudan would not consider starting their day or embarking on a project without consulting an oracle. Both consider their way of life “reasonable,” and both attitudes affect the way life is viewed by members of these cultures who become Christian. While American Christians may pray for guidance at the beginning of the day, such guidance would be mostly subordinated to the schedule they have laid out for the day; Azande Christians would consider prayer to be an essential component to their daily safety and protection. Gradually theologians began to realize that “theology,” that is, the ordered reflection on biblical truth, would take very different shapes in these two contexts—different but not necessarily opposed.

In many parts of the world, diversity involves encounters with indigenous, and sometimes ancient, religious traditions. This encounter has recently prompted scholars to argue that theology today must be done with an awareness not only of its cultural but also its religious context. This has led in the last generation to a new field of study called comparative theology, which is interreligious and comparative as well as confessional (see Clooney).

A positive evaluation of such differences, in theological studies, resulted in part from the developing field of *hermeneutics, that is, the art of interpreting the Scriptures. Interpreters began to realize that readers of Scripture do not come to their reading as a blank slate to be written on, but come with various prejudices and attitudes toward the world. They do not suspend these beliefs when they read texts, but rather they do their reading in the light of them. An initial response to these developments was to fear they implied relativism—one could read anything one liked into the Scripture. But further reflection has shown that these preunderstandings are not barriers to learning but in fact facilitate it. Indeed without having some experience and thought about the world one would not be in a position to learn much from reading. But having such understanding and experience makes possible insight into what has been called the strange new world of the Bible. Reading with openness and curiosity, one can find a way to fuse one’s own horizon with the horizon of Scripture, in such a way as to give Scripture its full authority (Gadamer).

The possibility of a crosscultural understanding of theology then might rest on the communal application of this fusing of horizons. Anthropologists have long recognized that encounters between cultures inevitably result in a mutual contamination. The idea of a pure, pristine culture is a myth; all cultures, even the most isolated or traditional cultures, have some exposure to outside influences in various cultural, economic or climatic forms. Christians believe of course that such encounters might be characterized by violence or oppression, as they frequently have. But the mutual exchange can also be beneficial; goods and services may be exchanged to the benefit of both.

Charles Taylor has argued that there are three possible models for the way cultures interact. One is the natural science model, which judges all cultures in terms of a single (Western) conception of the world. In this model, deriving from the Enlightenment, scientific knowledge is privileged and used as a standard by which all cultures should be judged—one might call this a neo-colonial model that updates the nineteenth-century view we outlined earlier. On the other extreme is what Taylor calls the incorrigibility model. On this view, each culture is so closed up to its own way of thinking that no genuine communication is possible between them. The first ignores the self-description of cultural agents; the second takes it as incorrigible. Between these two Taylor proposes what he calls the interpretive view, one that seeks human understanding in terms of particular practices that express peoples’ identity.

Understanding across cultures then would involve a process of conversation in which cultural meanings are shared and negotiated. The problem, Taylor notes, lies in thinking that true understanding must be either theirs or ours—usually by default we assume ours is better. But in the process of conversation, one culture can be asked by another, so to speak, by its practices: “Have you thought about conceiving the family in this way?” or “Perhaps negotiating a business deal might make more sense when it was viewed in terms of mutual giving rather than a zero sum game” and so on. The key, Taylor says, is to find “a language in which we could formulate both their way of life and ours as alternative possibilities in relation to some human constants at work in both,” so as “to extend our language of human possibilities” (Taylor, 125, 131).

Because of the economic and political power differentials that exist between cultures, such conversations are all too rare. But one place where they ought to take place is surely within the body of Christ. Throughout its history the church has often stumbled, but it has always grown and learned when it has reached out to others outside of its own culture.



4. Conclusion.

 

In Ephesians 4 Paul states clearly the goal of the body of Christ: “we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ” “until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Eph 4:15, 13). For this to come about, theological reflection must involve a mutual sharing of gifts and mutual instruction. This goal implies a very different conception of theology from one that seeks to protect the truth from the contamination of foreign influence. When such inclinations are examined it becomes clear that they result from captivity to Enlightenment ideas about universal reason. The problem with this attitude is not so much its jealousy for the truth and power of the gospel, which can certainly be a good thing, but the fact that concern for truth has supplanted equally important concerns for love and justice. We are always to seek truth in the context of our love for our neighbor and our commitment to justice—all oriented toward our corporate growth into the likeness of Christ.

Another, more biblical way of conceiving the calling of theology is to see it as the description and examination of an enlarged set of Christian practices, which results from our common but contextual reading of Scripture. Such a theology is necessarily crosscultural, for if it were not it would be, at best, a partial reading. And such a theology is also inevitably a conversation in which the exchange of views that grow out of the different places from which we read and the different experiences of God in those places is welcomed and encouraged. A theology that is crosscultural in this way will not only help us understand others better, but will also surely allow us to see ourselves and God’s ways with us more clearly.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; CULTURE AND SOCIETY; THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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CULTURE AND SOCIETY

 

Culture refers to the patterns, artifacts and practices that humans develop to organize their corporate life and express their identity. Theologically we might say culture is what humans have made of God’s good creation. Culture is human beings’ progressive contribution to creation in the raw. It is that complex secondary environment built upon the original material of creation, done consciously or out of instinct, but always in obedience to the cultural mandate. The word culture comes from the Latin cultura, which meant to cultivate the earth, and which for medieval believers probably recalled Adam’s cultivation of the Garden of Eden.

Culture refers to human activity more generally; society usually more particularly refers to the way groups of people are organized, denoting settled communities that are relatively homogeneous and bounded by common territorial, economic, political and social interests. Social organization, whether understood in terms of structures, class, power, freedoms or voluntary associations, belongs to the domain of what we call society. Worldviews and other such ideational elements controlling the behavior of a society are more properly seen as belonging to the larger sphere of culture.

1. Historical and Biblical Approaches to Culture

2. Issues in Christian Reflection on Culture

3. Conclusion: Culture as a Call to Service


 


1. Historical and Biblical Approaches to Culture.

 

In the nineteenth century the scientific method in its evolutionary form raised questions about the nature of race, which became the first business of what we now call anthropology (originally a branch of history). This idea of a people with a particular pattern of life began a tradition that stretched from von Humboldt via Hegel and Spengler to Ruth Benedict in our own century. The founder of modern notions of culture is generally recognized to be the American Franz Boas, who opposed the notion of an ideational pattern at the root of culture, and insisted on the historical interconnections among peoples. In the 1920s he attacked the Nazi version of the volk tradition by similarly discrediting any attempt to explain a people on purely biological grounds. He understood that cultures needed to be studied in all their pluralism, in their particular historicity and especially in their many interconnections.

Subsequently anthropologists developed his emphasis on the diversity of cultures and its relations. Bronislaw Malinowski, for example, in the 1940s underlined the multiple dimensions of culture. He recognized that culture integrated meaning and practices in terms of “the community of blood through procreation; the contiguity in space related to cooperation; the specialization in activities; and last but not least, the use of power in political organization” (Malinowski, 40). In one of the few references to religion Malinowski says, “Magic and religion can be, in my opinion, functionally interpreted as the indispensable complements to pure rational and empirical systems of thought and tradition” (Malinowski, 173). This functional view of religion, deriving from Emile Durkheim, was to become the default view of sociologists in the West.

In the 1950s anthropologists began to address the symbolic and cognitive dimensions of culture. These anthropologists, represented most famously by Clifford Geertz, wanted to explain culture not in terms of some typology but as constitutive processes. These processes, Geertz claimed, are facilitated by the symbols that cultures devise, which do not provide windows on that culture so much as act as “operators” in the social process. Geertz claimed to be looking for webs of significance, articulated in cultural forms by flows of behavior. Religion on this view is also a symbolic system that functions to “synthesize a people’s ethos . . . their most comprehensive ideas of order” (Geertz, 89).

These recent theories of culture might be called mentalist or idealist in that they tend to focus on the subjective side of culture. These have been challenged by the Marxist anthropologists who focus more on the material conditions of culture and the techniques for dealing with the external environment.

1.1. Culture as Patterned Relationships. These contemporary anthropologists have helped us understand culture as a changing set of communal practices and assumptions that serve as a repertoire for a people’s actions. Current studies emphasize that culture is dynamic, in response to the influence of the unavoidable and increasingly widespread outside influences and relationships; that it includes practices (pilgrimages, games and rituals) as well as assumptions about the world; and that it is communal, the possession not of individuals but of a people who have a sense of their (separate) identity and express this in patterned action. Culture is shared meaning. It is a code by which an entire community lives and judges what is and what is not acceptable. This intersubjectivism gives it a communal character that lends it observability. Recent studies have emphasized the way global flows reveal the porous boundaries between cultures and produce various forms of cultural hybridity (Tanner).

Christians believe these practices and patterns are responsive to what God has done and is doing in the world, whether this involves the original created structures, or God’s saving activity in history. One might call this creative and redemptive activity God’s project: His work of forming the world at creation, his continuing commitment to his creatures, in spite of humanity’s rebellion; his entering into its history (and its physicality) in Jesus Christ to suffer with and ultimately heal its corruption; and his continuing presence expressed by the historical body of Christ, the church, and by God’s general providential work, as God through the ministry of the Holy Spirit seeks to bring creation to its created purpose as a vehicle for God’s glory. This patterned relationship is a given for the world (and for God). All cultural activity then relates in some way to this project.

1.2. The Biblical Framework for Culture. In the first chapter of Genesis, in the call to “fill the earth and subdue it,” we sense that culture, or the keeping and tilling of the land, is a major part of what it means to “image” God. The original Hebrew carries the idea of “stamping” the ground, a purposeful effort at shaping and wresting symmetry out of the wild vastness of raw creation (Gen 1:28).

There is integrity to creation that gives culture and its artifacts solidity. There is a design to the universe, a pattern and an inner structure that anyone with a highly developed sense of fact can discover. The harnessing of wind and water, the fashioning of tools, technologies and the arts—the entire creative and scientific enterprise—is made possible by closely following the structures that God has built into creation.

At the same time, there is a vulnerability to human culture, something that is always askew and off-center even at its best. Honoring one’s parents and generations past gets elaborated into a complex system of *ancestor worship. The sense that there is a unity to all things hardens into a philosophical pantheism. Delight in the hard surface of God’s good creation descends into a flat and windowless materialism. A culture’s core values often get apotheosized, setting themselves up as an alternative system to the way God has purposed his creatures to live.

Yet in spite of its fallenness, culture is affirmed in Scripture as that context in which God accomplishes his creative and redemptive work: “God so loved the world.” It is the arena in which the drama of God’s saving history is being played out.

We are told that even in its fallen state, culture serves as part of God’s temporal conserving grace. It is Cain who builds a city, and it is his line of descendants who begin to domesticate cattle, forge tools out of bronze and iron, and make music out of the pipe and lyre. From a “place of wandering” (“the land of Nod,” Gen 4:16), Cain settles into a fortified city. In his attempt to secure a settled existence out of a hopelessly nomadic state, we see the beginnings of an incipient civilization. While this finds its motive force in the apostate impulse to make a life apart from God, it is in itself a measure of grace that through such contrivances as arts and crafts and building technologies human beings are able to console themselves and make their lives a bit more secure and bearable. (Gen 4:17-24)

In both the mythic density of the story of Babel and the reference to the making of nations and their habitations in Paul’s speech to the Athenians, we sense that diversity and the “filling of the earth” is in the plan of God. Instead of living in a monocultural, self-enclosed city, people were meant to spread out and develop various language groupings and settlements.

Culture then is a reflection of both human obedience and rebellion against God. These opposite tendencies usually define the tensions characterizing the Christian’s relationship to culture in the present globalized world.

1.3. The Resistance to God’s Project for Culture and the Redemption of Culture. God’s project of creational diversity has always been resisted. Instead of a plurality of cultures, we see the tendency to centralize, to gather up strength and organize a world system that is in opposition to God. The tower of Babel is a symbol of this, and so is the “pride of life” that John talks about (1 Jn 2:16 NASB). The increasing centralization of global market forces and the ensuing homogenization of cultures are similar signs of the drift towards uniformity and concentrations of wealth and power.

Culture can become a way to “make a name for ourselves” (Gen 11:4), like the grandiose projects we now see as “wonders of the world,” most of which were monuments to the egos of despots who built them out of slave labor. It can be a form of self-protection apart from God, like the chariots of old and today’s arsenals of weaponry.

Cultures can get inordinately focused on a core concern and absolutize a single aspect of human social life. In many Asian cultures, family or group solidarity can become a substitute for God, exacting tremendous and even unbridled loyalty and often sacrificing the rights of the individual. Likewise, some societies can be so centered on economics that all other values get swept to the sidelines; compassion for the poor, for instance, is relegated to the margins. In today’s economism, the circumstances of rich and poor are now mostly left to market forces.

Because all cultures are off-kilter, there is need to discern and critique their peculiar idolatries: who or what are the powers that rival loyalty to God? This critique is included in “making disciples of all nations.” The Great Commission does not refer merely to converting individuals, but making entire nations and cultures turn toward God. The powers in these societies need to be dethroned, subjected to the sovereign will and purpose of God for human life.

Yet in the same way that a culture or society can be hostile to God, it can also be transformed and redeemed. The city, originally an artificial place for securing safety apart from God, becomes a comfortable place where God dwells with his people. The kingdom, a concept of rule which Israel adopted from the surrounding nations, is transformed into an actual paradigm of the reign of God in human society. Eventually, we are told, the kingdoms of this world will become the kingdom of our God (Rev 11:15) (see Kingdom of God). What looks like a small, marginal presence will have grown into a great tree whose shelter all of society will seek and want to be under.

Our final glimpses of the future give us a picture of a great multitude worshipping the Lamb, from every tribe and tongue and people and nation. The best of our cultures—the glory and splendor of the nations—shall be brought into the new Jerusalem. In a mysterious way, we shall take with us all our cultural baggage as we all come marching in (Rev 7:9, 21:24-26).

Contrary to the notion that the world is moving towards increasing homogenization, there will in fact be a sharpening of ethnicity and linguistic diversity. Nation-states will not wither before the onslaught of transnational companies seeking hegemony in the global market. Nationality will remain an important locus of identity. The cultural richness of the nations will glow like a thousand points of light, reflecting the glory of God in a city that has no need of sun or moon.

1.4. Reenacting the Jew-Gentile Social Crisis. Previously people often lived and died without significant encounter with the diversity of cultures. Now that this is no longer possible, we are seeing in our time the reenactment of the Jew-Gentile social crisis of the first-century churches. In the same way that the gospel broke out of its Jewish wineskins, it is now breaking out of the old forms within which the *missionary movements of the past two hundred years have defined it. Like the Greek churches, emergent churches in Asia, Latin America and Africa are defining for themselves what the gospel must mean within their own cultures.

Some churches are in the process of vernacularizing, that is, translating inherited approaches to understanding the gospel into indigenous languages and thought forms. Some others, particularly those in Asia, feel the need to go beyond the task of mere translation, since this has not had much success, even after centuries of missionary presence. Instead, fresh understandings of the biblical data are being mined, surfacing concepts like the “pain of God” and other such insights born out of engagement with their own great religious traditions. Still others, like the Philippines and Latin America, which have been immersed for some time in the outlines of the Christian story, are refiguring its meanings, that is, making it truly at home and embedded in the deep structures of their cultures, so that it truly transforms their social histories and makes sense within their resurgent indigenous spiritualities.



2. Issues in Christian Reflection on Culture.

 

2.1. Contextualization. Probably the major way contemporary Christians have been faced with questions of culture is through the practices of crosscultural mission, beginning a conversation that in the 1970s was termed *contextualization. These discussions began largely in missiological circles and concerned the use of cultural forms in the presentation of the gospel. Missionary leaders seized on the term “contextualization” as an apt description of the dynamic process of cultural change that was missing in the older term “indigenization.” Many felt it better suited to the dynamic way that Scripture was interpreted in the cultures where the gospel was proclaimed. In 1979 a conference was sponsored by the Lausanne Committee to explore these issues. In the preface to the collected papers from this conference John Stott noted the two questions that concerned participants. One had to do with how a person from one culture “takes truth out of the Bible which was addressed to people in a second culture, and communicates to people who belong to a third culture, without either falsifying the message or rendering it unintelligible” (Stott and Coote, vii). The second question asks how hearers of the message relate it to their own culture in their corporate lives.

Among Roman Catholic missiologists a similar discussion, begun during the Second Vatican Council (1961-1965), led to the widespread use of the term “inculturation” for a similar process. Herve Carrier defined this as “the effort to inject Christ’s message into a given sociocultural milieu, thereby summoning that milieu to grow in accordance with its own values, so long as they can be reconciled with the Gospel message” (Carrier, 67). These discussions have learned much from recent anthropology and represent an important advance in Christian understanding of culture. Missionaries trained since this time, whether Protestant or Catholic, have become thoroughly conversant in the issues involved in crosscultural communication.

Important as these conversations are in awakening Christians to the role that culture inevitably plays in missions and discipleship, the process of contextualization tended to imply that the target culture played largely a passive role. Consistent with the dynamic character of culture and recent emphases in anthropology, missiologists now are more likely to stress how a given culture receives and construes the gospel, and the ways in which the process of missions involves a mutual learning about the truth of Scripture.

Lamin Sanneh, for example, proposes that we speak about the translatability of the gospel rather than contextualization. He argues that the very process of translation of Scriptures into vernacular languages unleashed a dynamic of the gospel. In the frontispiece of Translating the Message Sanneh notes: “The issue that frequently escapes the dragnet of the historian is the cumulative capital Christianity has derived from the common language of ordinary people” (Sanneh, vi). How does this capital develop? Sanneh concludes: “Translatability is the source of the success of Christianity across cultures” (Sanneh, 51). Sanneh stresses two aspects of the process of translation.

In the first place, the process of translation relativizes the culture from which the gospel comes. Though missionaries invariably brought with them the prejudices of their own culture, the process of translation into the vernacular was such that “in time Africans could complain about the unacceptable degree of Westernization in the church, believing, with justice, that they have support for their position in the highest quarters of scriptural Christianity itself” (Sanneh, 174). In other words, as Christianity takes on a new (vernacular) form it carries on the critique of the Hebrew prophets and of Paul—it becomes critical of the very forms of life in which it is received. Just as there are no cultural barriers to the transmission of God’s word, the process of translation shows that there is no cultural center to God’s work of creation and redemption. Cultural innovations are now subject to vernacular (and ultimately) scriptural vetting. “In this way, the Gospel is potentially capable of transcending the cultural inhibitions of the translator and taking root in fresh soil, a piece of transplanting that will in time come to challenge the presuppositions of the translator” (Sanneh, 53).

In the second place, the process of translating Scripture into the vernacular “destigmatizes” and “energizes” the culture into which it is placed. Sanneh’s discussion ranges widely throughout Christian history and the modern mission movement to demonstrate the correlation between the reception of the Scripture in the vernacular and the renewal of those cultures. In the regions of Africa where traditional religions were widespread, for example, translation was able to find ready-to-hand ideas and practices that could be used to express the reality of God’s love for the world: “It was by such a natural congruence with the vernacular that the Christian impact sent sound waves reverberating throughout the land, and there were numerous communities of people for whom the message of the new prophets came as confirmation of old dreams” (Sanneh, 184). As the African scholar John Mbiti puts this, “The Gospel enabled people to utter the name of Jesus Christ . . . that final and completing element that crowns their traditional religiosity and brings its flickering light to full brilliance” (in Bediako, 118).

The importance of this argument lies in the unique role it gives to Scripture in the cultural reception of the gospel. Thus there is no uncertainty about what is being inserted into a culture: it is what Christians call the Word of God. In the Protestant view, Scripture is the authoritative witness to God’s purposes in creation and the new creation. Moreover, as all interpreters of Scripture understand, the truth of Scripture comes to us in a form that is already inculturated in Hebrew and Greco-Roman culture, so the process of translation always involves finding equivalent patterns and structures in Scripture and in the receiving culture. In this way the process of translation is a part of the larger process of our human interpretation of God’s truth in the real-life setting of our family, work and school. The agents of this work are in every case those who are receiving and applying God’s word in their own setting. The richness of the vernacular interpretations of God’s truth add substance to Paul’s observation in Ephesians 4, where he insists that coming to clarity in the body makes use of all the diverse gifts which the risen Christ has poured out on his people. The goal of this process is “to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Eph 4:12-13).

This passage is very important to the Christian understanding of culture. Culture is always formed in response to the presence and activity of God, whether this is recognized or not. The gifts that Paul refers to here are those that reflect the victory (and current reign) of Christ, which are poured out by the Holy Spirit. They issue in a corporate growth that includes works of ministry, understanding and unity—a process that Paul summarizes as “maturity, . . . the full stature of Christ” (Eph 4:13). Christ then is the source and the goal (cf. Eph 4:15) of a process that is carried out corporately by the growing and properly working body of Christ, which involves the breaking down of the wall of hostility between different cultural groups (Eph 2:14). Translation then underlines, in a way that contextualization is unable to do, the mutuality by which the parts of the body of Christ learn from each other as they come to maturity together. So Christians, unlike Clifford Geertz, do not seek merely to make available the answers that others have given to the deep human questions, rather they seek to incorporate those myriad, Spirit-inspired responses to the gospel into their corporate growth to the likeness of Christ.

Missiologist-historians like Andrew Walls attribute this gravitational shift to a decentering element in Christianity. In the same way that the church in Antioch gradually eclipsed the older church in Jerusalem in the missionary narratives of the book of Acts, we are witnessing in our time the growth of younger churches. The peripheries become new centers of fresh theological insight and learning.

2.2. The Challenge of Culturally Appropriate Witness. As with the early churches, the process of contextualization is not without fierce struggle and contestation. The story of the modern missionary movement and the reactions of the churches they have spawned mirror the problems that surfaced at the beginning of Christianity.

There is, for instance, the problem of inherited tradition, where people confuse the wine for the wineskins, or the gospel with the cultural elaborations and interpretations of those who brought the faith. This was prefigured by Jesus’ controversy with the Pharisees. Jesus and his disciples did not look like Israel’s traditional notion of holy men. Unlike John and his disciples who fasted, they went about eating and drinking. Also, they kept breaking the law, that is, the elaborations of the Torah amplified into legal minutiae that through time became more important than the weightier matters of justice and mercy. Anthropology calls this tendency to confuse the symbolic artifact with the thing in itself “extension transference” (ET), for example, with the ark that at times was treated as a talisman, or the ritualism around the temple and its sacrificial system.

There is also the problem of cultural imperialism, where people confuse the universal character of the gospel with their culture-bound expressions of it. This was the problem of the Judaizers, who insisted that Gentile Christians be circumcised. Within their own culture, circumcision was the sign of belonging to the people of God. They tried to universalize this for all peoples, much like the way denominational creeds and prefabricated gospel summaries are assumed to be efficacious for all cultures.

At the heart of these challenges lies the tension caused by the fact that Christianity is a universal and at the same time a culture-specific faith. The God of the universe was a Jew. No other religion talks of God in this way. He had a history, a culture and a place in the world’s geography. You can pin him down on a calendar, unlike the mythological and ephemeral appearances of Hindu avatars. Yet the mystery of the incarnation is such that Christianity is most universal when it is most truly particular, rooted in the concrete contexts and histories of peoples.

In observing a culture, one can look at (a) its conduct, or the public, observable patterns of behavior; (b) its code, or the norms and rules for behaving acceptably in that particular culture; (c) its creed, that is, its belief systems, worldviews and ways of explaining the meaning of things; and (d) its cult, or the recurrent rituals, festivals and other reenactments that provide rhythm and regularity to the life system of a people.

Analyzing a culture is like reading a text, interpreting it from within its own context. It requires a culture-bearer who is highly self-aware or an outsider who has deeply immersed and integrated herself within the culture. Interacting with both the text of culture and the text of Scripture requires what C. S. Lewis called “a minimum literary sense,” or the capacity to distinguish the symbol from the mere artifact, to discern the themes behind the accidents of narrative. Ultimately, it is knowledge gained through the work of the Spirit, an intuitive, empathetic sensing of why people do what they do in a given culture or story.

In sum, Scripture gives us at least two paradigms of what it means to be together as cultures and societies. One is the tower of Babel, a unity based on uniformity. Culturally homogenized, it had one language and a common vision of what it wanted to be and do. Its monoculturalism allowed it to be efficient, to develop technologies and carry out projects on a grand scale.

Another is the church at Pentecost, a unity in diversity. The Spirit of God came through a plurality of tongues, and created a new human community out of this diversity. Thus, the church is the only form of social organization on earth where the members come together, not because of some shared culture or interest, but because God has spoken through each of their diverse tongues. God comes to us in our particularity. Similarly, we are called to an incarnational—not a transnational—model of witness.



3. Conclusion: Culture as a Call to Service.

 

In one sense the good of God’s creation lay in its potential. What creation would become was dependent on the human activity of articulating and embodying the various relationships of creation; indeed creation called for the development of culture. The call to do something with creation makes the human relationship with creation an intrinsically moral one; we must do something with the patterned relationships in which we find ourselves. The human person is called before God to responsible stewardship, and the call cannot be evaded—we will simply answer it poorly or well. This means that the work of forming culture is not morally neutral; it charges us to respond to God’s purposes for the earth and all its peoples. And its end, as all our work, is God’s glory.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; LOCAL THEOLOGIES; MISSIONS, THEOLOGY OF.
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DANCE

 

Throughout human history, dance has been central to human social connection and interaction between humans and divine entities. Dance in this article will be understood to include a wide range of movements—not simply the prescribed movements of well-trained artists—and will encompass a wide range of movements used by worshippers and participants in varied religious activities and rituals.

1. Biblical Views of Dance

2. Western Approaches to Dance

3. African and African American Approaches to Dance

4. Liturgical Dance Today

5. Conclusion


 


1. Biblical Views of Dance.

 

1.1. Dance in the Old Testament. In the Old Testament, dance is clearly an appropriate form of worship and was practiced “in the assembly of the faithful” (Ps 149:1-3). In 2 Samuel 6, David danced before the Lord as the Ark of the Covenant was brought into Jerusalem. In Exodus 15:20-21, Miriam and the women danced before the Lord as a demonstration of praise for his delivering hand. These instances demonstrate that dance was a widely accepted form of worship for both men and women. Other Psalms speak positively of dance both in terms of corporate worship and personal rejoicing (Ps 30:11; 150:4). The presence of dance as a part of Jewish celebrations is further evidence of its sanctioning as part of corporate worship. Dance is incorporated in at least two of the festivals included in Sukkot. From this evidence it is apparent that (a) dance was not only accepted but also expected as a form of worship in the Old Testament and (b) dance was a part of corporate Jewish worship.

1.2. Dance in the New Testament. The New Testament, as centered on the “good news” of Christ’s incarnation, clearly shows God’s priority in redeeming not simply the human soul but the body as well, which varies considerably from the anti-body message sometimes conveyed by the church. Although the New Testament does not contain many specific exhortations to dance, there is still a holistic view of the person, which includes mind, body and spirit. Its treatment of corporate worship, particularly among the New Testament believers, includes no passages that explicitly describe dance as taking place or commanded. However, the use of the Greek work chairō, often translated “rejoice” (e.g., Phil 4:4), may suggest an openness to the normality of expressive movement in the life of the early church, based on its Jewish roots. For example, because the early church sang the Psalms in worship, they were familiar with the biblical exhortations about worship engaging the whole person.



2. Western Approaches to Dance.

 

2.1. Platonic Influence on Christian Views of Dance and the Body. Christianity, particularly in its Western formations, has been heavily influenced by Plato’s emphasis on mind over body. For Plato, the intellect occupied a hierarchically superior position, though temporarily constrained by the body and its impulses. However, ultimately it would be freed of all physical constraint.

2.2. Dance and the Body During the Protestant Reformation. Although Luther viewed the body as subservient to the mind and spirit, for Luther, the greater distinction was between the carnal and the spiritual. The carnal suggests the whole person ignoring God, and the spiritual is the whole self open to God’s will. For Luther, then, the spiritual life was to be lived by the whole person—body, mind and spirit. In this sense, dance as a cultural activity was acceptable, though not to be practiced in the church. Zwingli understood God to be known through what he created, which included spiritual or unseen things as well as bodily or physical things. He too affirmed and celebrated bodily life and hence was open to dance. Calvin, however, seems to betray a dichotomized view of the body through his position on dance. He articulated dance as a step leading to sexual sin. While he did view the body as inferior to the spirit, he too sought an essential wholeness of persons and of the body, as it relates to the life of the church and society in general.

2.3. Modern and Postmodern Influences on Views of Dance. During the modern period there was a clear rejection of traditional ways of knowing and an emphasis on truth as known and encountered through reason alone. During this period, the church struggled to assert the truth of its claims in a time when feeling and experience were rejected as having no epistemological validity. Hence, there was no valid place for the body as a means to know God or interact with God.

By contrast, in the current postmodern view, knowledge and truth are seen as relative qualities that may be known only through personal experience and are not normative for all. While the rejection of absolute truth poses its own dilemmas for Christians, the emphasis on experience allows for an openness to bodily worship as a means to know, interact with and worship our creator, and to gain awareness of our own worth as creative beings created in God’s image.



3. African and African American Approaches to Dance.

 

3.1. Dance in Africa. While the West has long had a conflicted relationship with dance, nonwestern regions of the world have often embraced dance as a normal part of life. In particular, though practices vary from country to country, in Africa dance is understood as essential to belief and to all aspects of life—from the mundane, to rites of passage, special ceremonies, the expression of emotions, and the remembering and transmission of history. In keeping with African cosmology, often under the influence of polytheism, historically there has been no sacred-secular divide; dance is neither bad nor good—though certain dances are reserved for particular occasions or particular designated dancers.

When Christianity came to Africa, missionaries immediately tried to impose on Africans their Western restrictions on dance. While this imposition was at first “effective” along with other restrictions, as generations of indigenous Christians began to read the Bible, African Christians began to reject restrictions on dance and embraced it as an authentic form of worship. While they still maintained the missionaries’ emphasis on the Word, they reembraced their cultural traditions by maintaining the physicality of worship through dance, drums and lively worship.

3.2. Dance in the African American Tradition. This emphasis on dance and lively worship not only permeated African Christian worship, but transcended the bonds of slavery and was transmitted to the descendants of enslaved Africans in the United States, the Caribbean and South America. During slavery, in contrast to white Christian slaveholders, for enslaved Africans dance was an aesthetic experience full of spiritual, political, mental, emotional and cultural significance through which the enslaved Africans communed with the divine and each other, while seeking strength to overcome their individual and corporate oppression. In particular, the Ring Shout, danced in a circle, was a common dance that created unity beyond tribal boundaries that the enslaved Africans might have had in their homeland. As African Americans appropriated Christianity, dances such as the Ring Shout came to include the singing of Spirituals, as well clapping and stomping. Today, many African American churches maintain lively worship, including clapping, shouting and joyful movement.



4. Liturgical Dance Today.

 

Today, liturgical dance is more widely accepted as an appropriate form of worship. Many churches in a variety of denominations have liturgical dance groups—which may include both trained and untrained dancers or worshippers. In some traditions, the term “praise dance” is preferred over liturgical dance. Many larger, or mega-, churches, especially in the United States, often have dance ministries which include trained dancers and may offer dance classes or have their own fine arts institutes or academies. These ministries often encompass various genres, including modern, jazz, ballet, African dance and hip hop, and they may incorporate the use of sign language with movement.

In the Pentecostal tradition, those churches that embrace dance sometimes see it as a means of spiritual warfare and use it in conjunction with intercession or as prophetic foretelling of God’s movement. Ideally, such dance ministries empower the entire body of Christ to participate in worshipping God through movement. In addition, some communities, particularly in the United States, see dance as a vehicle of outreach through which a church or parachurch organization may provide a service, often geared toward children and youth, offering training in dance which might not otherwise be available and using dance evangelistically or as an alternative to detrimental behaviors in which at-risk or high-risk youth might engage.



5. Conclusion.

 

The starting point for a treatment of dance must begin with the incarnation. Here we see that God, in his most loving act, chose to become human in bodily form. Hence, we must assume—minimally—that bodily existence is of significance to God. From this perspective, the body may not be viewed as the enemy of the spirit or human communion with God. Dance then, is an opportunity for humans, as bodily creatures, to celebrate and offer back to God one’s body as an act of worship and submission to him.

See also ART AND AESTHETICS; BODY; LITURGY AND WORSHIP.
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DEATH OF GOD

 

Many observers of Western history have seen the twentieth century as one in which God’s presence has been progressively withheld. In the 1960s a movement of theologians proclaimed in fact that God was dead and that new religious practices had to be developed to account for this fact. But many others, observing two world wars, ethnic cleansing and the increasing gap between rich and poor, have asked, Where is God?

The last two centuries of Western civilization witnessed a progressive—some would say unstoppable—secularization of society (see Secularism). As methods of science and technology were perfected many people concluded that now, as Immanuel Kant had put it around 1800, humanity had truly come to maturity. People no longer needed God. The actual facts dispute this contention: in Europe belief in God if not church attendance has remained steady, while in America, religious belief and religious institutions remain strong (to say nothing of the explosion of non-Western faiths). But as an intellectual conception, life without God has come to be assumed among university academics. Religious belief and institutions seem at least to many to be playing smaller and smaller roles in modern life.

This led in the 1960s to a defense of this secular world even by religious people. Harvey Cox’s influential book The Secular City (1965) argued that this trend toward the secular even had its roots in the Bible and could be celebrated.

In this context a group of theologians began to publicly announce, “God is Dead.” There seems to have been two different sources for this thinking. On the one hand there were those who picked up the cry of the nineteenth-century philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (d. 1900) in The Gay Science that recent events have convinced people that God is dead, that belief in the Christian God is no longer credible and that the European moral order is doomed. Theologians like Thomas Altizer gave this conviction a Christian interpretation, arguing that these developments were consistent with a radical understanding of the incarnation—Christ has died in the sense that he has become part of humanity, he has become visible in every human face. God has radically condescended to be with humanity and share in its struggles. These theologians also liked to quote the later work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who similarly argued that the modern world had pushed God out of the sacred sphere and into the world where we must follow him.

A second stream took as its starting point the *Barthian view that God cannot be discovered anywhere in the world and can only reveal himself. Students who studied with Barth and subsequently encountered the horrors of the Holocaust and World War II agreed that the world did not reveal God, but argued that he also no longer spoke. As William Hamilton put this, we used to say we cannot know God but he makes himself known to us, “now it seems that he does not make himself known even as enemy” (Altizer and Hamilton, 27).

How literally should we take this talk about the death of God? At times, a distinction is made between “soft” atheistic views and “hard” agnostic and *atheistic radical views. In the first category, thinkers do not believe that God has actually died but that the particular kind of God associated too closely with Judeo-Christian religion and culture is passing away due to the process of radical secularization. In other words, the God who is wholly transcendent has died, and therefore theologians should focus on God as an immanent entity. Strictly speaking, only the second category, “hard” agnostic and atheistic thinkers, denotes Death-of-God theologies proper, as represented by Altizer and Hamilton.

While the continuing influence of the Death-of-God movement was not great, it did give expression to a growing feeling of Western educated people. Whereas once humanity depended on God, now God has handed over to humanity the calling to make the world a better place (see Friedman).

Apart from the secular Death-of-God theologies, Christian tradition has at times referred to the idea of the death of God when speaking of the cross. Martin Luther spoke of the uttermost horror and pain of the Son of God on the cross in terms of the “crucified God.” This idea was picked up and made a theological theme by Jürgen Moltmann in his landmark work The Crucified God (1974). Wolfhart Pannenberg and others have responded that it is not dogmatically correct to talk about the “death of God”; one should rather speak of the death of the Son of God, and even then of the Son of God in his humanity. Strictly speaking, to quote a title by Eberhard Jüngel, it is a contradiction in terms to speak of the “Death of the Living God.”

See also ATHEISM; SECULARISM.
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DEIFICATION, THEOSIS

 

One of the oldest images of *salvation, deification or divinization (from the Greek theosis) has traditionally been the distinctive feature of the soteriology of the Christian East (see Eastern Orthodox Theology). It means literally “becoming god.”

1. Biblical Basis

2. Patristic and Eastern Orthodox Theology

3. Western Theology and Ecumenical Developments

4. Deification in a Global Perspective


 


1. Biblical Basis.

 

Traditionally, the key biblical support for deification has been found in 2 Peter 1:4, which speaks of our being “participants of the divine nature.” Other passages routinely referred to by Eastern theologians are Psalm 82:6 and John 10:34, both of which seem to use divinity language in relation to humanity. Eastern theologians also refer to other biblical passages such as Exodus 7:1; 34:30, as well as a whole host of New Testament passages (Jn 3:8; 14:21-23; 2 Cor 8:9; Heb 4:15, etc.).



2. Patristic and Eastern Orthodox T heolog y.

 

While the comment of Russian-American Orthodox theologian Vladimir Lossky that theosis is “echoed by the fathers and the theologians of every age” (1976, 134) may be an overstatement, there is no denying that the idea of theosis permeates the liturgy, prayer life and theology of the Eastern Church. The two most commonly cited Patristic texts are the following: “The Word of God, our Lord Jesus Christ . . . did through His transcendent Love, become what we are, that He might bring us to be even what He is Himself” (Irenaeus Against Heresies 5); and “He, indeed, assumed humanity that we might become God” (Athanasius On Incarnation 54).

Building on the teachings and spirituality of the Fathers, the fourteenth-century monk and theologian Gregory Palamas built his teaching on deification on three premises: (1) the creation of the human being “in the image and after the likeness of God,” (2) the incarnation of the Logos of God and (3) the strength of the human being’s communion with God in the Holy Spirit (Mantzarides, 15-39).

Several distinctive features of the theology of the Christian East demonstrate the importance of the idea of theosis: (1) Because the main challenge facing humanity is not guilt but rather corruption and mortality, Eastern *anthropology looks forward to the renewing of the image of God as the main goal of humanity in the form of participation in God. (2) The focal point of Christology is not the cross but rather the incarnation, the becoming human of the divine, and the resurrection, the victory of life over death. (3) The role of the Holy Spirit in the life of Christ and the Christian is more pronounced in the East than in the West. (4) While human will was damaged by the Fall, it was not destroyed. Therefore, God calls human persons to a genuine response of faith in terms of prayer, asceticism and similar spiritual exercises. While salvation comes from grace, there is a divine-human synergy or cooperation.

While the Eastern tradition speaks of divinization in a “real” sense, this does not entail blurring the distinction between God and humanity. Orthodox theology maintains the (Palamite) distinction between the “essence” of God and God’s “energies.” Deification means participation in the latter; the former is characteristic of God alone.



3. Western Theology and Ecumenical Developments.

 

The idea of deification or theosis has never been a totally foreign concept to the theology of the Christian West (occasional references can be found in Tertullian Apology 11 and Augustine Exposition of Ps. 49, among others). Yet it was never widely embraced by the Christian West either. At the same time, it is clear that even though mainstream Western theology has not often used the term theosis, the corresponding idea has nevertheless been present. It was expressed in terms such as union (with God), participation (in God), glorification, restoration of the image of God and often in marriage symbolism.

Until recently, the Eastern Orthodox and patristic idea of theosis had been suspect in the West because of its association with medieval and sixteenth-century enthusiastic and apocalyptic groups, some contemporary Christian movements considered marginal by the mainstream (e.g., the Chinese Watchman Nee and Witness Lee), non-Christian groups such as the Mormons, and more recently, the New Age movements with their Eastern religious influences.

Ecumenically, new developments in the theology of salvation, however, have brought deification again to the center of discussion. Beginning in the late 1970s, a new paradigm of Luther studies in Europe arose to challenge the standard view according to which the Orthodox and Lutheran views of salvation not only differ but are even antagonistic to each other. Tuomo Mannermaa and his students at the University of Helsinki have argued that theosis was one of the ideas in Luther’s soteriology and that the Reformer’s own view of *justification was based on the idea of the presence of Christ in the believer (in ipsa fide Christus adest) through the Holy Spirit (Mannermaa). The presence of Christ leads to renewal and good works. This interpretation challenges the more forensically oriented view of justification that came to the fore in later Lutheranism (and which is expressed in the Confessions). While Luther used the term deification only thirty-two times (e.g., WA.B 5, 415, 45), other terms such as union and participation were widely used to express the same idea.

The impetus for this new perspective on Luther’s theology arose out of the ecumenical contacts between Orthodox and Lutheran churches. At the same time, the new interpretation of Luther has also significantly influenced the Lutheran and Roman Catholic dialogue about justification. In general, this new paradigm of Luther’s view of salvation as both justification and deification has received a critical, at times hostile, reception among German-speaking scholars but has been embraced by their American counterparts.

The idea of deification has been discovered in the writings of the other major Protestant Reformer, John Calvin (Mosser). Similarly, the idea is found in *Anglicanism and *Wesleyanism (Allchin), *Anabaptism (Finger), as well as *Pentecostalism (Rybarczyk). Theologians and thinkers as diverse as Jonathan Edwards, Augustus Hopkins Strong, C. S. Lewis and some American evangelicals have embraced the view.



4. Deification in a Global Perspective.

 

It has been suggested recently that the Eastern Orthodox idea of deification may find natural connections with religions such as *Hinduism and *Buddhism, with their more “spiritual,” transcendent and less guilt-driven spiritualities (Kärkkäinen, 1-4). The same applies to new spiritualities in the West such as New Age and Eastern religiosity (Norris 1996). It has been suggested, for example, that theosis may provide a challenging encounter with the African (Bantu) concept of “vital participation.” Could this be “the Orthodox concept contextualized for Africa”? (Schönherr, 160). M. M. Thomas of India, the former long-standing chairperson of the executive committee of the World Council of Churches, has noted that “there is no question about the tremendous potentiality of a positive relation between orthodox spirituality and modernity” (quoted in Schönherr, 162).

The rich potential of the Eastern doctrine of deification has not yet been developed with regard to burning issues in ecology, creation and society. In fact, the cosmic orientation of Eastern anthropology and the communitarian emphasis of much of Eastern theology could provide unprecedented theological resources for a revived theology of creation and social concern. It is perhaps due to the more conservative and isolationist mentality of many of the cultures where the Eastern Church exercises its influence that so little work in this direction has been presented to the ecumenical world (see further, Kärkkäinen, 132-33).

Similarly, scientists such as the Anglican John Polkinghorne have wondered if the idea of deification may help clarify the Christian scientific understanding of creation and evolution and support the Orthodox claim “that the true end of creation lies in deification” (quoted in Kärkkäinen, 3). Others, such as A. Peacocke, in Theology for a Scientific Age, refer to Irenaeus’s famous definition of deification given above. According to Peacocke, deification is probably “more congenial to an evolutionary perspective than the traditional, often Western, language of redemption, salvation, sanctification, etc.” (quoted in Kärkkäinen, 4).

See also EASTERN ORTHODOX THEOLOGY; JUSTIFICATION; SALVATION.
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DEPENDENCY

 

In theology, and particularly *missiology, the concept of dependency has become an important factor in relationships between parts of the developed and developing world. The term usually refers to the reliance of churches in poorer countries upon those in more affluent countries for economic, structural and theological resources. Much the problem of dependency is inherited from nineteenth-century missionary practices and missiological thinking, an era of colonialism when mission agencies and churches tended to control and finance endeavors in ways that inhibited the motivation and ability of new churches to take responsibility for their own well-being. Such approaches also caused missionaries and locals alike to devalue the economic, human, and structural resources that were often close at hand. Though political colonialism was a spent force by the mid-twentieth century, many of the dependencies between affluent and non-affluent churches have continued, and newer dependencies have arisen. Thus dependency and the ways it is understood and dealt with continue to be a theological concern. In what ways is this issue being framed and understood?

A fundamental issue that shapes discussions on dependency regards the question of how to be generous and effectively use and share resources in a world with such diverse levels of wealth. Jesus encouraged his followers to be generous with finances and other resources. However, how do people from affluent contexts use and share their finances and other resources with those in poorer contexts without creating financial and power dependencies?

An early thinker regarding this type of negative dependency was Henry Venn who, in 1851, first articulated the “three-self ” principle. This principle, based on a Western concept of autonomous community and adopted by many missiologists and practitioners, stated that missionaries should help emerging churches achieve self-governance, self-support and self-propagation. To its credit, this principle critiqued colonial-styled missionary work and even now is used to help create independence among churches that have been subjected to outside authority. However, the underlying assumptions of this view of dependency, as well as its “solution” have been complicated in recent years by *globalization. As national borders are daily crossed by billions of people via the Internet, telecommunications, the media and accessible travel, new relationships and connections have developed which blur old boundary lines and raise new questions. Why should finances stay within certain boundaries? Why is it okay for a church or organization to be dependent on finances from within a certain geographic region, but not beyond it? Shouldn’t finances move beyond borders to help others in need? Venn’s nineteenth-century call for “self-sufficiency” is still helpful in basic ways but no longer addresses the realities of church relationships in an era of globalization. In response, many churches, sensing the changes in global relationships, have begun exploring and developing creative ways of sharing resources that emphasize generosity, bring help and dignity, and do not undervalue local resources, people and finances.

Another issue that shapes discussions on dependency is the impact of certain millenialist movements that urge Christians to evangelize as much as possible prior to the second coming of Jesus. In North America particularly, this teaching has often been combined with Western pragmatism to produce mission strategies, such as the long-term financial support (from outside sources) of high numbers of “indigenous” evangelists. Though such strategies have perhaps produced many new converts and churches, critics have questioned the resulting financial dependencies that this has created. Such critique has indeed been needed, but the resulting strategies have often been theologically and socially shallow in their understandings of dependency and motivated by pragmatism. “Effective” strategies have thus been formed that help new churches avoid dependence, become independent and self-propagating faster, and thus help to “complete the task” of world evangelism more quickly. The result is often a businesslike “partnership” that seeks to reduce dependencies through “contracts” with strongly controlled and defined transactions and time frames.

In light of questions raised by globalization and the changing dynamics of church relations it is evident that the issue of dependency requires a different and deeper response than has previously been offered. Such responses have come from South American, African and Asian leaders, many of whom have also been critical of the impact of outside finance and power on the local, indigenous church. They suggest, however, that that it is not helpful to frame dependency in wholly negative ways or to focus on alternative terms such as “independence” and “interdependence.” These concepts alone do not provide traction for new ways of thinking. An alternative concept, which resonates closely with many Latin American, African and Asian contexts as well as biblical teaching, is the analogy of family. North American and European cultures have typically celebrated and encouraged independence, whereas most other cultures operate with considerably more dependence on other people, particularly extended family members and friends. Familial commitment and relationship thus form the basis of a helpful analogy, where committed family members often have various types of dependence and interdependence on each other for varying lengths of time, depending on the need. Adult children may need the help of their parents in one instance and then, at some later time, offer assistance back to the parents. Dependency is thus not wholly negative, but serves different purposes within the family in various circumstances and for varying lengths of time.

A third issue framing the issue of dependency regards the development of indigenous theology. Whereas it was and sometimes still is appropriate to give aspects of an outside theology to a church, particularly a young, developing church, many now accept that churches should at some point no longer be dependent upon the theology of another church in another country and should rather develop their own theology in light of their own context and understanding of the gospel.

Already in the 1930s theologians in Asia and elsewhere began to challenge the theological positions and statements of their foreign parent church or denomination. The number and contributions of such theologians has since continued to grow, producing many notable and unique understandings of theology. Not surprisingly, this development has reversed the previous one-way flow of teaching and theology, and highlighted the need for everyone to receive from each other for the sake of gaining a fuller understanding of the *gospel. If we understand theology as being at least partially influenced by our own context, perspective and cultural material, then we realize the need to receive insights from other contexts to challenge and supplement our understanding so that we have a fuller understanding of what it means to follow Christ. From a perspective of a global family, different “family members” are now teaching others from their own perspective and experience, enriching our family relationships as well as our theological understanding. This is perhaps one of the more challenging but exciting aspect of healthy dependency—the family of God depending on each other for mutual encouragement and exhortation based on diverse experiences and backgrounds.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; CROSSCULTURAL THEOLOGY.
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DISCERNMENT, DISCERNING THE SPIRITS

 

Christian discernment has various facets. This article surveys the most important New Testament references, traces the major historical paradigms, and overviews contemporary theological developments and applications of discernment. Our concern is to articulate a framework for a global theology of discernment that is scripturally and historically informed.

1. Discernment in the New Testament

2. Paradigms of Discernment in Church History

3. Spiritual Discernment: Contemporary Developments


 


1. Discernment in the New Testament.

 

The first references to Christian discernment are in the letters of St. Paul: “Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, but test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil” (1 Thess 5:19- 22); and “Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others weigh what is said. . . . And the spirits of prophets are subject to the prophets, for God is a God not of disorder but of peace” (1 Cor 14:29, 32-33). While Paul’s admonition to the Thessalonians was set in the context of testing all things related to daily life in general and to the Spirit’s activity in the congregation in particular, his concern with regard to the Corinthians was with the orderly manifestations of prophecies and tongues during congregational worship. In both cases Christian discernment focuses explicitly and primarily on the work of the Holy Spirit, and only implicitly and secondarily on discerning other kinds of spirits.

However, in discussion of the gifts, services and activities of the Holy Spirit earlier in the same letter to the Corinthians, Paul did identify the gift of the discernment of spirits (1 Cor 12:10). Although he did not there clarify what that gift entailed, it is clear that the Corinthian believers were previously pagans and idol worshippers (1 Cor 8:4-5; 12:2), and that there were various contradictory confessions regarding Jesus which needed to be evaluated (1 Cor 12:3; cf. 2 Cor 11:4). Hence the authentic confession of Christ came to be seen as crucial for discerning true from false prophets. In the Johannine community, the spirits who are not from God are the spirits of the antichrist who inspire false prophets to deny the incarnation of Jesus as the Christ (1 Jn 4:1-3). The earliest Christians also were charged with distinguishing true from false teachings, the latter thought to be inspired by deceitful spirits (1 Tim 4:1).

Other apostolic beliefs regarding the discernment of spirits can be inferred from the Gospels and the Acts narrative. Jesus himself warned of false prophets (e.g., Mt 7:15), as well as discerned, exposed and exorcised evil spirits (e.g., Mt 4:1-11; 16:21-23; Mk 5:6-13; 9:17-27), while the apostles were enabled by the Holy Spirit to identify and respond to demonic spirits (Acts 13:6-11; 16:16-18). Given the first-century cosmology replete with good (angelic) and evil (demonic) spirits (see Angels), the discernment of spirits became an important element of early Christian belief and practice.



2. Paradigms of Discernment in Church History.

 

Over the centuries, three major paradigms of Christian discernment emerged: that of the ascetic tradition of the Desert Fathers, that of the ecclesial tradition of the Latin West culminating in the Ignatian exercises, and that of the revivalist tradition of Edwards and the Great Awakening. Each of these traditions retrieved and reappropriated select features of the early Christian discernment of spirits.

2.1. Discernment in the Desert Tradition. The Desert tradition of spirituality emerged gradually from the late third through fifth centuries in Egypt and the Syrian and Palestinian deserts. There were eremitic solitaries like St. Antony as well as cenobitic monastics and other groups of ascetics like Pachomius, Evagrios Pontikus and John Cassian. In each case, however, Jesus’ own temptations in the desert served as the basic template, even if adapted by the Desert practitioners for their own purposes. Hence, a tripartite framework was developed, beginning with overcoming the lusts of the flesh (the temptation to turn stones into bread), proceeding to engaging the desires of the psyche (the temptation to call upon the angels for salvation), and concluding with seeing with the inner spirit the true vision of God (versus the temptation to embrace the kingdoms of this world in all their splendor). Just as the devil was behind the temptations of Jesus, so also were the devil and his minions the source of all enticements away from things divine.

Within this framework, the Desert abbes and abbesses developed specific strategies to deny the devil and his demons any foothold in their lives. They needed to be especially watchful regarding the comforts of the physical body, the desires of the will, and the thoughts of the mind and heart. Spiritual discernment therefore required the discernment of bodily conditions, the affections and mental thoughts (including *dreams and subconscious feelings). If the goal was spiritual progress toward full participation in the divine life (theosis; see Deification, Theosis), then the means involved resisting the passions of the flesh, the obfuscations of the mind, and the deceptions of the devil.

2.2. Discernment in the Western Church. In the Latin West, the Desert tradition of discernment was adapted to monastic and ecclesial settings more intimately woven into the life of the church. Because of the more centralized role and hierarchical structure of the papacy, the Latin church was always more concerned about enthusiastic movements and prophetic-charismatic groups. Inevitably, the means of discernment were never merely individualistic, but always more corporately defined. For the Western church, then, the task of spiritual discernment included a distinctive ecclesiological dimension.

This ecclesial component to discernment can be seen beginning with the Montanist prophecies in the second century, and continuing through the medieval and Reformation periods. Spiritual discernment was part and parcel of the church’s responsibility to separate orthodoxy and heresy in the postapostolic and Nicene periods. In the case of the Montanist prophecies, as with the Arian, Apollinarian and Nestorian Christologies, the church discerned heterodoxies inspired by false prophets and teachers. By the time of the high Middle Ages, the ecclesial discourse of discretum spirituum (discernment of spirits) had evolved so as to provide a framework within which the church could be reformed but never undermined by its prophets. So those women visionaries—remember women were thought to be especially gullible, emotionally unstable and vulnerable to being influenced by the demonic—in the medieval period who were able to articulate their visions within the acceptable parameters of the institutional church (as determined by the developed discourse of discernment of spirits) were accepted and canonized (e.g., Briget of Sweden), but those who were not always remained under suspicion and were marginalized from the church (e.g., Margery Kempe). In this way, visionaries were controlled, authorized and even empowered by the ecclesiastical discretion spirituum insofar as this discourse provided both the vocabulary by which visions were communicated and the criteria for evaluation of visions (which did not threaten the established church).

It is within this ecclesial framework that the Ignatian discernment of spirits needs to be understood. Although continuing and refining the Desert tradition of watchfulness with its focused attention on the interior movements of heart and mind, on affective dispositions and on sinful patterns, Ignatian discernment also involved spiritual directors who had taken oaths to serve the church in general and (originally) the pope more particularly. Hence the Ignatian exercises themselves were designed to move retreatants from self-discernment (week one) to the discernment of Christ’s presence (week two) and of divine consolation (week three), but culminated in a renewed love of God and a redirected life committed to living according to the will of God and the guidance of the church. To discern the spirits was to purify the heart and mind of the self, the world and the devil; to put on the mind of Christ; and to think with the church.

2.3. Discernment in the Revivalist Tradition. Rather than placing the emphasis on the spiritual life, right doctrines or the authority of the church, Anglo-American revivalism raised the question of how to discern the movements of the Holy Spirit and of other spirits in bodily movements and emotional expressions at the boundaries (the revival meetings) where the saints of the church met up with the sinners of the world. The Methodist-Holiness revivals, the Great Awakenings and the Pentecostal revivals—each raised afresh these questions related to spiritual discernment (see Revivalism, Revivals).

Jonathan Edwards’s response to First Great Awakening revivals of the late 1730s and early 1740s resulted in part in his publishing The Distinguishing Marks of a Work of the Spirit of God (1741). In this treatise, Edwards identifies nine “negative signs” that neither indicate the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit nor count against a work being of the Spirit of God: unusual or extraordinary signs; strong bodily effects; events that occasion “a great deal of noise about religion”; lively imaginations incited; imitation of the work by others; imprudent and irregular conduct promoted; intermingling of the work with errors of judgment and “delusions of Satan”; when professed converts later fall into scandal; and where preachers focus too much on the terrors of divine wrath. On the other side are five “positive signs” that certainly mark a work of the Spirit of God: people are led to esteem Jesus as the Son of God and savior of the world; people repent from their corruptions and turn toward God; the regard for Scripture is increased; people are convinced of the truths of the revealed Christian religion; and a genuine love for God and human beings is evoked in the hearts and lives of people. These five signs of grace not only identify the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit, but also served to demarcate the site of the covenant (the body of Christ) amidst the ambiguous world of the unredeemed. It is important that both the negative and positive signs involved the religious affections. This meant that discernment engaged not only human emotions and feelings, but also the will and its dispositions, and the mind and its commitments.



3. Spiritual Discernment: Contemporary Developments.

 

The modern Pentecostal revival has retrieved and revised the various historical paradigms of discernment. From the revivalist and Desert traditions, Pentecostalism has developed wide-ranging criteria for discerning the many manifestations that accompany evangelistic and healing crusades even while articulating an expansive demonology that often identifies the many enemies opposing authentic Christian faith and the overcoming Christian life. Further, insofar as discernment in the Latin West has always included an ecclesial dimension, the revivalism intrinsic to world Pentecostalism has transformed the discernment of spirits in general into the discernment of the Holy Spirit and of the pagan (or demonic) spirits of other religions in particular. Finally, Pentecostal apologists have also discerned “territorial spirits,” following from the obscure biblical references to the “prince of Persia” and the “prince of Greece” (Dan 10:20), and to the Legion of demons who begged Jesus not to “send them out of the country” (Mk 5:9-10). These developments in the modern *Pentecostal theology of discernment have resulted in a proliferation of pagan and demonic spirits matching the various ills, temptations and adversaries confronting the Christian life: the spirits of cancer, alcoholism, sexual lust, Communism, Voodoo, Islam, apartheid (in South Africa) and so on. While these speculative demonologies often name important impediments to human flourishing, they also reveal more about the Pentecostal worldview and self-understanding than they unfold an objective spiritual cosmology.

Much more pertinent to a contemporary theology of discernment of spirits is a reappropriation of the Pauline admonition regarding our waging battle “against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph 6:12). While perhaps susceptible to being coopted by the Pentecostal discourse of “territorial spirits,” a Pauline theology of the powers is essential for the more important task of discerning the complex “domination systems” (Wink) that organize and structure life in the contemporary global village. We now realize that the “spirits” of the world are intertwined with the “spirits” of the nations, tribes, peoples and languages, each of which call attention to the myriad ideological, religious, political, legal, social, cultural, economic, scientific and technological forces that shape not only human life in the world but also ecclesial life in the Christian community. The discernment of spirits today involves discerning the webs of interdependence that both destroy human life in one moment and enable human well-being the next.

A more holistic theology of spiritual discernment is required for our time. Such a theology will recognize the difference and yet interconnectedness between private experiences of the spiritual realm on the one hand and the public space of spiritual encounter on the other hand. Hence the discernment of spirits is at once phenomenological (requiring that we pay attention to human experience as it unfolds around us), ecclesiological (requiring that we proceed as informed by the faith of the church, which is itself always reforming), sociopolitical (requiring that we interpret Christian experience within its various contexts and environments) and multidisciplinary (requiring that we utilize all of the analytical and critical tools available from the advances made in human knowledge). In the process, we will come to develop more nuanced perspectives on the “spirits” we are attempting to discern and on the kinds of realities they represent.

See also PNEUMATOLOGY; SPIRITUAL WARFARE; SPIRITUALITY.
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DISCIPLESHIP

 

Discipleship is the practice of being a disciple—in Christian usage, a disciple or follower-learner-adherent of Jesus as Master, teacher, Lord (Mt 7:28-29; 8:25; Lk 8:24). In Greek usage, the disciple was an apprentice, an adherent to the teaching of a particular school or person; in Hebrew there is no clear antecedent (with possible references in Is 8:16; 1 Chron 25:8), although in rabbinic practice, wisdom and tradition were passed on through the teacher-disciple commitment.

1. Jesus and His Disciples

2. Jesus and Discipleship

3. Discipleship as Following Christ

4. Discipleship as Living Out the Teachings of Jesus

5. Advocates of Costly Discipleship


 


1. Jesus and His Disciples.

 

Disciple is used 260 times in the New Testament, 230 of these in the four Gospels (Greek mathētēs, n.; mathēteuein, v. “to be or to make a disciple”). The verb akolouthein, “to walk behind, or to follow,” characteristically used in the New Testament as the specific term for the practice of discipleship, most clearly defines the central quality (79 of 90 occurrences are in the Gospels). Although there are references to disciples of John the Baptist (Mk 2:18); of Moses (Jn 9:28); of the Pharisees (Mk 2:18), the word usually refers to the disciples of Jesus. In contrast to other teachers who were sought out by eager followers, Jesus himself initiated the call, selecting those who formed his inner circle of twelve. He asked that they leave all and follow him (Mk 10:28) and share his difficult path, even face ultimate martyrdom (Mk 8:34). He taught them on the road, in action, in open forum of public teaching, in situations of need in ministry, in confrontations of political witness, in authoritative reinterpretation of Scriptural tradition, in private times of intimate sharing and through daily life. Beyond this circle of twelve close apprentices and the named women who followed him even more faithfully—even to the cross (Mt 27:55-56)—the intimate friends and supporters, he was surrounded by a larger company of disciples of both genders.



2. Jesus and Discipleship.

 

Jesus saw his ministry as the embodiment of the *kingdom of God, become actual in his own person and in the community of disciples he was gathering around him (Lk 11:20-23), and he invited into his circle to share this new existence a great variety of people: a tax man, a Zealot, tradesmen and common people, and most revolutionary, women as well as men. He disregarded social, religious, political and ethnic background, and gender. He summoned the tax collector who stood outside the worshipping community, the Zealot who threatened the status quo. He bid them abandon their old associations, leave boat, toll gate, family and accept discipleship. His call demanded a total break with families, vocations and independent life goals (Mk 1:16-20; 2:14; 8:34; Lk 9:57-60; 14:26-27). He required “saying no to oneself,” separation from past duties in a radical break from customary values. The disciple committed to more than a student relationship, but to: (1) a fundamental life relationship to Jesus as person, not simply as an adherent to his teaching; (2) a lifelong relationship of participation in mission—a commitment to “social uprootedness,” political dissidence and life as a resident alien willing to risk suffering, death and possible martyrdom; (3) consequently to represent the new kingdom manner of living, to be dependent on it for all of life when sent out into the world as presence and witness of Jesus’ radical vision.

The closest analogy to the pattern of discipleship that Jesus created is found in the Hebrew Scripture’s account of the prophet’s vocation in which God calls and the person cuts off past life commitments and accepts an exclusive relationship that is unwavering though questioning, unconditional though voluntary and sustained through the struggles of ambiguity and costly sacrifice. The disciple is not portrayed as super-human, not as an exemplar of perfection, not immune to failure, not always demonstrating full and complete understanding of the Master and his teaching, but as a simple follower who in radical commitment practices the way of faithful obedience in love. In summary, the Gospel narratives are clear that Jesus approaches persons, sees them in the depth of love, calls them unexpectedly, and creates disciples through the call, the ensuing relationship, the dynamic of his shared life, service, ministry, witness, stubborn love, suffering and utter faithfulness to God’s call.

Discipleship is entirely rooted in and dependent upon *Christology. One is a disciple to Jesus Christ, not to a theory, theology or lifestyle. Discipleship is the service of Jesus, representing him with authority offered in his characteristic humility, with compassion that transforms the act of caring to a moment of God’s grace, as peacemaking yet offering one’s life in the pursuit of God’s peace.



3. Discipleship as Following Christ.

 

Discipleship is the practice of following Christ. In many Christian traditions, it is the primary and specific basis for Christian living. In the early writings of the Fathers of the Christian church, in particular Catholic orders, in the radical reformation known as the *Anabaptists, in many renewal movements that seek to return to the patterns of the New Testament, and in the worldwide *Charismatic renewal that has spread across all traditional churches, there is a return to the language of discipleship to express the immediate and intimate relationship of living obedience and faithfulness to Jesus as the central empowering and motivating nexus of spirituality, ethics and life in witness and community. The discipleship paradigm of Christian living sees the church as a body of believers (disciples) who commit themselves to following Jesus Christ together. It roots the identity of the church in a restitution of the New Testament story, extends it as a contemporary culturally appropriate expression of the biblical story of faith, and links the practice of being the church today to the church portrayed in the biblical account of the Acts and the Epistles. The emphasis on imitation-participation creates a close continuity between the Biblical accounts of the disciples’ attachment to Jesus and the believing community’s current pursuit of a similar attachment. “No one can know Christ truly except those who follow him daily in life,” wrote Hans Denck, a sixteenth-century Anabaptist theologian and martyr.



4. Discipleship as Living Out the Teachings of Jesus.

 

Discipleship can neither be separated from the cross nor from the beatitudes and the Sermon on the Mount, from the path of suffering or from daily walking in the way of Jesus. The temptation of Christendom has been to separate Jesus as Savior—salvation through his transforming death and resurrection—from Jesus the teacher above all other teachers, the Lord beyond all other Caesars, the example before all other models for personhood and wholeness. Embarrassment before the Sermon on the Mount has led to this giant leap from the incarnation of Christ to the passion of the Christ with the resultant loss of the soul of authentic discipleship. The call to return to the way of the disciple comes most poignantly and powerfully in our day from the Christianity in the East and in the Southern Hemisphere. The growth of the Christian church outside Europe and America has frequently been in situations where the life of Jesus is more immediately connected to the cultural patterns of daily life, the teachings of Jesus more resonant with the values that confront the religious patterns being left behind in embracing the gospel of Christ, and the call to discipleship a compelling summons to new life in Christ. A new commitment to faithful discipleship is voiced in these settings where opposition, persecution and costly sacrifice are inevitable for the believer.



5. Advocates of Costly Discipleship.

 

In the turbulent years of the 1930s, German Lutheran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer articulated a radical theology of discipleship in his classic book, Nachfolge, or Discipleship (1963), that offered an impassioned call to follow Jesus Christ in a personal and corporate obedience that was guided by Jesus’ own teaching, example and radical obedience to his Father. “Christianity without discipleship is always Christianity without Christ,” he wrote. Linking discipleship to radical obedience to Christ, he pronounced the dictum, “Only the believers obey and only the obedient believe.” He insisted that Jesus taught not simply personal, moral, vocational, relational and devotional obedience (which is more easily assimilated into traditional religious categories of practice and thought), but requires political and ultimately life-and-death obedience. Bonhoeffer contrasted cheap and costly grace, saying,Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ living and incarnate. Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at which one must knock. Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs us our lives. It is grace because it gives us the only true life. (Bonhoeffer, 46)




 




Among the many Western theologians who have written incisively on discipleship one must mention Karl Barth, Jürgen Moltmann, John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas, James McClendon, Miroslav Volf, Glen Stassen, and movement leaders such as Ron Sider, Jim Wallis, Lee Camp and Brian McLaren. The wide recognition of the centrality of discipleship as the heart of faithful obedience to Christ appears as well in theologies emerging from Asia, Africa and Latin America.

See also CONVERSION; IMITATION OF CHRIST; SPIRITUALITY.
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DIVINE COMEDY, THE

 

Written by Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) in the Middle Ages, The Divine Comedy is an epic poem that portrays the spiritual journey of the poet himself, which Dante believed was the pilgrimage of all humankind. The original title was simply Commedia, Italian for “comedy,” indicating that it is a story with a sad beginning but happy ending. The adjective Divina (divine) was affixed two centuries afterward. The poem is divided into three parts: Inferno (*hell), Purgatorio (purgatory) and Paradiso (paradise), which are united by a single paradigm, a journey of life. The Divine Comedy reveals that our soul’s pilgrimage is a journey of attachment that moves from the lesser attachments of this world to the greater attachment to God. This understanding can be seen through the companions and progression of the journey as well as through comparison with the Buddhist concept of non-attachment found in the Buddha’s story.

Dante the pilgrim did not pursue his pilgrimage alone; he had two main companions, Virgil and Beatrice. Dante the poet surprisingly used Virgil, a pagan poet (70-19 BC) whom he had loved and adored from his childhood, as the first guide. Nevertheless, a closer look at The Divine Comedy shows that Virgil is not only Dante’s guide, but also his savior, a father, mother, master and teacher. He saved Dante from several dangers, cared for him like father and mother, and gave him explanations, exhortations and instructions throughout Inferno and Purgatorio. This reveals that attachment or fellowship with those who are worthy is a common characteristic of the Christian journey. Furthermore, the figure of Virgil represents the lesser attachments in human life, which are to human reason and love (eros). Dante did not condemn human eros, and in fact, the journey of Dante the character is motivated by it. However, he indicated that human eros could become perverse if human free will chose the wrong objects. Beyond that, human eros was also limited, as Virgil could not lead Dante to paradise. For this reason, we must not fix our love to the lesser attachments of this world, but we must strive for the greater attachment, which is driven by God’s love (agape).

Dante’s second guide was Beatrice, who was identified as Beatrice Portinari. She was the personification of Divine Wisdom that illuminated Dante’s mind and led him to God. Since human eros is limited and can become perverse, it needs God’s grace to transform it into agape.

Beatrice helped Dante realize that his basic sin was to love the wrong objects—replacing God as the highest goal of life with other persons, values or pleasures. Dante, therefore, must return to God and be one with his perfect love. Beatrice is also interpreted as personifying Divine Revelation for Dante. She was not Christ, but she was an incarnation of God’s love, the Christ-event in Dante’s life. Through her help, Dante was able to move from Purgatorio to Paradiso, where he finally caught the glimpse of the vision of God and reunited with him.

Therefore, Dante’s companions demonstrate that human life is a journey of attachment that moves from the lesser toward the greater attachment. Human beings have their source in God and must return to him. Though sin cannot be overcome by human efforts, God will graciously and mercifully bestow his love, wisdom and revelation for us in the same way that he gave Virgil and Beatrice to Dante. Moreover, as Beatrice is an incarnation of God’s love for Dante, Jesus Christ is the incarnation of God for all humankind. He is the Savior who saves us from our sins and enables us to return to God.

The progression of Dante’s journey from the lesser attachments to the eternal attachment with God begins with hell. First Dante confronted the darkness and the reality of evil by descending into Inferno. The emphasis on the affliction of individual souls in Inferno indicates that sin causes the individual to believe in one’s self as the true center of the universe and to separate from others. Dante next went through the stage of transformation and purification by going through Purgatorio. This was the place where the painful lessons of Inferno are reinforced, but affliction becomes remedial and purifying. The isolation of the souls comes to an end. The knowledge of God is gradually made known. Here Dante was progressively purified from the seven capital sins. Finally, he is able to ascend to God in the Paradiso. This is the destination of his journey. Here Dante received the beatific vision, a full vision of the God who has been known only in part, and was united with God. From this pattern, it can be seen that Dante the poet wants to put more emphasis on the whole progress of the pilgrimage rather than any particular turning point or *conversion, for changes in the life of Dante the protagonist took place gradually. This progression exhibits the process of transformation and growth within Dante’s spiritual life and also indicates that his journey is moving to the everlasting attachment with God.

In contrast to The Divine Comedy, the Buddha’s Story, which is also about the journey of life, reveals the *Buddhist belief that human life is a journey of detachment that moves toward absolute detachment. Unlike Dante, the Buddha was pursuing his goal of enlightenment and Nirvana without any companion. He denied the concept of a Creator God and Savior, and he emphasized the individual’s responsibility for his or her life. All bonds or relationships are perceived as pitfalls that ensnare humankind infinitely in samsara, the circle of birth and death. Therefore, one must depend on oneself in striving for freedom from samsara.

Furthermore, the progression of the Buddha’s journey moves from attachment to detachment, from the lesser to the greater detachment. It starts with abandonment of physical and relational bondage with his family and kingdom. It continues with renunciation of all sensual bondage in this life. Finally, it ends with detachment with his existence at Nirvana. The Buddhist journey contrasts with that of Dante both in its direction and its goal.

In summary, the study of Dante’s journey, particularly its companions and progression, together with a comparison with the Buddha’s story, reveals that The Divine Comedy affirms that as human beings we have our source in God and our real fulfillment can be found only in our union with him. Consequently, we must pursue our pilgrimage in returning to him. This journey does not denounce human love and relationships, but embraces them as the reflections of the greater love and relationship, namely, God’s love and fellowship. However, we must not fix our love on the lesser attachments of this world, we must rather set our goal on the ultimate attachment with God, the source and center of our lives.

See also SPIRITUALITY.
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DOCTRINE

 

The term doctrine (from the Latin doctrina, “teaching”) refers to the set of teachings that express the content of the Christian faith, including both things to be believed and things to be done. The scope of doctrine is exhaustive; that is, individual doctrines may cover the gamut of Christian beliefs, from basic statements about God to debated principles regarding worship or ethics.

Admittedly, Christian doctrine is a historically contextualized expression of ultimate truth. Specific doctrines, for the most part, arise out of conflict. In an effort to distinguish itself from other religious and secular communities and their opposing perspectives, a church fellowship formulates its distinctive doctrine, either explicitly or implicitly. One consequence of this acknowledgment is the humble disposition that should characterize the formulation and proclamation of doctrine. As humans attempting to arrive at the truth about the ineffable God, ours is a theology “on the way.”

George Lindbeck identifies two major theories of the nature of doctrine. The first theory emphasizes the cognitive aspect of doctrine, in which objective truth is declared in propositions. The second theory underscores the experiential dimension of doctrine, in which doctrinal truth is an expression reflecting one’s self-understanding. Lindbeck himself proposes the “cultural-linguistic” model, which stresses the communal and functional role of doctrine as regulative for the community.

Regardless of how one ultimately approaches doctrine, as the regulating norm for a faith community, it is doctrine that binds together any given group of believers. Whether overtly stated and codified or tacitly assumed but nevertheless functional, doctrine provides theological rationale for the life of the church—its liturgy, edification, outreach and evangelism. A church community must therefore remain aware of its own most important doctrines if it hopes to retain its identity in the world.

Despite the importance of doctrine for grounding and maintaining the church, doctrine is often regarded by individual Christians and some churches as irrelevant or even destructive to the Christian life. Lindbeck notes the current, widespread antipathy towards doctrine: “The very words ‘doctrine’ and ‘dogma’ have the smell of the ghetto about them, and to take them seriously is, it seems, to cut oneself off from the larger world” (Lindbeck, 77). On the popular level, doctrine is frequently associated with divisiveness and fruitless speculation, removed from or even opposed to spirituality and religion of the heart.

Yet an examination of Scripture reveals that what doctrine articulates forms the basis of the Christian spiritual life. For example, in the Pastoral letters, which have the highest concentration of the word “doctrine” in any section of Scripture, theological affirmations and doctrines are consistently employed as the foundation for ethical living. Without the doctrinal substance, the paranesis (or ethical instruction) is empty. Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of the historic Christian tradition agrees that doctrine is not primarily speculative, but practical. In other words, doctrine has never been conceived as an end in itself. Rather, the nearly unanimous testimony of Christian thinkers has been that healthy doctrine is intended to lead to a virtuous life and ultimately to a saving relationship with God.

See also DOGMA; SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY.
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DOGMA

 

Dogma is the church’s decreed interpretation of divine revelation. In a general sense, dogma refers to the doctrinal content of Christian theology. In a narrower sense, dogma refers specifically to the few constitutive articles of faith that have been defined and approved by near universal consensus throughout the development of Christian thought.

Dogma is a Greek word that originally meant “decree” or “command,” a legally binding opinion or established judgment. Around the time of the Protestant *Reformation, dogma began to be used almost synonymously with doctrina, which had been the normative word to signify the doctrinal content of the faith. In this sense, dogma includes all Christian truth. Many writers continue to use dogma interchangeably with Christian *doctrine, in both its collective and individual senses.

More precisely than doctrine, however, dogma suggests a particular Christian doctrine that has been raised to the status of an essential article of the church. Unlike doctrine and the overall task of *systematic theology, which are intentionally dependent on many cultural factors and attempt to make truth intelligible to the contemporary Zeitgeist, dogma attempts from a historical context to express objective truth apart from any conscious integration of concurrent philosophy or culture. Dogma—which arises from existing doctrines and is formally stated and ecumenically agreeable—is intended to represent and to define more exactly the central truths of Christianity. Dogma consists of foundational articles considered to be necessary for salvation.

The first stage of dogmatic development concerned the question of theology proper, especially as a resolution to the Arian and trinitarian controversies. After years of debate, the dogma of the *Trinity was formally stated in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (381). The second stage, which was intimately connected with the first, had to do with the person of Christ in particular. Consequently the dogma of the incarnation—the God-man—was formally stated in the definition of Chalcedon (451) (see Christology). The other teaching that could qualify as dogma would be the Western church’s affirmation of salvation by grace and not by human merit alone, particularly as a result of the controversy between Augustine of Hippo (d. 430) and the followers of Pelagius.

One’s view of the source of church dogma and the degree of its authority depends on one’s perspective of the source and authority of divine revelation. For the Roman Catholic Church, Scripture and tradition are two coequal sources of divine revelation and authoritative norms. The dogma that continues to be defined by the councils and pope is therefore considered infallible. By contrast, precisely because dogma is the church’s interpretation of the divine revelation in Scripture, Protestants do not regard dogma as infallible, but as aiming at the truth of revelation. The task of dogmatic theology, therefore, is to investigate the agreement of church dogma with Scripture.

See also DOCTRINE; SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY.
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DREAMS

 

A dream is defined as a series of thoughts, images, sensations or emotions occurring in a person’s mind during sleep. Dreams are common human phenomena found in every culture and in many other major religions of the world. In general, there are two basic attitudes about dreams. Some see dreams as useless experiencesand a product of the human mind that have no significant value. Others find dreams important, indeed as keys to unlock the secrets of the human personality and to understand spiritual reality.

1. Attitudes Toward Dreams in Modern Culture 

2. Dreams in Ancient Near Eastern Cultures

3. Dreams in the Bible

4. Interpretations of Dreams

5. The Theological Significance of Dreams


 


1. Attitudes Toward Dreams in Modern Culture.

 

Despite their universal nature, dreams are often viewed with suspicion in modern Western culture. The attitude that regards dreams as an unimportant product of the human mind reflects a skepticism bred in the Enlightenment. In contrast, the general attitude that considers dreams important is expressed by cultures that do not share the scientific worldview, which rejects the spiritual realm. This non-Western view sees dreams as the principal medium through which the divinities speak or communicate to individuals and the community.

Nevertheless, the modern (and scientific) study of dreams has not been without benefit. Psychologists have demonstrated that dreams help us to understand the powers and depth of human perception (Jung), and they reveal the nature of human mental activity. Others argue that dreams liberate the human spirit from the power of nature and give one access to reality other than the material or rational, freeing the soul from the bonds of the senses. Through dreams people have been led and guided; some have discovered their life purpose; other believe they came to an understanding of things that would happen in the future, and so forth.

Even those who believe in the spiritual and theological potential of dreams admit there are ordinary dreams people have that simply relate to the psychological and mental well-being of the person. But in what follows we intend to discuss the possible religious and theological significance of dreams.



2. Dreams in Ancient Near Eastern Cultures.

 

Dreams were a common experience of the cultures in the Ancient Near East. People in these cultures held dreams in high regard. Particularly in Mesopotamia, but also in Egypt under the pharaohs, royal inscriptions contain dream reports. These materials emphasize the importance of dreams in these cultures and how some of these dreams were tied to the destinies of the various royal dynasties. This common experience of people then is also a common phenomenon in many modern cultures. In Africa, for example, dreams are taken seriously.

In these ancient cultures dreams gave people a sense of discovering something powerful beyond their natural abilities. These cultures believed there is a spiritual world besides our physical world that breaks in upon the individual, which happens particularly in dreams. There was a strong belief in these cultures that some dreams have a divine origin or source and therefore carry some religious significance.

These cultures distinguished two types of dreams: message dreams and symbolic dreams. Message dreams are communicated by someone or by a divine being, and the contents of that message are immediately understood by the dreamer as giving specific instructions or directions or words of encouragement to the dreamer. The symbolic dreams are those dreams transmitted by gods in a coded language made up of images, pictures and events that the dreamer cannot understand immediately and that needs an interpretation by a third party. These dreams often have to do with future events. We see both types of dreams in African cultures as well as in the biblical text.



2. Dreams in the Bible.

 

2.1. Dreams in the Old Testament. The Old Testament word for dream is hălôm. The word means “to dream” or to “have a dream.” Ḥălôm defines the framework within which the dream takes place. In the Old Testament, dreams are associated with night and sleep, sena (Gen 20:3; 31:24; 40:5; 41:5; Ps 90:5). Ḥălôm is used to describe different kinds of dreams. Dreams may have a natural source (Eccles 5:3), a supernatural and divine source (Gen 28:12), or an evil source (Deut 13:1-2; Jer 23:32).

While the Old Testament affirms the importance of dreams, the writers were also cautious about them. Dreams are used as a metaphor for whatever is fleeting and lacking in permanence (Job 20:8), the illusions or symbols of unreality (Is 29:8). What causes dreams is not reliable. Dreams are often the product of natural anxieties, cares, concerns, often with little meaning behind them (Eccles 5:3). The Old Testament writers saw dreams as belonging to the world of darkness, but with the coming of the day they disappear (Ps 73:20). Dreams provide opportunity for escape and the joys forbidden by the harshness of the world (Ps 126:1). Moreover dreams could be used as a vehicle of evil to entice people into sinning against God (Deut 13:1-5; Zech 10:2).

In spite of these uncertainties about dreams, they occupy a very important role in the way God communicated and revealed himself and his will to people. Dreams served a prophetic function: foretelling of future events (Gen 37:5- 11; 40:5-22; 41:1-32; Judg 7:13-15; Dan 2:1-45; 4:4-28; 7:1-28). God utilized dreams and visions as a vehicle of communication to his prophets (Num 12:6). Dreams also have revelatory function (Gen 40—41; 1 Sam 28:6, 15; Dan 1—7). Dreams have religious value; they can contain a message sent by God in symbolic form (Gen 41:25; Dan 2:28; 4:20-21) that relates to future things to happen, or visits from God “in a dream” (Gen 20:3; 31:24, 1 Kings 3:5) that give specific directions or instructions.

The significance of dreams must be understood in terms of God’s concern for humans and his desire to make direct contact with them by giving them direction and guidance. Dreams often became the medium for such communication to take place. Through dreams humans received special knowledge about the world around them as well as knowledge about God, his will and his purposes. God used dreams as a way of revealing himself to his people.

2.2. Dreams in the New Testament. The Greek word for dream in the New Testament is onar. Dreams in the New Testament functioned the same way as in the Old Testament. Often in the Bible dreams are associated with night visions (Acts 16:9; 18:9). The New Testament passages that deal with dreams are associated with God’s revelation in bringing his Son into the world. These dreams were often instructional in nature. The angel of the Lord explained to Joseph that what had happened to Mary was God’s work, instructed him to take Mary as his wife and instructed him to take Jesus and Mary to Egypt because Herod planned to kill Jesus (Mt 1:20-25; 2:13-20). Dreams also warned against danger (Mt 2:12; 27:19), gave guidance and direction to Paul (Acts 16:9-10) and encouraged Paul to testify boldly for Jesus because God was with him (Acts 18:9-11).



3. Interpretations of Dreams.

 

The dreams in these cultures as well as the biblical stories came in different ways. Some dreams were immediately understood by the dreamer and others needed interpretation. The interpretation of dreams was the work of specialists who were endowed with special abilities and wisdom by the gods or through the art of divination. For example, the royal courts of both Mesopotamia and Egypt had their wise men and magicians who interpreted the dreams of the kings. The symbolic dreams of King Nebuchadnezzar in Babylon and Pharaoh in Egypt all needed interpretations. Daniel and Joseph, two young Hebrew boys who were gifted by the Spirit of God, interpreted the dreams of these two powerful kings when their own wise men and magicians were unable to do so.

If dreams are one of the ways God communicates to humanity, then modern Christians need to take the revelatory potential of dreams seriously. When significant dreams are not immediately understood then perhaps we need to seek God’s help. Since they have their source in God, the Spirit of God can enable one to understand what God is intending to communicate. However, Christians believe all such interpretations must conform to the written word of God.



4. The Theological Significance of Dreams.

 

Dreams can help people come to understand and find meaning, purpose and direction in life. Scripture has shown that dreams are one of the many ways God speaks to humans. Today there are many stories of people who have had dreams about Jesus Christ, and these encounters with Jesus in dreams have transformed the lives of many.

Does God still communicate to us in dreams? Without doubt. Since God still communicates with humanity, dreams must still be a valid means that God uses to communicate with humans today. God still reveals himself to people through dreams by providing guidance, giving assurance of his presence, and giving warning about impending danger. Though God’s ways have not changed and he still speaks to humans in dreams, these dreams must be weighed against the written Word. If the source of the dream is God then the dream must be in agreement with his written Word (Deut 13:1-5; Jer 23:28).

See also REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE.
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EASTERN ORTHODOX THEOLOGY

 

The Eastern Orthodox Church is a family of self-governing national churches in communion with the Patriarch of Constantinople and with one another. Members of the Eastern Orthodox churches today number from 250 to 300 million worldwide, with most in Russia (about 100 million).

Besides the original four ancient Orthodox episcopal sees—Constantinople (Istanbul), Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem—there are also today globally recognized self-headed or “autocephalous” Orthodox churches (Russia, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, Georgia, Cyprus, Greece, Poland, Albania) and “autonomous” churches (self-ruled, but whose primatial bishop reports to an autocephalous church). Despite the confusing nomenclature, a distinction is made between the Eastern or Byzantine Orthodox and the so-called Oriental or non-Chalcedonian (Coptic, Syrian, Armenian, Eritrean, Ethiopian, Malankara) Orthodox churches who are not in communion with the Patriarch of Constantinople due to the monophysite and Nestorian schisms of the fifth and sixth centuries surrounding the dual natures of Christ (see Christology).

1. The Place of Eastern Orthodox Theology in World Christianity

2. The Great Schism of 1054

3. Salvation as Deification
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9. Some Theological Differences Between “East” and “West”


 


1. The Place of Eastern Orthodox Theology in World Christianity.

 

Eastern Orthodox theology claims to have preserved the integrity of the apostolic tradition (as implied by the term orthodoxia, lit. “correct belief” or “correct glory”) by a direct, unbroken connection to the church of the apostles. This connection is apparent through the historical succession of bishops of churches in a particular geographic locale and by fidelity to the teaching of the apostles (cf. Acts 2:42) and life as it developed in the *patristic tradition and was articulated by the seven *ecumenical councils.

In reality, Eastern Orthodox theology does not view itself as exclusively “eastern” at all, but catholic (katholikos, lit. “according to the whole”). Despite variety in theological ideas and practice, Eastern and Western Christianity remained as one conciliar communion until the mid-eleventh century. Even today, the theology of Eastern Orthodox Christianity is present in societies that are primarily Western, such as Western Europe, Africa and North America. Nevertheless, especially as “Greek” and “Eastern” became associated with the language and thought of the eastern part of the ancient Roman Empire, and likewise “western” with the Latin-speaking western part of the Empire, these terms have continued in common theological usage today.



2. The Great Schism of 1054.

 

It was a gradual and complicated process of theological disagreement and political posturing that led to the Great Schism in 1054, when representatives of the episcopal sees of Rome and Constantinople mutually excommunicated one another. One of the main causes of the dispute was the unilateral addition by Rome of the so-called filioque clause to the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, declaring that the Holy Spirit proceeds both from the Father “and from the Son.” This was first a violation of a canon of the third ecumenical council that prohibited alteration of the creed except by another ecumenical council. The breech of conciliarity with the four other ancient episcopal sees was ultimately defended on the basis of the self-proclaimed supreme authority of the Roman pope.

The dual procession of the Holy Spirit also had theological ramifications stemming from the Orthodox apophatic necessity to separate what can be known of God eternally from what is observed in creation. In Eastern Orthodox theology, the Holy Spirit eternally proceeds from the Father, but in his earthly mission in history, the Holy Spirit was sent by the Son. The Orthodox position is based on John 15:26, where Christ says, “When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father [ekporeuomai, lit. “proceeds from”], he will testify on my behalf.” Christ sends the Spirit, but the Spirit eternally proceeds from the Father.

A momentous first step toward reconciliation took place in 1965 with the “Lifting of Anathemas” by Orthodox Patriarch Athenagoras I of Constantinople and Pope Paul VI. Present-day challenges to reunion between the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church include the filioque and papal authority, plus other doctrinal additions to Roman Catholic theology since the last ecumenical council, the most problematic of these being the dogmas of papal infallibility, the “immaculate conception” of *Mary and the doctrine of purgatory. At the point that there may be theological agreement in the future, Orthodox theologians would have no problem once again using the term “first among equals” in speaking of the episcopal see of Rome, but only without the present claim of papal infallibility ex cathedra, and without the universal, immediate and ordinary jurisdiction currently enjoyed by the Roman Catholic pope (see Papacy).



3. Salvation as Deification.

 

The Eastern Orthodox view of salvation is that it is a free gift of God and cannot be earned. The gift, however, must be received and appropriated with a response of active faith. In this, the Orthodox emphasize a divine-human synergy necessary to conforming one’s will in the likeness of Christ (cf. Rom 8:28; 2 Cor 6:1). Salvation in Orthodox theology is seen primarily in terms of freedom from death through union with Christ, rather than release from guilt through substitutionary atonement as in the primary Western metaphor. The term used to describe the Orthodox view of salvation is theosis (lit. “becoming God-like”) or *deification. Theosis is the process of growing in holiness in increasing communion with God. The Orthodox take seriously the promise of becoming “participants of the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4) and hold that human beings were created for glorification to become by grace what God is by nature (cf. Jn 10:34-35; Rom 5:2). St. Athanasius the Great of Alexandria put it this way: “Christ became human so that human beings may become divine.”

This idea of a personal and organic union between God and human beings—God dwelling in us, and we in him—is a constant theme in both the Fourth Gospel and the Pauline Epistles, in which the Christian life is viewed above all else as a life “in Christ” (eis Christos). For the Orthodox, being “in Christ” is mystical and integrative, and not merely locative or instrumental. It encompasses both Western concepts of *“sanctification” and *“justification.” The one baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection, receiving the power of the Holy Spirit, is called not only to imitate his moral acts, but to genuine participation in his deified human nature, made possible through the sacramental life of the church.

Regarding salvation a life-long process, Orthodox Christians would prefer to say “I have been saved” when Christ died and rose, overturning the power of death, “I am being saved” as I work out my salvation in fear and trembling (Phil 2:12), and “I hope to be saved” when Christ returns in glory for his church. As St. Paul writes, the prize of salvation is not to be apprehended, but to be hoped for while “straining forward” (epekteinomenon) to what lies ahead (Phil 3:12-14). Many of the church fathers (especially St. Gregory of Nyssa) used this same notion of epektasis to teach that even eternal life is not a static reality, but a drawing of the soul ever onwards in infinite progress toward God.



4. The Church, Liturgy, Sacraments and Hierarchy.

 

The Orthodox Church considers itself to be the one, true, historical church in the world, having kept intact the faith “once delivered to all the saints.” It is comprised equally of clergy and laity, who by their baptism have been ordained to mutually share in the Royal Priesthood of Christ (1 Pet 2:9). Theologically speaking, the Orthodox Church is simultaneously a visible and an invisible reality. It is simultaneously divine and human, as the two natures of Christ form one perfect incarnational union. Together in the church, sinful human beings are constituted by the Holy Spirit into the sinless body of Christ. The Russian term Sobornost is often used to describe the relationships of human persons to one another in the Orthodox Church, and it is always related to the unity of the Holy Trinity in which each unique member is necessary and brings expression and wholeness or completeness to the community.

The primary worship of the Orthodox Church is derived from the Byzantine liturgical tradition, a synthesis of the worship practices of the ancient churches in Jerusalem, Antioch and Constantinople. The service of the Eucharist, called the Divine Liturgy, which has core elements from the time of Christ and the apostles, has developed throughout the centuries. The most frequently used liturgy today is attributed to the fourth-century Archbishop of Constantinople, St. John Chrysostom. The Orthodox follow a yearly and weekly cycle of prayer and worship, and especially in monastic communities (but more and more in parish churches and in private prayer) a daily cycle of praying “the hours” (a collection of Psalms, readings from the Scriptures and hymns) is also followed.

The Orthodox Church acknowledges at least seven *sacraments, called “Holy Mysteries” (Ḥagia Mysteria) which include baptism, chrismation, matrimony, holy orders, reconciliation, Holy Eucharist and unction (anointing for healing). While these seven may be listed in catechetical material, Orthodox theologians do not adhere to the fixed number seven as do Roman Catholic theologians. Other sacramental actions of the Orthodox Church include the funeral service, the monastic tonsure and the blessing of the waters at Epiphany.

Being “born again” in the sacrament of holy baptism is by threefold full immersion in the name of the Holy Trinity. Baptism is offered to infants (also by immersion) who are being raised in the church community by faithful parents and godparents. The fundamental mark of ordination, the “seal of the gift of the Holy Spirit,” is received by all Orthodox Christians at the sacrament of chrismation (confirmation) following baptism. In a manner of speaking, it is considered to be a “personal Pentecost” in which the newly baptized Christian is ordained for service in the church, to a specific role or vocation determined by the charismata given by the Holy Spirit.

The Orthodox Church believes that Jesus Christ is truly present with his people in the celebration of the Holy Eucharist, in which those who share the same Orthodox faith are in communion with one another in Christ, through the Holy Spirit. The Eastern Orthodox believe that the ordinary offerings of bread and wine are changed by the descent of the Holy Spirit into the true body and blood of Christ, but reject any attempt to explain this transfiguration in any way. Both the laity and clergy in the Orthodox Church receive holy communion “in both kinds” from a common chalice. The Orthodox Eucharist cannot be reduced to simply a memorial of the past, but in the Eucharist there is a real presence of Christ, made present by the Holy Spirit. Metropolitan John Zizioulas (of Pergamon, b. 1931) refers to the Eucharist paradoxically as a “memory of the future,” in which the past work of Christ and his future second coming meet momentarily as a tabernacling of the Holy Spirit in time and space.

The structure of ordained ministry in the Eastern Orthodox Church follows the ancient threefold hierarchy of deacon, priest (presbyter) and bishop. As evidenced by early writings of the church, the role of bishop was principally liturgical, in the offering of the Holy Eucharist. For this reason, all ordinations take place at the celebration of the Eucharist, in the midst of the faithful whom the bishop will be shepherding. There are no private eucharistic services; all liturgies must be celebrated by clergy and laity together. Bishops in the present day must remain celibate, but priests and deacons may be married. Female deacons are also part of the history of Eastern Orthodoxy, however the ordination of women to the deaconate has fallen out of practice. A large number of Orthodox scholars today find no theological prohibition to the female deaconate, and its restoration is actively being explored. Women are also not prohibited from teaching or preaching in the Orthodox Church solely by virtue of their gender.

Though the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople is accorded the acclaim of “first among equals” by the rest of the Orthodox world, there is no central world religious organization, nor one person, such as the pope, who has authority over all Orthodox Christians in the world. Instead, unity among the Orthodox churches in the world is a pneumatological principle, found in the common faith and practice of the faithful who are shepherded by a hierarchy that is conciliar. This essentially means that decisions affecting the whole church cannot be made by any one individual bishop.

Conciliarity is visible in the practice of the Christian church as early the Jerusalem council of AD 49. Convened under the leadership of the apostle James, first bishop of Jerusalem, the council’s decision was prefaced with the words: “For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (Acts 15:28). The emphasis on conciliarity explains why the ancient seven councils, designated as “ecumenical” (from oikoumenē, lit. “inhabited earth”) hold the supreme position of authority in Eastern Orthodoxy. For the Orthodox, the doctrinal definitions of an ecumenical council are infallible. The statements of faith of these seven councils, together with the Bible, possess a permanent and binding authority. Orthodox theology does not recognize any councils as “ecumenical” after the seventh (Second Nicaean, 787) because of the subsequent division of the church. Some later councils, while not “ecumenical,” have still exercised decisive influence in certain Eastern Orthodox teachings.

Apart from the general use of the word saint (hagion, lit. “set apart”) to describe all members of the church, the Orthodox Church has also designated as “saint” certain of the departed faithful who have shown by their exemplary witness what it means to follow Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. The Virgin Mary is considered preeminent among the saints, and called Theotokos, or “God Bearer,” by Orthodox Christians. The Orthodox honor the saints to express their love and gratitude to God for the model of Christ’s work in them. Following the example of the early church, Orthodox Christians continue in the liturgical custom of meeting on the day of the Saint’s death—their new birthday, the day they entered into their new life, in heaven—and of building churches honoring their memory. The honor (timi), love (agapē) and even veneration (proskynēsis) shown to the saints by the Orthodox is very different from the worship (latreia) given to God alone.



5. Tradition and Scripture.

 

Orthodox theology is noted for its apparent changelessness, exemplified well by the statement of St. John of Damascus in the eighth century: “We do not change the everlasting boundaries which our fathers have set but we keep the Tradition, just as we received it” (cf. 2 Thess 2:15). It is the divine promise of Christ, however, that forms the basis of the Orthodox devotion to tradition: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth” (Jn 16:13). Because it is the Holy Spirit who guides the church in all truth, tradition can never be a dead formalism, but it must be a dynamic and living expression of the church. It is not primarily the acceptance of formulae or customs from the past, says Metropolitan Kallistos Ware (of Diokleia, b. 1934) but the ever-new, personal and direct experience of the Holy Spirit in the present.

Russian lay theologian Vladimir Lossky (1903-1958) is often quoted for his succinct statement of the Orthodox understanding of the tradition of the church as the “life of the Holy Spirit in the Church.” This view places all outward expressions of the gospel of Christ under the authority of the whole church, past and present, in whose midst the same Holy Spirit is operative. Thus, there is but one source of inspiration and revelation to the Eastern Orthodox Church. From Holy Tradition flows holy Scripture, the Holy Images (icons) and hymns, as well as the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, the seven ecumenical councils, the writings of the church fathers, teachings and decrees, canons and the service books of the Church.

Orthodox Christianity considers the Bible to be the supreme inspired record of God’s revelation to the human race, but it is not the only authority, as, for example, with the Protestant sola scriptura. The Bible can never be something placed over the church, for it was the church who first decided which books would be included in the scriptural canon. Therefore, the church alone can interpret the Scriptures with authority. It is important to reemphasize here that by “church” the Orthodox do not mean a clerical magisterium, as in the Roman Catholic tradition; rather the clergy and laity who together comprise the church are equally charged with the responsibility of being guardians of the Orthodox Faith.

The Holy Scriptures are read constantly at all Orthodox services, and besides texts read during services, the actual text of each service is comprised of biblical language. For example, it has been calculated that the Divine Liturgy contains 98 direct quotations from the Old Testament and 114 from the New Testament. In every church the Gospel Book has a place of honor on the altar; it is carried in procession during the services. Orthodox faithful kiss it and prostrate themselves before it to show respect for the Word of God.

The books of the New Testament canon are the same in both East and West. The official Eastern Orthodox Old Testament is the ancient Greek translation, called the Septuagint, which was used by the authors of the New Testament, whereas most English Bibles today contain translations of the Hebrew Masoretic text. The Septuagint contains ten books not found in the Hebrew version of the Old Testament, which are included within the Old Testament canon and called Deuterocanonical (lit. “second canon”) by Orthodox and Roman Catholics. Some Protestant Bibles put these books in an appendix, often labeling them Apocryphal.



6. Apophatic Theology.

 

It is liturgical experience—the living tradition—that forms the basis for Eastern Orthodox theology, which is first of all a way of life, and not dogma. While *dogmas and *doctrines are necessary to confirm the meaning of the gospel of Christ in the world, they are only considered pointers to an inexpressible reality. In fact, Orthodox teaching on many points has never been explicitly formulated. For example, the doctrine of the church (ecclesiology) had never been a subject of theological reflection for Eastern Orthodoxy. Like the existence of God, the church was simply assumed. When the Orthodox entered the ecumenical arena in the twentieth century, they were called upon to present their ecclesiology in categories familiar to Western churches. Even then, since Orthodox theology was primarily experiential, there were challenges because of the very different ways of viewing theology and the church.

Theology in the West (Protestant and Roman Catholic) generally begins with concepts, in a rational pursuit of information about God. Orthodox theology values the intellect, for intellectual capacity is a gift from God, but it seeks to go beyond concepts toward the mystical reality that cannot be enclosed in the sphere of human thought. Therefore, the Orthodox believe that true theology must be integrated with praise and contemplation. This is consistent with the view of the fourth-century Evagrios of Ponticus, “If you are a theologian, you truly pray. If you truly pray, you are a theologian.”

Eastern Orthodox theology insists on the fact that God is absolutely transcendent, and no human can ever know the essence of God. The transcendence of God is therefore safeguarded by “apophatic” theology. Also called “the way of unknowing,” apophatic theology is not merely about negation of positive characteristics of divinity (infinite, uncreated, incomprehensible, etc.) such as, for example, Thomas Aquinas’s via negativa, but is a far more penetrating reality. Orthodox apophaticism is described by Vladimir Lossky as “above all an attitude of mind which refuses to form concepts about God.” For the roots of apophatic theology, the Orthodox point not to the philosophers, but to the mystical encounters with the ineffable God as described in Holy Scripture. Moses’ meeting with God at the burning bush is one such illustration of the opposing poles of obscurity and clarity in regard to the human encounter with divinity. The statement “I AM WHO I AM” (Ex 3:14) gives no real information except the assurance that God “is” and is present. It reveals God’s unknowability in essence even (and especially!) in the midst of his presence (cf. 1 Tim 6:16).

Although Eastern Orthodox theology recognizes that God is absolutely transcendent and beyond all human thought, God is not merely above and outside his creation, but exists very much within it, as in one Orthodox prayer: “You are everywhere and fill all things.” Therefore, in wanting to safeguard both divine transcendence and divine immanence, Orthodox theology makes a distinction between Theologia (God in Godself) and economia (God for us and in us). This emphasizes the necessity of a personal doxological experience of God and at the same time the essential inaccessibility of God to human inquiry. For example, from St. Basil the Great: “We know our God in His energies [energia, God’s saving actions]. For although His energies descend to us, His essence remains inaccessible” (Basil Letter 234 in PG 32, 869). St. John of Damascus would later write: “God, then, is infinite and incomprehensible, and all that is comprehensible about Him is His infinity and incomprehensibility. All that we say about God cataphatically does not show forth His nature but the things that are related to His nature” (John of Damascus On Icons 2.12, in PG 44, 1297B). The fullest expression of this apophatic “unknowing” came some five hundred years later in St. Gregory Palamas’s insistence, against the rationalistic philosophy of Barlaam the Calabrian, that God could be known, but not in his essence. While God’s essence remains unapproachable, what can be known of God comes down to us by his loving will (ekstasis) in his energies. This so-called “Palamite distinction” between the essence and energies of God is considered by many to be the standard Eastern Orthodox way of discussing God and world, and it became especially popular in the scholarship of the twentieth century through the work of Fr. John Meyendorff and Vladimir Lossky.



7. The Triune God.

 

The *Trinity is inseparable from all Eastern Orthodox theology because true theology—that is, Theologia—is essentially the contemplation of God as Trinity. The Orthodox view of the Holy Trinity is Nicene, following especially St. Athanasius and the fourth-century Cappadocian fathers: St. Gregory of Nazianzus, St. Basil the Great and his brother, St. Gregory of Nyssa. The Trinity is three divine persons (hypostases) who share in one essence (ousia). They are consubstantial (homoousios) with one another and coeternal. Orthodox theology has consistently viewed the Person of the Father as the sole source (pēgē) or cause (aitia) of deity. God is not Trinity because of the common impersonal essence (as in the most prevalent views in the West) but is Trinity because of the person of the Father. As Metropolitan Zizioulas puts it, the Father out of love freely begets the Son and brings forth the Spirit eternally. Romanian Orthodox theologian Dumitru Staniloae (1903-1993) states that in begetting the Son and breathing forth the Spirit, the Father constitutes himself and them as completely equal, sovereign, and free, as joined by mutual love in unlimited mutual indwelling and interpenetration. This is often described by the term perichōrēsis (lit. “dancing around”) of the trinitarian Persons within their shared essence.



8. Ecumenism.

 

The beginning of Orthodox ecumenical outreach dates back to the early twentieth century with two encyclicals from the Ecumenical Patriarchate. The first, in 1902, urged the Orthodox churches to dialogue with the Oriental Orthodox churches and the “Western Church and the Churches of the protestants.” The second, in 1920, was a call to all the churches to form a league of churches in fellowship for common action and witness, in order to see one another not “as strangers and foreigners, but as relatives, as being part of the household of Christ, members of the same body and partakers of the promise of God in Christ” (cf. Eph 3:6). Today, most of the Eastern Orthodox churches participate in the ecumenical movement, both in theological dialogue, as well as in activities that promote a common witness of Christian service (diakonia) to the world (see Ecumenism).

This involvement has not been without its problems, however. For one, there is a vocal anti-ecumenical strain in Orthodoxy that believes all ecumenical encounter is a betrayal of the Orthodox Faith. Of those who have been proactively involved in bilateral dialogues or in the national and World Council of Churches, problems have included the inability to compress a fluid and primarily mystical eucharistic theological view into fixed, primarily descriptive and propositional Western categories. Other problems have resulted from the relatively small Orthodox voice in the midst of a multiplicity of Protestant denominations. Through the prodding of the Eastern Orthodox delegation, a Special Commission of the WCC recently completed a multiyear study on Orthodox participation. As a result of the recommendations from the Special Commission, the ninth assembly held in 2006 saw several changes, the most significant of which was decision-making according to consensus rather than by majority vote.

Primarily through its ecumenical encounter with the West, Eastern Orthodoxy has experienced a revival of its own eastern patristic roots for doing theology. Many Orthodox theologians are now reasserting the living Tradition of authentic Orthodox ecclesiology and in the process have contributed to a mutual East-West resurgence of interest in patristic theological reflection. Father Nicholas Afanasiev (1893- 1966) and Metropolitan John Zizioulas have made significant contributions to the development of an Orthodox ecclesiology centered on the Eucharist. Metropolitan Zizioulas is also well known in the West for his contributions in the area of divine and human personhood. The current Patriarch of Constantinople, Bartholomew I, often called the “Green Patriarch,” has actively directed the focus of the entire Christian world to the Church’s ecological responsibility as stewards of creation. Other Orthodox theologians best known for bringing Eastern Orthodox views into the Western theological milieu in the twentieth century include British Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, Romanian Fr. Dumitru Stanilaoe, and Russians, Vladimir Lossky, Fr. Georges Florovsky (1893-1979), Fr. Alexander Schmemann (1921-1983) and Fr. John Meyendorff (1926-1992).



9. Some Theological Differences Between “East” and “West.”

 

The teachings of Augustine of Hippo, which have had a significant influence on the Roman Catholic and Protestant West, have had virtually no direct practical impact on Eastern Orthodox theology. For one example, Orthodox theology does not share the pessimistic Augustinian view of the impact of the Fall, that is, that each member of the “damned mass” of the human race bears the guilt of Adam’s sin. Neither does the Eastern Orthodox view consider the image of God in humans to have been totally obliterated. The concepts of “total depravity” and the doctrine of predestination, which resulted from Augustinian anthropology, are entirely foreign to the Christian East. In marked contrast, Eastern Orthodox theology sees the image of God as still very much present in humankind, albeit in a tarnished state in desperate need of renewal by sacramental baptism. Free will is still active, though compromised, with human persons having the capacity to respond in a God-ward direction. The incarnational work of Jesus Christ is seen primarily in terms of the renewal and regeneration of this fallen condition, by Christ’s destruction of death itself. The concept of the atoning work of Christ on the cross is not ignored in Eastern Orthodoxy, but takes its place as one of many metaphors behind the cosmic implications of the Creator of all, “Who holds the entire world in his hand,” condescending to be born as a human infant in order to provide the means to genuine divine-human communion and renewal of all fallen creation. Metropolitan Ware believes it is most accurate to describe the Eastern Orthodox view of the crucifixion not simply in terms of Christ’s pain and suffering, but rather of the contrast between his outward humiliation and his inward glory. Condescending to be born as a human baby, the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ and the sending of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost completed Jesus Christ’s historical work on earth, allowing for a continual communion in Christ through the Holy Spirit in the sacramental life of the church.

See also COPTIC ORTHODOXY; DEIFICATION, THEOSIS.
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ECCLESIOLOGY

 

Ecclesiology, the doctrine of the church, did not gain its own established standing in systematic theology until the time of the *Reformation. The church is, of course, addressed by the Fathers and in the ancient creeds, yet even Peter Lombard’s Sentences, one of the first comprehensive summas of Christian doctrine, did not have a separate locus on ecclesiology. Only in the later edition of the Loci (1535) did Philipp Melanchthon insert a section De Ecclesia (On the Church). Even the first edition of John Calvin’s Institutes (1536) lacked ecclesiology, while the 1539 and 1559 revisions added expanded sections on the concept of the church. Subsequently, both Protestant and Catholic theologies have discussed the means of salvation prior to the topic of the church, the implication being that salvation is received individually and then the faith received is nurtured by the church community.

Contemporary theology, the ecumenical movement, the rise of Christianity outside the West and the growth of nontraditional church forms have made ecclesiology a widely discussed topic.

1. Biblical Perspectives

2. Historical Developments

3. Ecclesiological Self-Understanding of Christian Churches

4. Ministry and Governance of the Church

5. New Ways of Being the Church: Contextual and Intercultural Challenges

6. Defining Features and Issues in Contemporary Ecclesiology


 


1. Biblical Perspectives.

 

Though the pouring out of the Spirit on Pentecost (Acts 2) is considered the birthday of the church, the earthly ministry of Jesus was critical to the establishment of the church. In Matthew 16:18, a widely debated passage, the promise to Peter seems to include the building of the church “on this rock.” All agree that the birth of the church is a result of the life and ministry of Jesus. Early in his ministry, Jesus gathered around himself a group of disciples, the Twelve, recalling the twelve tribes of Israel. It is also clear that the “founding” of the church was connected to Jesus’ message of the *kingdom, the rule of God. While at times there has been an equation of the church with the kingdom, there is a consensus nowadays that while the church and kingdom are closely connected, the kingdom is a much larger concept. The church, participating in the coming of God’s eschatological rule and the pouring out of the Spirit, is the community of God on earth.

The term ekklēsia (“congregation”) appears only two times in the Gospels (Mt 16:18; 18:17). It has rich background in the Septuagint and translates the Hebrew term qahal, the assembly of Israel. In Acts it refers to the first community (Acts 5:11) and other Christian communities (Acts 8:1; 9:31; 14:23). Paul uses the term church in relation to both a local congregation (1 Cor 1:2; 1 Thess 1:1) and regional churches (2 Cor 8:1); Paul also speaks of the church in a generic, universal sense (1 Cor 12:28; 14:35; Gal 1:13).

Among the many images used of the church in the New Testament, the three most often used are the people of God, the body of Christ and the temple of the Holy Spirit. The people of God image links the church with Israel, the first people of God (Eph 2:19-21; 1 Pet 2:9-10). The most common image, the body of Christ, is used often in a context stressing unity (Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 12:13; Eph 4:3-6). As the temple of the Spirit (1 Cor 3:16-17), the church is the dwelling place of God (Eph 2:21-22).



2. Historical Developments.

 

In the *Apostles’ Creed, from the early third century, comes the first definitive ecumenical statement about the church: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, the communion of saints.” In later developments, Christology came to play a more significant role, the church being the body of Christ. Noteworthy also is the early designation of the church as the communion of saints. In the fourth century, the Nicene Creed gave a definitive understanding of the church as one, holy, catholic and apostolic (called either “marks” or “notes”), building on the earlier creed and expanding it. The unity of the church was a natural conclusion of the church being the body of Christ that cannot be divided, based on the unity of the Triune God in the service of the Christian witness to the world (Jn 17). The holiness of the church goes back to the prayer of the Johannine Jesus (Jn 17:11, 17; also Eph 5:26-27). One of the recurring disputes in ecclesiology, as will be noted in what follows, has been the locus of the holiness of the church, whether in the holiness of the church herself or in the holiness of her members.

The term catholic comes from the Greek kat’ holos, meaning “according to the whole,” that is, not lacking in anything. It denotes both the fullness of the gospel—the church has been entrusted with a “full gospel”—and the fact that the church overcomes all cultural, geographical or ideological predispositions. The apostolicity of the church connects the church with its roots, the apostolic life of the New Testament. While there are disputes among the Christian churches as to how best to secure the apostolicity—according to the Catholic church, it entails the unbroken succession of bishops, and according to the Protestant churches, the preaching of the apostolic gospel—all churches agree that the true church is based on the apostolic teaching and life. The theological understanding of these four marks emphasizes their dynamic nature. On the one hand, they are a gift and work of God: the church is one because it has one Lord; it is holy because of the holiness of her Lord; it is catholic since God has given it the full gospel; and God has given the church the apostles as the foundation on which the church is being built. On the other hand, the marks are also a calling to the church: she is called to strive for unity because of the many divisions, to holiness because of sinfulness and weakness, to catholicity so that she could transcend all barriers, and to apostolicity lest she be cut off from her roots. The dynamic nature of the marks can also be expressed by saying that the four marks are not only nouns but also verbs, something that the church is doing and is in the process of implementing in a more faithful and genuine way.

Several issues forced the church to sharpen and clarify her theological self-understanding. One had to do with unity. Cyprian’s “On the Unity of the Catholic Church” (251), argued that schism is absolutely unjustified. He also contended that “He cannot have God for his father who has not the church for his mother” and that “There is no salvation outside the church” (extra ecclesiam nulla salus). The attitude toward church members who were sinners forced the church to further sharpen its theological self-understanding. Against the bishop of Rome, Callistus, who argued that the church should take in both sinners and saints in analogy of Noah’s ark, the second-century Tertullian supported strict requirements for church membership, in keeping with a high view of *baptism. He believed that the Christian is not supposed to commit any major sin after having been baptized.

During the fourth century the issue flared up again in the aftermath of the great persecution: Donatists argued for the idea of a “pure church” (having rejected the credentials of a traitor bishop), and the mainstream church, led by St. Augustine, advocated the idea of the church as a “mixed body.” While the holiness of church members was an important value for Augustine, he considered breaking the law of love, causing schism, a far more serious error. In keeping with developing sacramental theology, the mainstream group argued for principle of ex opere operato: sacraments are valid apart from the quality of the administrating priest. The Augustinian-Donatist encounter also raised the question of the relationship between the visible and invisible church, often understood as the distinction between the “true” church (invisible) and a compromised or fallen church (visible). The Reformer Calvin helped to set the record straight: the visible church, the “empirical” church with all her weaknesses and shortcomings, exists in the invisible church. In the final analysis, the distinction is an eschatological matter clarified only at the end: the Lord of the church knows who are his own and acts accordingly.

The history of the Christian church has undergone two major splits, the first one between the Western Church (Catholic) and Eastern Church (Orthodox). While this division did not take place until AD 1054 as a result of the filioque dispute and a number of ecclesio-political reasons, the division between Orthodox and Catholic branches goes much farther back in history. The other major division split the Western church into two main branches: the Roman Catholic Church and Protestant churches. Martin Luther started the reforming activities within the church with no intention of splitting the church. As a Catholic theologian he wanted to help renew the church and get it back to the pure *gospel as he understood it. Luther called for a return to biblical authority and releasing of the ministry to all members of the church. Ironically, Luther and other Protestant Reformers—Calvin in Geneva, Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich and the leaders of the English Reformation—saw it necessary to divide the church for the sake of reforming it.

However, Luther, more than any other Protestant Reformer, was not willing to leave behind the Christendom model going back to the time of the emperor Constantine in the early church. This became the occasion for another division in the Reformation camp, namely, between the Magisterial *Reformation (that of Reformation that worked with the magistrates) and the Radical Reformation. As early as the 1520s, communities of Christians in Switzerland called *Anabaptists separated from mainline Protestants and issued a call for stricter standards of Christian life. Anabaptists were willing to suffer persecution because of their conviction of the need to be more radical in the reformation of the church. Mennonites (and Amish in the United States) are the direct descendants of the Radical Reformation. In seventeenth-century England, the Baptist movement arose to continue the idea of believers’ baptism as well as separation between the church and state. The currently rapidly growing Free church movements (see Believers Church Tradition) owe their beginnings to Baptists and Anabaptists. The rise to prominence of the Pentecostal movement in the beginning of the twentieth century posed a radical challenge to all churches. While not an ecclesiological movement per se, *Pentecostalism issued a powerful call for all churches to be more receptive to the power and presence of the Holy Spirit, with charisms and spiritual manifestations (see Charismatic Movements).



3. Ecclesiological Self-Understanding of Christian Churches.

 

3.1. Eastern Orthodox. The oldest Christian family, the *Eastern Orthodox churches, draw from rich patristic and trinitarian-pneumatological traditions and so attempt to balance the too often one-sided Christological foundation of ecclesiologies in the West. What is most distinctive about the Orthodox ecclesiology is the idea of the church as the image of the *Trinity. Just as each person is made according to the image of the Trinity, so the church as a whole is an icon of the Trinity, the mystery of unity in diversity and diversity in unity. This principle of “unity in diversity” means that just as each person of the Trinity is autonomous, so the church is made up of a number of independent, yet related churches. For the Eastern tradition, the church is necessary since all the conditions required for us to attain union with God (theosis, translated as divinization, or *deification) are given in the church. There is thus a vivid consciousness of community among Christians. At the very core of Orthodox theology in general and ecclesiology in particular is the relation of humanity to creation as a whole, the cosmos. The church is described in cosmological terms. In this understanding the church is the center of the universe. At the heart of Eastern Orthodox ecclesiology stands the Eucharist. The church not only makes the sacrament, but the Eucharist makes the church. In the church and through the *sacraments human nature enters into union with the divine nature. Human nature becomes consubstantial with the deified humanity, united with the person of Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit. This union is fulfilled in the sacramental life. The church is not just any kind of assembly, but God’s people gathered for the Eucharist. The important ecclesiastical corollary is that every local church is a true church. Local churches are, then, on the one hand independent of each other, but on the other hand united in terms of their identity. The Eucharist also stands at the center of Eastern Orthodox *liturgy and worship. In a sense, church life is “liturgy after liturgy,” even in its mission. The earthly liturgy is a foretaste and icon of the heavenly worship when the church has finished her course and the members have reached the fulfillment of the earthly sojourn, that is, have become deified.

3.2. Roman Catholic. *Vatican II (1962-65) brought significant developments to the ecclesiological self-understanding of the *Roman Catholic Church. The earlier understanding of the church was mainly doctrinal and hierarchical. Vatican I (1871) championed a predominantly hierarchical view of the church. The council became famous especially for the way it defined papal infallibility. The pope is infallible in relation to morality and religion when he teaches ex cathedra (literally, “from the throne” or bishop’s chair), in other words, with the intent to give a definite doctrinal or moral pronouncement meant for the whole church. The power of the pope is universal, ordinaria (“ordinary,” it exists by virtue of the office) and immediate, in that it can be used without any other media.

Vatican II’s most significant document—and one of the most acclaimed ecclesiological documents ever—Lumen Gentium (The Dogmatic Constitution of the Church), marks a watershed not only in Catholic theology but also in ecumenical theology of the church. Perhaps the most important development of Vatican II was the replacement of the old societas perfecta, institutional-hierarchic ecclesiology, with the dynamic “people of God” notion in which the church is seen first of all as a pilgrim people on the way to the heavenly city. Rather than beginning with a chapter on hierarchy, which was the outline of the draft, the final version placed the chapter on the people of God at the beginning of the document, just after the opening chapter on the “Mystery of the Church.” After a call to holiness to the whole church, not only to the religious vocations, the document ends with a profound vision of the “Pilgrim Church.” Finally, a chapter on Mary, “Our Lady,” was attached to the document on the doctrine of the church, since that is the proper context for honoring the First Lady of the Church. The first chapter of Lumen Gentium anchors the church in the life of the triune God and speaks of the church as a “mystery” and sacrament.

Against older views, Lumen Gentium rehabilitates the whole People of God as the church. Every local gathering of the church, under the bishops and pastors, is a legitimate church. Lumen Gentium advocates the idea of the church as communion, echoing the emphases of Eastern Orthodoxy and anticipating the renewal of koinonia theology in recent decades. Similarly to Orthodox theology, Catholic ecclesiology is sacramental, therefore its communion is sacramental in nature. The church is where there is the celebration of the Eucharist under the bishop who is related to the bishop of Rome, the pope.

Ecumenically, a radically new perspective was launched with Vatican II, which brought a new appreciation of other churches and their contribution to the Christian testimony even though technically speaking only the Eastern Orthodox churches are churches in the full sense of the word; others are Christian communities. Along with ecumenical opening was the dramatic openness to other religions. While the fullness of salvation can only be found in the Catholic Church, salvation is available not only to other Christians but also to followers of other religions, provided they follow the light given to them in their own religions and try to fulfill the moral precepts. These people are not saved because of their own religions but because of the universality of Christ’s paschal mystery.

3.3. Protestant. For the Reformation churches, the priority of worship, especially the preaching of the Word, is the focus of church life, rather than hierarchy and institutional shape. For Luther the marks of the true church are those expressed in the Augsburg Confession (§7): “the gathering of all believers, in which the gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are administered in accord with the gospel.” There are two formative elements: the Word and the sacraments. Luther’s theology is always centered on the gospel, the Word. But the gospel does not work alone; it is associated with the sacraments. Ecumenically, it is highly significant that the Word and sacraments are the only necessary marks of the church. Everything else—the structures, ministry patterns, liturgy and so on—could vary from church to church, even within the Lutheran family. Since the church is not a human invention but a creation of the Word, it will remain, whatever may happen. As a communion of saints, the church includes both saints and sinners. Since Christians are living in the world they are involved with people who are both sinful and less than perfect; therefore, the church of Christ in the world must be a hospital for the incurably sick. For Luther the church is both a hidden community, only known to God, and at the same time a visible fellowship because of the preaching of the gospel and the administration of the sacraments.

Luther is best known for the rehabilitation of the idea of the priesthood of all believers. His view about the sharing of all the baptized in the priestly and kingly office of Jesus Christ appealed especially to 1 Peter 2:9. The priesthood of all believers means for Luther primarily the right to preach the Word and administer absolution and discipline. The right to preach does not contradict the limitation of public preaching to those who have been called through the community; ordained ministry is primarily for the sake of order and acts on behalf of the community, not separately from it.

The other main branch of the Magisterial Reformation, Reformed churches under Calvin and Zwingli, defined the essence of the church along the same lines: the preaching of the Word and administration of the sacraments. While Calvin finally decided not to include discipline as the third mark, he nevertheless came to emphasize correct faith and an upright Christian life more strictly than Luther. Calvin believed that there were specific scriptural directions regarding the right order of ministry in the visible church, so that a specific form of ecclesiastical order now became an item of doctrine. For Calvin, a key theme in ecclesiology was covenant, the biblical idea of the church as the elect people of God. At all times, God had called a community to serve him. Calvin was also more explicit about linking the church to the state, especially during his Geneva years; he saw those two as parallel, giving mutual support and collaboration. The two powers shared a common goal.

One of the differences among the Reformers of the Reformed tradition was their differing views of sacraments: Zwingli retained a “weak” view of the sacraments, both baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and considered them mainly symbolic. Sacraments for him were never “sacraments” in the classic meaning of term, according to which they effect what they signify.

Despite their stress on Word and sacrament as the marks of the church, neither Lutheran nor Reformed Reformers wanted to leave behind the classical marks of the church. Apostolicity, for Protestant ecclesiology, comes from the apostolic gospel. The church is catholic because there is only one gospel and therefore one and the same faith for all Christians. The church is one body of Christ even if found in many local expressions. It is also holy even when there are sinners in the church, since her Lord is holy. Luther especially emphasized the role of the Holy Spirit in continuing the sanctification of Christians.

3.4. Free Church. The third great ecclesiological tradition, along with the Catholic churches (Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox) and Protestant Reformation, has to do with a wide variety of so-called Free churches (see Believers Church Tradition), currently a rapidly developing family of communities. Contemporary Free churches are mainly the descendants of the Radical Reformation, especially Anabaptists. The radical Reformers were dissatisfied with the “compromises” of their mainline counterparts. As an indication of their radical commitment, Anabaptists adopted believers’ baptism instead of infant baptism, wanted to separate the church from the state, and removed all human made obstacles to the ministry of all, such as ordination and hierarchy. The first Baptist churches were founded in England in the 1610s and soon after in some other European countries. The list of Free churches includes Quakers, many Holiness and some Methodist communities, Pentecostals of various sorts, and a great number of so-called independent churches difficult to classify. All Free churches emphasize an unmediated access to God. While the Word is preached and sacraments administered—often called “ordinances” because of a weak sacramental understanding—also important is the idea that every single believer has access to God without any mediators or mediations.

The most distinctive self-designation of Free churches is the “believers’ church,” which has been widely used especially among the Baptists, but also others. The agenda behind this usage is the insistence on the church as the community of those who have made a conscious faith response to the gospel and have taken Christian baptism (believers’ baptism). This makes the church a voluntary society. Mission and witness have been stressed strongly. The need for church discipline with the possibility of removing a sinning member is based on the idea of the church as the community of believers rather than a community of sinners and saints as in older churches. Typically Free churches represent a restorationist vision, the desire to go back to the Bible, which is taken as the only spiritual authority. Religious liberty is a highly regarded value among all Free churches, and naturally they emphasize the priesthood of all believers.

3.5. Pentecostal. Among the Free churches, by far the largest is the Pentecostal family. As a restorationist movement, Pentecostalism stresses the importance of biblical teaching on the church. Pentecostal ecclesiology has an ad hoc character, which leaves much room for improvisation; it is often practical rather than systematic in nature. Pentecostals exhibit all forms of church structures, from congregational to episcopal. Most distinctive of Pentecostal ecclesiology is not only its experimental nature but also its emphasis on charismatic experience. Worship makes central the expectation of a fresh encounter with the Lord. Interestingly enough, many Pentecostal churches, including the founding community at Azusa Street in Los Angeles in 1906, call themselves “Apostolic” churches, claiming that what is essential about the notion of apostolicity is the dynamic charismatic life similar to that of the original New Testament apostolic communities.



4. Ministry and Governance of the Church.

 

4.1. History. Early Christians did not pay much attention to the organization of the Christian community as they expected the immanent return of the Savior; there was also opposition and at times persecution, making small Christian congregations marginal to the society. Very soon, however, they began organizing their communal life and leadership, appointing elders (presbyteros, “elder, older person”) and bishops (episkopos, “overseer”). The third class of ministers, deacons (diakonos, “servant”), assisted bishops in the social services of the church. The idea of ordination and the separation between the priests and laypeople took shape by the end of the first century, with women being excluded from the priestly ministry (at least by the fourth century). The model of one bishop per city was established under the leadership of Ignatius of Antioch in the beginning of the second century. The number and authority of church officials grew rapidly, leading to the hierarchical model of church structure in the Middle Ages. The bishops of main Christian cities such as Antioch, Alexandria and especially Rome came to be looked upon as leaders with authority beyond the local church. Rome as the capital of the empire gave birth to the institution of the *papacy (pope means “father” or “priest”) in the Latin-speaking West whereas in the Greek-speaking East no one single leader arose; instead, five “patriarchs” conducted leadership. At the Reformation, the parity of ministers replaced the hierarchical structure of the church. The power of the church was to be found in the preaching of the gospel, whether from the pulpit or in a private pastoral setting. In the Reformed churches, the task of the elder became important alongside the minister of the Word and sacraments (pastor). Elders assisted in pastoral ministry, while deacons were devoted to social ministries.

4.2. Contemporary Models. There are three main models of church government and structure in contemporary church life: episcopal, presbyterian and congregationalist. Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and Anglican churches have the oldest model, the episcopal. The bishop mediates Christ’s authority to the people and presides over the Eucharist. The bishops are claimed to stand in an unbroken apostolic succession by virtue of the laying on of hands by other bishops at the ordination. In the Roman Catholic Church, unlike the Orthodox Church, one office is supreme, namely the bishop of Rome, the pope. The pope is the guardian of the unity of the church; local churches are united with the one church by having a bishop united with the bishop of Rome. Vatican II reaffirmed papal infallibity (Lumen Gentium, §§22-23), yet Lumen Gentium also affirmed the infallibility of the whole people of God (sensus fidei). In the Anglican Church the Archbishop of Canterbury directs the college of bishops.

In the Reformed churches presbyters as the representatives of local churches mediate Christ’s authority to the congregation. In this understanding the power of presbyters is a delegated power coming from the congregation. In the congregational model, sometimes also called “independent,” Christ’s authority flows to the people not through the bishops nor through delegated representatives, but rather functions immediately in each local congregation—thus the label “congregational.” Each local church is then autonomous even when local congregations may join in voluntary associations of churches.

4.3. Ordination. A disputed question related to ministry and church government is the understanding of ordination. Probably based on the Old Testament traditions, very early the term “priest” came to be used to designate ministers presiding at the Eucharist and leading the congregations in pastoral ministry. While the New Testament speaks of priestly ministry in terms of Jesus’ priesthood and the priesthood of the whole people of God (1 Pet 2:9), it never addresses an individual Christian as priest. Nor does the New Testament know ordination per se, yet two passages from the Pastorals (1 Tim 4:14; 2 Tim 1:6) speak of the laying on of hands and imparting a gift, charism. Laying on of hands has a rich Old Testament background in the installment of persons into kingly, priestly and prophetic office. Along with the language of priesthood and hierarchical understanding of the church, a sacramental and sacrificial understanding of ordination emerged, the zenith of which was the view of the Council of Florence (1439). Along with the handing over of the chalice and paten, these words were addressed to the ordination candidate: “Take authority to offer in the church the sacrifice for the living and the dead” (DS, 1326).

Luther at first refused to call ordination a sacrament because he did not see it taught in the New Testament nor does the New Testament attach any promise of grace to the action. However, while he emphasized that all Christians have the same powers in the proclamation of the gospel and administration of the sacraments, a special calling is needed to exercise these pastoral ministries in public. In the end, Luther did not reject the sacramental understanding of ordination so much as its sacrificial connotation. Ordaining by the bishop with the laying on of hands and prayer became the usual model in those Lutheran churches that retained episcopacy.

Vatican II continued to use the term priest for the office; it also speaks of the hierarchy of the church, thus differentiating the ordained ministry from the lay people. Lumen Gentium §10 makes an “essential” distinction between the ordained person and the lay persons. Yet, at the same time, it also speaks of the universal priesthood of all believers. In Free churches, with the rejection of sacramental theology, ordination was either left behind or—as is more customary today—understood nonsacramentally, in terms of public acknowledgment by the church of the calling and gifting already received from God. Pentecostals and charismatics have emphasized the charismatic endowment for the person to be ordained.

The ordination of women has been hotly debated in recent decades. In the Roman Catholic Church and Eastern Orthodoxy only men can be ordained. Celibacy is a requirement of priestly office, going back to the fourth century or so. In the Orthodox Church, however, a married man can be ordained if the person was already married prior to ordination; the bishop, however, should be unmarried. In Protestant churches both married and unmarried men can be ordained and in a growing number of churches, such as within the Reformed and Lutheran tradition, women can also be ordained. Objections to the ordination of women build on scriptural passages such as 1 Corinthians 11:3-12; 14:33-35; and 1 Timothy 2:11-14, which seem to forbid women speaking in the church; other reasons given have to do with historical and cultural factors, for example, both Jesus and his disciples were male, and women are traditionally subservient. Those who advocate women’s ordination find ways of either qualifying the seemingly categorical sayings in the Pauline tradition or putting them in the context of other passages that seem to support an inclusive view, such as Galatians 3:28. Those who favor female ordination typically argue that theological views should outweigh cultural or traditional limitations rather than vice versa.



5. New Ways of Being the Church: Contextual and Intercultural Challenges.

 

5.1. Women’s Theologies. As in theology in general, so also in ecclesiology, recent decades have witnessed a number of new challenges relating to gender and cultural factors. In light of the fact that more than half of churchgoers are women, it is understandable that a number of women’s theologies of the church have emerged (see Feminist Theology). While there are differing agendas and some tensions among women, all women’s movements advocate a view of the church that would be more inclusive, more just and empowering for all people. For many feminists, the personification of God as Father is the foremost symbol of patriarchy that has led to male dominance and suppression of women in society and the church. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza and Letty M. Russell illustrate the vision of inclusivity and equality. Russell envisions “Church in the Round,” that is, around the table together—symbolism that speaks of hospitality and sharing as well as connectivity. These values address the needs of those on the margins, and they search for liberation from all forms of dehumanization, be it sexual, racist or any other forms of exploitation. The concept and style of leadership in this vision mirrors the same ethos of equality. In feminist styles of leadership, authority is exercised by standing with others and seeking to share power and authority.

Roman Catholic feminist ecclesiologists have been especially outspoken critics of their church’s restriction of ordination to celibate men. Some radical feminist theologians have argued that it is not enough to attempt to reform existing authoritarian and male-dominant churches; it is necessary to form an alternative community. Most feminists, however, have stayed within their own churches and tried to bring about transformation within the church. Some feminist theologians have extended their vision to nature and the environment and argue that patriarchalism also implies abuse of creation. The church is to struggle for liberation, wholeness, peace and blessing of all life.

*Mujeristas, representative of North American Hispanic women, do not identify themselves with mainline feminist theology. Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz argues that a grassroots Latina theology is needed to give voice to the voiceless in the church. Maria Pilar Aquino goes beyond the North American Latina experience and speaks to the liberation of all Latin American women. A highly appreciated value in mujerista and Latin American women’s theology is solidarity. Solidarity means participating in the ongoing process of liberation. Some Asian women theologians have called for genuine women’s ecclesiologies faithful to the Asian context where massive poverty, sexual exploitation of women, and deep cultural patterns, especially the often male-dominated Confucian culture, shape the lives of women.

5.2. Base Ecclesial Communities. Another form of liberationist ecclesiology is represented by the predominantly Roman Catholic Base Communities (or Base Ecclesial Communities). They are an expression of and reaction to the desperate lack of community in their society in general and in the church, as well as a cry for the liberation of the poor and other outcasts in the society (see Liberation Theology). In other words, Base Communities champion freedom and liberation. The former Franciscan theologian Leonardo Boff argues that these Christian communities present more than just renewal movements of the church; they represent new forms of the ecclesiality, coming “from below.”

It has been said that the liberationists represent a “particularist” ecclesiology, in contrast with the Vatican’s “universalist” view. The particularist approach starts from the local church, while the universalist starts from the global community. The latter tends to understand the meaning of koinonia as participation in the divine life, achieved through the objective means of grace (sacraments), while the former is inclined to understand koinonia as directly signifying a fellowship of love and intimacy achieved in a local community. The particularist view tends to see groups as being spontaneously formed under the impulse of the Holy Spirit and as constituting themselves. The ecclesiology “from below” of the Base Communities challenges the way traditional theology has understood the classical “marks of the church.” As opposed to seeing the church as a monolithic unity, the Base Communities envision the oneness of the church as unity-in-diversity, composed of several ecclesiae; the holiness in the sanctification of all the people of God; the apostolicity as the life of the whole church as characterized by the lifestyle of the apostles; and the catholicity as the wholeness of the gospel and church life. Rather than absolutizing any particular mode of the being of the church, it relativizes the church. What is also distinctive is that the Base Communities not only identify with the poor and the weakest in the society, they are a church of the poor themselves.

5.3. Indigenous African Churches. One of the most distinctive features of the church life in Africa—currently the “most Christian” continent of all—is the growth and proliferation of highly contextual, somewhat syncretistic, *African Initiated churches (AICs) as well as Pentecostal/charismatic movements (PCs). Many speak of the process of the “pentecostalization of the church.” The AICs are both a genuine expression of African culture and religious context and a protest against the Western missionary mentality of the past. Both the AICs and PCs have the potential of embodying a type of Christian spirituality and faith that does not merely contextualize some superficial elements of the Western interpretation of Christianity but rather represents a legitimate version of Christian faith, a non-Western religion, that has taken root in the distinctive heritage of that continent. Being rooted in African soil, the theological mode of the AICs is different from their Western counterparts. Theirs is the oral and narrative style so prevalent also elsewhere outside the West. Of the many distinctive features of the AICs and PCs, such as the wide use of indigenous tools of culture in worship and liturgy, perhaps the most visible is the strong emphasis on the Holy Spirit and pneumatology. Spiritual gifts, from speaking in tongues to prophecy to healings to exorcisms, are attributed to the Spirit of God.

In general, African cultures are communal in nature. African churches provide a close community for their members. One of the differences between Western churches and the AICs grows out of the distinctive worldview prevalent among various African-based cultures. On the basis of their alternative worldview, the Africans see spiritual and physical beings as real entities that interact with each other in time and space. These African Christians reject both the secularist worldview as well as missionaries’ Western conceptions of reality and spirit. “Orthodoxy” has left Christians helpless in real life, and so an alternative *pneumatology is needed that relates to the whole range of needs that includes the spiritual but is not limited to abstract other-worldly spiritual needs.

5.4. Asian Ecclesiological Developments. In the emerging Asian reflection on the church, western views are still influential. The most striking ecclesiological development in Asia is the rapid growth of the house church movement in China. Estimates vary from 40 to 70 million Christians in this movement. Highly charismatic in their worship and conservative in theology, these underground communities represent a grassroots movement in which most of the leadership is without any formal theological education.

Another Asian ecclesiological movement, while numerically small, is known in Japanese as Mukyokai, or Nonchurch Movement. Founded by Kanzo Uchimura, it emerged in the beginning of the twentieth century. Uchimura’s emphasis was placed on the ecclesia as an invisible reality rather than visible. As invisible, the church is completely “spiritual.” The visible, institutional church was rather an obstacle to the spiritual reality. Against mainline tradition that sees the foundation of the church in “objective” means such as the sacraments and the preaching of the Word, for this Nonchurch Movement the subjectivity of faith rather is the foundation. Church structures are thus highly dynamic.

5.5. The Emerging Church. In North America and Europe, the most recent ecclesiological development is called “the emerging church(es)” or “the fresh expression of the church.” It is yet to be seen how this movement will influence Africa, Asia or Latin America, though parallel movements exist there. Some of the defining features of this highly elastic, still emerging “movement of movements” are highly creative approaches to worship and spiritual reflection, from ancient liturgies to films to contemporary music; resistance to “locate” the church in any sacred place (a dance club may qualify for a church location better than sanctuary); a minimalist and decentralized organizational structure; a flexible approach to theology wherein individual differences in belief and morality are accepted within reason; a holistic view of the role of the church in society; a high value placed on the creation of communities and on welcoming strangers; and a cultivation of creativity.



6. Defining Features and Issues in Contemporary Ecclesiology.

 

Sociologist of religion Philip Jenkins speaks of The New Christendom (2000) because of the continuing dramatic change in the global Christian church. There is a definite shift from the “North” to the “South”; already now the majority of Christians are found outside Europe and the United States. About one-half of all Christians are Roman Catholic; every fourth is Pentecostal/charismatic; and the remaining one-fourth consists of the Eastern Orthodox Church, various mainline Protestant churches, as well as Free churches and independent churches. However, much of ecclesiology is done by theologians from the churches that represent the minority of Christians, namely mainline Protestants. Another feature of contemporary church life is the rapid pentecostalization of Christianity. The greatest contribution of Pentecostal/charismatic movements is not the rapid growth of those communities but the pervasive influence of their *spirituality and theology on the rest of the Christian churches in terms of worship and liturgy, ministry patterns and so on. Traditional churches are adopting many practices, such as involving the laity or flexible structures typical of Free churches, not only in the Global South but also especially in the United States. The intensification of diversity is yet another defining characteristic of the Christian church at the beginning of the third millennium, as seen, for instance, in the question of gender inclusivity, cultural challenges, the need for liberation in many realms, and the implications of postmodernity.

What are the defining theological issues in the doctrine of the church in light of the globalizing—and localizing!—theological community? One is the foundational debate about the ecclesiality of the church; in other words: what makes the church church? In his After Our Likeness, a comparison between Catholic, Orthodox and Free church ecclesiologies, Miroslav Volf summarizes the sharp differences between the episcopal churches and Free churches in the following way: According to Catholic and Orthodox tradition, Free church ecclesiology lacks a bishop to ensure the presence of Christ, while according to the Free church tradition, such a bishop is neither needed nor permitted. In the episcopal tradition, Christ’s presence is mediated sacramentally, and the bishop is needed to preside over the Eucharist. By contrast, Free churches speak of Christ’s unmediated, “direct” presence in the entire local communion. According to the episcopal tradition, the church is constituted through the performance of objective activities and Christ’s constitutive presence is not bound to the subjective disposition (even if the latter is not unimportant), whereas the Free churches have come to emphasize subjective conditions—namely faith and obedience—to the point that where these are missing, even if the objective side is present, a serious doubt arises concerning ecclesiality. The churches of the Reformation agree with the Free churches that episcopacy is not a necessary condition of ecclesiality. More important than any sacrament is the proper preaching of the gospel.

The question of ecclesiality gets even more complicated when one considers the meaning of the classical marks of the church. That episcopal churches deny or seriously question the apostolicity of other churches means that those churches can hardly be catholic either because they lack the connection to the whole church in its history, which is assured by the apostolic succession. In contrast, Free churches understand the holiness of their churches primarily in the holiness of their members; the oneness of the church as a spiritual unity of all born-again Christians; the apostolicity as faithfulness to the apostolic doctrine and life; and the catholicity as self-evident fact. Consequently, Free churches wonder if the holiness of episcopal and mainline Protestant churches is impaired by the presence of mixed membership, whether the claim for the apostolicity on the basis of apostolic succession is biblically unfounded, and so on. At the moment, no consensus exits. What needs to be noted here, however, is that the dividing line between Free church/nonsacramental and Episcopal/sacramental churches in the non-Western world is not necessarily that sharp. Many Free churches and Pentecostal/charismatic churches have an episcopal structure of ministry and in their worship and liturgy display features that appear quite sacramental. The anthropologist H. Turner has shown that sacramentalism is very much a part of the primal religious worldview (see Aina).

While other issues of dispute certainly exist among Christian churches—such as the question of the primacy or differing visions of the unity—it is also important to look at some emerging themes that have been embraced widely in ecumenical and international reflection on the church. First, communion ecclesiology, the understanding of the church as koinonia, is based on both biblical and patristic traditions. Koinonia denotes not only spiritual and liturgical communion but also social and economic, as the example of the early church in Acts 2 illustrates. The Eastern Orthodox Zizioulas, in his groundbreaking book Being as Communion, has argued that personhood, whether divine or human, is based on relationality and communion. The mode of existence of the Triune God is primarily relational, and thus the meaning of being a member of the church is to move from “biological individuality” to “ecclesial personhood.” Theologians from across the ecumenical spectrum, from Moltmann to Liberationists (Boff), to Feminists (Johnson), and to theologians from Africa and Asia, have enthusiastically embraced the idea of the church as communion.

Second, missional ecclesiology emphasizes the understanding of the church as mission. Mission is not only a function given to the church among other functions; rather, the church exists as mission, as sent to the world by the Triune God (e.g., Ad Gentes §2). The missionary nature of the church is founded on the sending of the Son and Spirit by the Father as a consequence of which the apostolic church understood the being of the church as missionary (see Lumen Gentium, §17). Lesslie Newbigin spoke of the “logic of mission,” meaning that if the gospel is understood as “public truth,” it is meant to be published to the world and thus subject to debate and possible reception. The church that keeps the good news for herself, argues Newbigin, compromises her own being as the bearer of the gospel.

The third common theme is the idea of the charismatic structure of the church and importance of charisms. As a corrective to the earlier, often one-sided Christological basis of the church, contemporary ecclesiology attempts to be more genuinely Trinitarian and find a balance between *Christology and *Pneumatology as the dual constitution of the church. Among others, the Orthodox Zizioulas, Lutheran Pannenberg, Reformed Moltmann and Roman Catholic Küng have all spoken to this effect. The one-sided Christological orientation leads often to hierarchical and rigid structures, while a one-sided pneumatological approach may lead to enthusiasm and lack of structures. Lumen Gentium of Vatican II, based on a trinitarian outlook, insists on the importance of the Holy Spirit to the life of the church, including the bestowal of charisms. The Holy Spirit sanctifies and leads the people of God not only through the sacraments and church ministries, but also through special charisms bestowed freely on all the faithful in a variety of ways. The bishops and pastors of the church are encouraged to supervise in the proper use of the charisms. Pentecostal and charismatic churches have since the beginning spoken to the necessity of charisms as a way of empowering every church member.

Fourth, there is an ecumenical consensus that the ministry of the church is given first and primarily to the whole people of God, and only derivatively to office holders. In his widely acclaimed The Church in the Power of the Spirit, Jürgen Moltmann speaks of the church as a “charismatic fellowship” of equal persons in which there is no division between the office bearers and the people. Even those churches such as the Roman Catholic Church that continue to make a distinction between the ordained and laity basically agree that ministry is given to all. Many Free churches and independent churches have implemented most effectively the Protestant Reformation principle of giving all members an equal access to all forms of ministry.

Directly related to the first theme of communion ecclesiology, the fifth theme common in contemporary ecclesiology and an emerging consensus is the principle of equality and *justice among church members and by extension, the equality of all men and women. The triune God as a society of equals is often invoked as the theological archetype. Moltmann’s Trinity and the Kingdom of God argues that one’s doctrine of the Trinity directly carries over to ecclesiology. Where there is a hierarchical notion of the Trinity, a hierarchical view of the church follows. With an open Trinity, one finds relationships of affection with respect and loyalty. Many have followed Moltmann’s lead, such as the Catholic C. Mowry LaCugna and liberationist Boff. Not all agree with the rejection of all hierarchical notions from the Trinity (Orthodox Zizioulas, among others); yet all agree that even when there are levels of hierarchy in the structure of ministry, as in Catholic and Orthodox ecclesiology, a basic equality characterizes the life of the church.

See also APOSTOLICITY, CONTEMPORARY; BAPTISM IN WATER; COMMUNITY; LAITY; LITURGY AND WORSHIP; LORD’S SUPPER; PNEUMATOLOGY; SACRAMENTS, SACRAMENTALITY.
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ECCLESIOLOGY, AFRICAN.
See AFRICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC.

 

ECOFEMINISM.
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ECOLOGY.
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ECUMENICAL COUNCILS

 

The seven worldwide ecclesiastical assemblies, held between 325 and 787, are normally referred to as “ecumenical councils.” Their doctrinal decisions were regarded as binding for the whole undivided church of the first millennium, and they continue to be normative for the *Eastern Orthodox Churches and the *Roman Catholic Church. In addition to the doctrinal decisions, the councils adopted disciplinary canons, which have remained important especially in the Orthodox churches. Whereas the Orthodox teach that no new universal doctrines have been promulgated since 787, the Catholic church regards fourteen later councils (from 869 to 1965) as ecumenical and doctrinally binding for Catholics. In the sixteenth century, the Protestant *Reformation criticized the authority of the ecclesiastical councils, but most Protestants have nevertheless received the basic doctrinal content of the decisions of the first four ecumenical councils (325-451).

The two first councils, Nicaea 325 and Constantinople 381, condemned Arianism and laid out the basic structure of Trinitarian theology, as expressed in the Niceno-Constantinopolitan creed. This text is commonly regarded to be the doctrinal definition of Constantinople 381; it is employed as a basic liturgical creed throughout the Christian world. Western Christianity later added to this creed the phrase filioque, meaning that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father “and the Son.” The addition was never approved in the East and raised a controversy which contributed to the schism between East and West in 1054 (see Eastern Orthodox Theology).

The third and fourth councils, Ephesus 431 and Chalcedon 451, condemned Nestorianism and monophysitism and defined the doctrine of the person of Christ. According to Chalcedon 451, Christ is said to be one person in two natures, divine and human, which are united unconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly and inseparably. The Nestorian tradition has to an extent survived in the Assyrian churches, which have only received the two first councils. The pre-Chalcedonian Christianity is alive in the family of Oriental Orthodox churches. Although they have not received Chalcedon 451, they were never “monophysites” in the heretical sense condemned by the fourth council. The acknowledgment of this state of affairs has in recent times led to a significant doctrinal agreement between Eastern and Oriental Orthodox church families.

The fifth and sixth councils, Constantinople 553 and Constantinople 680-681, dealt with the aftermaths of Chalcedonian decisions, coming finally to the definition that because of the two natures Christ has two wills and two operations which nevertheless exist in harmony in the God-man. The second council of Nicaea 787 condemned the iconoclasts and affirmed a moderated veneration of images. Although the fifth, sixth and seventh councils were hardly questioned before the Reformation, their medieval reception in the Latin West was not comparable to those of the first four councils. The “rule of faith,” which in the Western church came to regulate the orthodox Christian way of speaking, was expressed in later normative texts, for instance the so-called Athanasian creed, as a compilation of Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed and the formulations of Chalcedon 451.

See also CHRISTOLOGY.
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ECUMENISM

 

Ecumenism is the practice of churches and other Christian groups in which they seek and work for the unity that binds them together as Christians. The term ecumenism was popularized by the Roman Catholic Church immediately after the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), but nowadays it denotes the same activities as the older phrase “the ecumenical movement.” Both expressions stem from the Greek word oikoumenē, meaning the whole inhabited earth (Lk 2:1, Acts 11:28). In this classical meaning the churches speak of *ecumenical councils and of the Patriarch of Constantinople as the ecumenical patriarch. Today it is common to call “ecumenical” everything that different churches do together. Some theologians refer to the dialogue and cooperation among different religions as “broader ecumenism.” It is even possible to consider the “unity of all humankind” in terms of oikoumenē. In the present entry, these broader meanings are not adopted, but we focus on the quest for unity among Christian denominations.

1. History of Ecumenism

2. Theologies of Unity

3. Achievements of Ecumenism


 


1. History of Ecumenism.

 

The world missionary conference held in Edinburgh in 1910 is normally regarded as the starting point of the modern ecumenical movement. The conference was chaired by John R. Mott (1865-1955), the most influential spokesperson for Christian unity and cooperation in the early twentieth century. It led to the establishment of the International Missionary Council (IMC) in 1921. The IMC united various Protestant national missionary councils, enabling coordinated, ecumenical actions in the mission fields.

Another burning issue after the First World War concerned the work for a just and lasting peace. After years of preparatory work, the Swedish archbishop Nathan Söderblom (1866- 1931) called the Christian conference on Life and Work to meet in Stockholm in 1925. During the 1920s and 30s, the Life and Work movement united European and American churches to think and work together in the fields of peace, social ethics and international relations. A third strand of early ecumenism concerned faith and order, that is, the role of doctrine and constitution in the self-understanding of the churches. Led by Episcopalian theologians, the Faith and Order movement held two world conferences in 1927 and 1937.

After the Second World War, the Life and Work and the Faith and Order movements united to establish a World Council of Churches (WCC) in Amsterdam in 1948. After some hesitation, the IMC joined the WCC in 1961. The early ecumenical movement can thus be regarded by its threefold concern for Christian unity: the initial cooperation in mission was soon accompanied by the concern for world peace and the need for convergence in doctrinal matters. Although the Orthodox Church, especially through the Ecumenical Patriarchate, responded positively to the emergence of ecumenism, the early ecumenical movement was a predominantly Protestant effort dominated by the English-speaking countries. Because of political difficulties related to Nazism, the German churches did not play a significant role, although individual German-speaking theologians like Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Karl Barth inspired the movement. The Roman Catholic Church (RCC) remained hostile towards ecumenism until the 1960s.

In addition to the theological and ecclesiastical factors, the early ecumenism reflected the emerging sense of globalism in the early twentieth century. International events and organizations like the World Fair, the Red Cross, the League of Nations, various peace movements and academic societies began to understand themselves as worldwide entities. In keeping with this development, the creation of universal time zones and of tourist, telegraphic and postal networks gave the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a global profile. The sense of unity of all Christians and even all humans, as exemplified already by the *Parliament of World Religions at the Chicago World Fair of 1893, contributed to the awareness of Christianity as a world religion of which individual churches are rather parts than representants of its fullness. Ecumenism was regarded by the worldwide civil society as a valuable partner in this international understanding of humanity. Both Nathan Söderblom (1930) and John Mott (1946) were awarded the Nobel peace prize for their ecumenical work.

Although ecumenism is a typical phenomenon of the twentieth century, one can also plausibly argue that the ecumenical movement has its historical origins already in the actual divisions of the churches since 1517 (or 1054 or even 451). The period of the *Reformation was not only characterized by division but also by attempts to overcome it in various negotiations. After the Reformation, the so-called irenics attempted to create theological and intellectual foundations for overcoming church division. During early modernity and the *Enlightenment, many prominent thinkers like G. W. Leibniz and Nikolaus von Zinzendorf outlined models of church unity. Pietism and evangelical revivals often regarded the existing church structure as being of only secondary importance for the true unity of Christians. They created various forms of cooperation and alliance before the age of ecumenism. In addition, Edinburgh 1910 was not the first international missionary conference but had several predecessors, some of which already employed the word ecumenical. In this sense the beginnings of the ecumenical movement can be regarded as having cumulated over the centuries.

During the centuries after the Reformation, the Catholic Church considered itself a promoter of that unity which it possesses as a classical mark of the church. “The spirit of Protestant division seemed so evident that no precise account of Catholic unity was necessary” (Reno, 49). Among individual Catholic theologians (Y. Congar, K. Rahner, etc.), this attitude started to change slowly when Protestants initiated their quest for unity, but the official change did not occur before the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965).

After 1948, historians of ecumenism (Marty) tend to distinguish between “centripetal” late modernity (1948-1968) and “centrifugal” postmodernity (1968 to the present day). The first period was characterized by the deep need for peace, unity, justice and reconciliation after the horrible years of war. During these years, the WCC grew and became, together with the Roman Catholic Church, the most important player in the ecumenical movement. Other ecumenical institutions, such as the National Council of Churches in the United States and the Conference of European Churches, grew rapidly. The so-called Christian world communions, for instance Anglican Consultative Council (Anglican Communion), Baptist World Alliance, Lutheran World Federation, World Methodist Council, Ecumenical Patriarchate (Constantinople), Moscow Patriarchate and World Alliance of Reformed Churches, began to deal extensively with ecumenical issues and initiated a growing number of bilateral dialogues.

Perhaps the most important individual event during this first period was the Second Vatican Council. Pope John XXIII convened the council in order for the Catholic Church to update its teaching and practices to respond to the challenges of modernity. The council accomplished this task by creating new liturgical and pastoral guidelines and laying out the Catholic teaching concerning the church and its role in the modern world, including ecumenism and interfaith relations. Most notably, the RCC adopted a positive stance towards the ecumenical work, creating the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity (since 1989: “Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity”). This secretariat became, among other things, responsible for the bilateral dialogues of the RCC with other Christian world communions. The RCC did not become a member in the WCC, but it is officially represented in its Faith and Order Commission (since 1968) and established a Joint Working Group with the WCC (1965) as the official consultative forum between the two bodies. From 1968 to 1980 the two bodies also had a joint committee on society, development and peace (Sodepax).

The years from 1948 to 1968 thus saw a rapid institutional growth and an ecclesiastical as well as civil recognition of ecumenism. Again, this development ran parallel to the growth of internationalism in the society as a whole, in particular through the United Nations and other humanitarian organizations. The centripetal forces of late modernity attempted to unite different cultures and interests through internationalism and thus create a lasting peace among the nations. The intellectual instruments of the Enlightenment, such as rational planning, tolerance, freedom, respect for others and human rights were consistently employed for this overall purpose.

At the same time, these instruments already contained the seed of centrifugal forces. Tolerance and freedom promoted unity, but they also affirmed plurality and multiculturalism. Respect for others promoted fruitful encounters, but this value also made people aware of the permanent otherness of others. Human rights served to create a just society, but they also established the individual claims to perpetuate the disagreements with other people. The general shift from late modernity towards postmodernity made the ecumenical movement increasingly vulnerable.

The centrifugal plurality entered the ecumenical scene in the Uppsala assembly of the WCC in 1968. The cultural, political and religious concerns of the southern churches were raised massively in Uppsala, as well as the specific concerns of women and youth. The presence of Roman Catholics created an additional challenge. Moreover, the ecumenical role of the Roman Catholic Church seemed to go to two different directions simultaneously: Progressive Catholics developed theologies of *liberation as well as political and contextual insights, pleading for an increased lay presence in the church and radical changes in sexual ethics. As a reaction to these voices, the official line of the RCC soon became very careful in the implementation of various reforms. Ecumenical dialogues were encouraged, but at the same time progressive Catholics were often disciplined by the official church. Between 1968 and 1990, Protestant ecumenism likewise seemed to become divided between two camps.

The Faith and Order theologians concentrated their activity on various bilateral dialogues. Anglican, Lutheran and Orthodox churches achieved significant convergences in encounters with one another and with the Roman Catholics. In Continental Europe, Protestant denominations reached a binding church fellowship based on the Leuenberg Concord of 1973. The Faith and Order commission of the WCC published an important convergence text “Baptism, Eucharist, Ministry” (BEM, 1982). The BEM text served as a theological background for many bilateral agreements, for instance between Anglicans and Lutherans. Eastern and Oriental Orthodox churches reached a recommendation (Chambesy 1990) that all previous anathemas between these church families could be lifted.

On the other hand, many multilateral ecumenical institutions and Christian world communions favored the social activism begun in Uppsala 1968. The problems of church division were primarily regarded to be issues of peace and justice, rooted in the economic gap between the rich North and the poor South. The political atmosphere of the Cold War contributed to this understanding, making the ecumenical movement a platform in which the confrontation between capitalism and socialism could be discussed from a Christian perspective. The older, moderate social ethics of “responsible society” was replaced with other paradigms like “just, participatory and sustainable society” and “justice, peace and the integrity of creation.” Traditional mission theology was replaced with new paradigms that stressed the emergence of just society as a result of development aid programs. This centrifugal trend in fact again separated “faith and order” from “life and work.”

The collapse of the Soviet Union and many other socialist and communist regimes around 1990 once more changed the picture of ecumenism. The victory of democracy over communism in Europe was widely regarded as due to the moral support of the rather conservative Polish Pope John Paul II and the long-standing anti-Communist line of the Vatican. Many Protestants attributed this victory to the politics of Ronald Reagan, who was supported by anti-ecumenical church people. As a result, ecumenism was seen by many as a brand of liberal, pro-socialist Christianity which was unable to work for real justice and real democratic freedom. The end of the Cold War thus proved to be difficult for ecumenism.

The root causes of this anti-ecumenism of the 1990s were, however, to be found in the growing multiculturalism, individualism and postmodernism of the Western societies. The increased travel opportunities and encounters with other worldviews no longer promoted the quest for unity, but rather contributed to the awareness of a vast plurality among religions and other convictions. It was no longer possible to conceive all of these as mere variants of the same underlying truth. Instead, people were called to exercise discernment and find their own identity in this vast plurality. In Christianity, firm convictions and clear doctrinal views were found more credible than unifying narratives.

And yet, this postmodern condition of ecumenism remains many-sided. The multilateral organizations and bilateral dialogues continue their work and are sometimes able to produce real results, as seen for instance in the lifting of the doctrinal condemnations regarding justification between the Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation (1999). Statistics show that liberal branches of Christianity continue to lose members, whereas evangelical and charismatic denominations are growing. But this development is moderated by the observation that these denominations tend to become increasingly “postconservative” and are characterized by religious tolerance and social responsibility. Many evangelicals and charismatics have begun to reflect on ecumenism, postmodernism and doctrinal coherence (e.g., Vanhoozer). The WCC has, after its Harare assembly of 1998, met with harsh but nevertheless constructive criticism from the Orthodox churches. This criticism has led to new decision-making structures within the WCC, which may be able to hinder the growth of centrifugal pluralism and hopefully create some coherence between the doctrinal and social work of ecumenically engaged churches.



2. Theologies of Unity.

 

Many early ecumenists were pragmatic organizers who did not develop elaborate theories of unity but believed that friendly encounters are themselves capable of producing lasting results. Soon, however, different theories of the aspired ecumenical goal began to emerge. Sometimes theologians distinguish between “models of unity,” that is, descriptions of this goal, and “ways to unity,” that is, descriptions of the actual processes needed to achieve the goal. In the following, we do not make this distinction but speak of “theologies of unity” as comprehensive descriptions of both ways and goals.

Perhaps the most obvious model of unity is a simple corporate merger in which two or more bodies become one body. The so-called organic union, a prominent model of the early Faith and Order movement, has often been understood in this sense. Many “united churches” have indeed accomplished such a merger of two or more traditions into a single, unified church. The organic union can, however, also be understood in terms “of a living organism, with the diversity characteristic of the members of a healthy body” (Faith and Order, Edinburgh 1937). The Pauline metaphor of one body and many members can thus mean that the strong and healthy Christian characteristics of one confession in some way continue their existence within the organic union. Within a Lutheran-Reformed merger, for instance, one may continue to administer the sacraments in a Lutheran fashion while the exercise of authority is organized in a thoroughly Presbyterian-Calvinist manner. Such organic unions must of course carefully consider whether the remaining confessional features are theologically sound and compatible with one another.

Another prominent ecumenical model is that expressed by the unity statement of WCC New Delhi assembly (1961) as the “unity of all in each place.” The exact meaning of this phrase can be debated, but it is often understood to mean that in a given geographical area an organic union takes place, while different areas may preserve their distinctive historical characteristics. Thus Christianity could be, for instance, Protestant in the north, Catholic in the south and Orthodox in the east, while Christians living in a particular territory need accommodate themselves to its local traditions. Obviously, such a model would face difficulties in a multicultural world that strongly affirms religious freedom.

Since the 1960s, both the ecumenical movement and most churches affirm the phrase “visible unity” as the goal of ecumenism. But the meaning of this expression is rather vague. Visible unity is weaker than a fusion or a merger, but it does presuppose both strong doctrinal convergence and some structural or “visible” changes in the actual ordering of the churches. The historical origins of the phrase reflect three elements which may sometimes be in tension with one another. (1) The model presupposes an ecclesiological distinction between the visible and invisible aspects of the church. (2) The phrase was developed between Episcopal and Presbyterian traditions (especially in Lund, Faith and Order 1952) to meet their need to witness together in a binding manner. (3) Since the Second Vatican Council, the phrase has been widely employed by Catholic and Orthodox traditions in order to emphasize the importance of concrete church and its canonically binding ecclesiology.

Since 1970, Protestant ecumenists especially have developed theological models that would preserve the historical identities of the confessions and be in that sense more “realistic” than earlier models. This “unity in reconciled diversity” has become a prominent model of Lutheran churches since the Leuenberg Concord of 1973. In the Concord, historical doctrinal condemnations between Lutherans and Reformed are lifted and a common understanding of the relevant doctrines is formulated. On this basis, a church fellowship is declared. But the participatory churches continue to exist as autonomous bodies whose understanding of many other issues, for instance episcopalian versus presbyterian ministries, may be very different. The churches can be said to have a “proleptic consensus” on the remaining differences, which means that they stay committed to do further doctrinal work in order to reach a growing consensus. In this sense, diversity remains, but it has become a “reconciled diversity.”

Lutheran churches have attempted to develop and to apply the model of reconciled diversity in many other bilateral relations as well. In such an ecumenical strategy, the church has to define some core doctrines on which a basic consensus needs to be achieved. Other and more peripheral matters need not be settled or they can at least wait for the future. One basic problem of this approach stems from the possibility that different churches have different sets of core doctrines.

A still less binding ecumenical model is that of a federation or alliance. A federation is basically an organizational rather than spiritual reality. The different members of the federation commit themselves to follow the rules and the constitution of the alliance in question. The constitution may contain some basic Christian truths, for instance the trinitarian doctrine and the authority of the Bible, but it is not a confessional or even authoritative statement on these matters. The “fellowship of churches” that exists in the WCC can most adequately be understood as this kind of federation. It does not constitute unity among the participating churches, but it probably makes the WCC a kind of theological reality that is able to serve as an instrument of unity.

In a postmodern era, one can finally argue that different people simply always understand things differently. Thus one must accept a fundamental plurality of opinions already within one’s own denomination. An intellectual or verbal consensus among all Christians would be a sheer impossibility. As a result, ecumenically-minded people should give up “consensus ecumenism” and adopt other strategies, such as the sharing of experiences, common life or common spirituality. This argument from the inevitable plurality of religious convictions has been strongly formulated in academic theology (cf. Saarinen), but the churches have as a rule not embraced it. Whatever one thinks of this argument, it is obvious that “spiritual ecumenism,” “common life” and “sharing of different experiences” remain important practical tools of lived ecumenism.

One middle way between the extremes of totalitarian merger and limitless pluralism is given by the reflection of biblical koinōnia, that is, communion or fellowship. In this reflection, the ecumenical goal may appear as “communion of communions” or “church of churches” (Tillard) in which the traditional shapes of Christianity need not lose their historical identity but can nevertheless form a unity as a second-order communion. A related model of koinōnia is that of “conciliar fellowship” in which the local churches come together as a representative council in order to formulate important decisions regarding their fellowship with one another. It is likely that the theological discussion on unity has already rather comprehensively mapped the range of conceptual possibilities regarding church unity. It is unclear, however, which of these possibilities will in the long run appear to be realistic options for the historical churches.

One should also keep in mind George Lindbeck’s remark that actual ecumenical dialogues remain dependent on scholarship done elsewhere and cannot explore new problems or approaches in depth (Lindbeck, 184). Ecumenically workable theologies of unity cannot thus achieve as high degrees of sophistication as academic *systematic theology. For this reason it is always easier to present a sophisticated criticism of a given proposal than to elaborate a positive model that would work in practice.



3. Achievements of Ecumenism.

 

A clear and lasting result of twentieth-century ecumenism is that most churches today can no longer understand themselves as self-sufficient entities that can afford to ignore Christianity outside of their own boundaries. Mainline Protestants, including most evangelicals, have adopted a self-understanding according to which they are a local church within broader global Christianity. Roman Catholics and the Orthodox likewise increasingly conceive their own church as part of the whole picture of Christianity. The ecumenical movement has forced the churches at least to establish structures which can deal with external/foreign relations. Even though this exchange sometimes remains limited to mere diplomacy, ecumenical relations have become a reality in the life of practically all church bodies. Especially in Protestantism, this development has meant that the boundaries of a particular local church cannot theologically be defined in terms of a nation state. Although many, if not most, local churches continue to exist within one state, this is seen to be a practical and contingent circumstance rather than an ecclesiological reality.

The ecumenical movement has produced and strengthened church unions. In traditional mission fields, the creation of the Church of South India in 1947 has remained a prominent model of bringing together various Protestant traditions. Similar church unions have been realized in many countries of the south. They have in addition served as valuable examples for those united churches born out of some reason other than ecumenism. For instance, much of the contemporary Christianity in *China appears as unified Protestantism.

In Europe and North America, various forms of church union and fellowship have emerged as a result of ecumenism. The Evangelical Church in Germany (Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, EKD) illustrates this development in an exemplary manner. Ecclesiologically, the EKD is still a group of autonomous territorial churches that represent Lutheran, Reformed and nineteenth-century United traditions. But as EKD they are a very committed fellowship in which many tasks are done as a joint effort. At the European level, the territorial churches of EKD belong to the Leuenberg Church Fellowship, which brings together the great majority of Protestantism. Much of their pastoral work can thus be done within a European fellowship, crossing national borders. Similar examples could be presented from North American Protestantism or from among the Christian world communions at the global level. Because of these agreements and shared practices, most Protestants can today share the Lord’s Supper at least with their neighboring denominations.

Even in situations in which no church fellowship has been reached, many binding agreements and declarations enable forms of cooperation. Bible societies, missionary agencies, diaconic and development programs can work together. The Roman Catholic Church has unilaterally declared that it will not rebaptize converts. Joint declarations, for instance between Lutherans and Catholics (1999) or between the Pope and the Patriarch of Constantinople (1965), in which various excommunications are “declared non-applicable” or “wiped out of memory” enable a better appreciation of the partner especially in minority situations. In many countries, theological education and research takes place in an ecumenical fashion.

Ecumenical work has enriched the spirituality and worship life of the churches. Songs, prayers and liturgical forms are circulated among various churches. Some communities, for instance, Taizé in France and Iona in Scotland, have developed an ecumenical spirituality that serves the renewal of the life of local churches. Orthodox and Catholic forms of spirituality such as icons and pilgrimages have spread to many Protestant churches. Protestant hymns are sung and evangelical models of lay activity broadly employed in Catholicism. Catholic and Orthodox traditions have learned to appreciate better the fundamental role of the Holy Scripture in Christian faith.

Concerning doctrinal and systematic theology, ecumenism has helped the churches to see more clearly the complex nature and high significance of doctrinal identity. Both Catholic and Protestant traditions have learned to distinguish between core doctrine and non-essentials, recognizing the existence of a hierarchy of truths, a basic consensus but also an interconnection among various points of doctrine. Some old doctrines, for instance trinitarian theology, have been received with a new interest. Churches and theologians have learned that doctrines are not only a matter of propositional content but also related to forms of culture and worship, as well as to personal experiences and maybe even to psychological and sociological realities.

A lasting convergence and a basic consensus has been reached among many, if not most, churches regarding the teaching on *salvation. The extensive collections of recent bilateral dialogues (see Meyer et al.) witness to this achievement. Although salvation can be approached with various biblical terminologies—for instance, justification, being in Christ, participation in God—Christians are united in the basic agreement that salvation takes place as a result of divine initiative, that it is appropriated by faith and is accompanied with love. The fundamental authority of the Bible has likewise been approved by all churches. They further confess together one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.

There also seems to be a rather strong consensus about the doctrinal issues on which Christians actually do differ. These doctrines are above all related to the nature of the church and its ministries (see Ecclesiology). Most Protestant churches affirm ecclesiologies that are genuinely different from Catholic and Orthodox conceptions. Episcopal and presbyterial structures of ministry continue to be debated. The issue of women’s ministry continues to separate ancient churches from most Protestant traditions. Among Protestant traditions, the issue of infant baptism remains unsettled. The above-mentioned BEM text captures this unfinished agenda in an exemplary manner. In his encyclicals “Ut unum sint” (1995) and “Ecclesia de Eucharistia” (2003) Pope John Paul II lays out the Catholic view of the then current situation in ecumenism.

See also ECCLESIOLOGY; VATICAN COUNCIL II; WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES; WORLD EVANGELICAL ALLIANCE.
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ENLIGHTENMENT, THE

 

The Enlightenment was an intellectual and cultural movement in Europe during the eighteenth century which subjected traditional ways of thinking to rigorous critique and looked to reason, science and social reform to produce a better world. As a historical movement the Enlightenment was over by the early nineteenth century, but its legacy continues to shape modern life.

1. The Historical Enlightenment

2. Some Enlightenment Themes

3. The Enduring Legacy of the Enlightenment


 


1. The Historical Enlightenment.

 

Although somewhat arbitrary, the English (1688) and French (1789) revolutions are frequently used as convenient beginning and ending points for the Enlightenment. Centered primarily in England, Scotland and France, the Enlightenment was a diverse, international movement that soon spread over much of Europe and the American colonies. Enlightenment intellectuals included academics as well as journalists, writers or government officials active in public life. They met together in salons to discuss issues, published articles in newspapers and journals, wrote books and corresponded through letters. Above all, they were concerned to apply reason to problems of the day.

It has been customary to define the Enlightenment in terms of its supposed obsession with reason and universal truths. On this view, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries together comprise the Age of Reason, and René Descartes (1596-1650), with his agenda for a comprehensive system for certain knowledge through rigorous deduction from indubitable premises, is said to epitomize the Enlightenment ideal. But recent scholarship has emphasized the significance of other seventeenth-century thinkers such as G. W. Leibniz (1646-1716), Benedict de Spinoza (1632-1677), Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), John Locke (1632-1704), Francis Bacon (1561-1626), Isaac Newton (1642-1727) and Robert Boyle (1627-1691). In fact, Descartes’s early rationalism was largely abandoned by eighteenth-century thinkers in favor of more empiricist approaches stemming from Bacon and Locke. Many Enlightenment thinkers were actually somewhat skeptical about reason. Thus many historians restrict the Age of Reason to the seventeenth century and identify the Enlightenment itself with eighteenth-century intellectual movements.



2. Some Enlightenment Themes.

 

The Enlightenment was not a monolithic movement. Nevertheless, certain recurring themes can be identified. L. Dupré identifies reason and emancipation as especially characteristic of Enlightenment thought. Both find expression in the essay “What Is Enlightenment?” by Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), one of the last and greatest of Enlightenment thinkers.

Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-imposed nonage. Nonage is the inability to use one’s own understanding without another’s guidance. This nonage is self-imposed if its cause lies not in lack of understanding but in indecision and lack of courage to use one’s own mind without another’s guidance. Dare to know! (Sapere aude!) “Have the courage to use your own understanding” is therefore the motto of the Enlightenment. (Kant, 384)




 

Kant links the enlightened use of reason to freedom and autonomy: “This enlightenment requires nothing but freedom—and the most innocent of all that may be called ‘freedom’: freedom to make public use of one’s reason in all matters” (Kant, 385). Whereas previously the free use of reason had been inhibited by religious and political authoritarianism, superstition and ignorance, with the removal of such barriers humankind could now take control of its own destiny.

2.1. Qualified Confidence in Reason. That reason was central to the Enlightenment is clear. But not all agreed on the nature of reason or its capacity to uncover truth. Eighteenth-century views of reason must be understood in light of three developments from the previous two centuries: the resurgence of skepticism, the rationalism of Descartes and the revolutionary impact of early modern science.

The Pyrrhonian skepticism of Sextus Empiricus (c. 200 AD) was introduced to Europe in the Renaissance. This skepticism, along with the growing awareness of religious and cultural diversity through European encounters with non-Western peoples, encouraged a pervasive skepticism and relativism. The rationalism of Descartes was in part a response to the skeptical spirit of the age. In Discourse on the Method (1637), Descartes outlined an approach to reasoning based upon the geometric method, which followed rigid rules for deductive inference from indubitable premises and promised certainty in knowledge. Controversial even in his own day, Descartes’s rationalistic system was enthusiastically received by some and sharply criticized by others. The Enlightenment was deeply ambivalent about such rationalism. The idea that nature was rational and governed by orderly, law-like principles was widely accepted. But many intellectuals, especially in the British Isles, rejected Descartes’s vision of an epistemological system modeled after geometric method. With the eighteenth century came a clear shift toward empiricism and human experience as the source of knowledge. Among seventeenth-century thinkers, then, it is not so much Descartes but rather the empiricist Locke and promoters of the experimental scientific method Newton and Bacon who anticipate Enlightenment perspectives.

The emerging physical sciences, especially astronomy, challenged traditional ways of understanding the universe and humankind’s place within it. The revolutionary work of Copernicus (1473-1543), Johannes Kepler (1571- 1630) and Galileo (1564-1642) not only refuted the traditional Ptolemaic theory of the universe but also laid the foundations for modern science and its reliance upon empirical investigation. Newton’s Principia Mathematica Philosophiae Naturalis (1687) established the model for physical inquiry for over two centuries. The revolutionary discoveries in astronomy, physics and biology not only transformed our understanding of the world but also created a new paradigm for knowledge. Bacon, Locke and Newton showed the power of an inductive method that combined mathematical precision with experimentation and observation. Nature, long feared as an unpredictable product of occult influences or the arbitrary effects of an inscrutable deity, was demystified and shown to be governed by laws accessible to reason.

Many Enlightenment thinkers, such as Denis Diderot (1713-1784) and Baron P. d’Holbach (1723-1789), were remarkably optimistic about what reason could accomplish. Others, such as Voltaire (1694-1778), were more modest, regarding reason as a reliable guide while acknowledging its limitations. Still others, such as the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776), one of the most influential Enlightenment figures, were quite skeptical about reason. Thus, historian Peter Gay argues that the Enlightenment should not be construed as an age of reason so much as an age of criticism. “The claim for the omnicompetence of criticism was in no way a claim for the omnipotence of reason. It was a political demand for the right to question everything, rather than the assertion that all could be known or mastered by rationality” (Gay 1966, 141).

Furthermore, many Enlightenment thinkers held that human belief was governed by factors other than reason. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) emphasized the importance of the emotions and feeling in human understanding, claiming that God is known not by reason but through the heart. Hume argued that human belief is not based upon reason but rather is a product of our natural dispositions or propensities, and thus “reason is a slave of the passions” (Hume, 415). Lord Shaftesbury (1671-1713), who originated the influential “moral sense” theory of ethics, appealed to moral intuition and “natural affections” as the basis for moral judgments.

2.2. Rejection of Traditional Religious Authority and Supernaturalism. Nowhere was the impact of the Enlightenment greater than in the area of religion. Most Enlightenment thinkers were theists of some kind; explicit atheism was rare, especially outside of France. But they united in attacking traditional, orthodox Christianity as irrational. Enlightenment views on religion were shaped by developments in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, including religious skepticism; the growing awareness of other religions and cultures; the crisis in religious authority prompted by the Protestant Reformation and the proliferation of new religious movements; the bitter wars of religion, which combined intra-Christian sectarianism with political rivalries; and the impact of a mechanistic view of the universe derived from Newton and the emerging sciences.

The institutional church, especially the Roman Catholic Church, was vehemently criticized for rampant corruption, clergy sexual abuse, intolerance, superstition and ignorance. Belief in supernatural miracles, special revelation and the incarnation were dismissed as irrational.

Many thinkers advocated a kind of natural religion. These believed the natural order provides the basis for belief in a deity and moral obligation, which were said to be inherent in human nature and common to all human beings. It was widely acknowledged, even by critics of clericalism such as Voltaire, that religion plays a crucial role in maintaining social and political order. Most Enlightenment figures were not rejecting religion as such but were calling for a natural, nonsectarian, reasonable religion which supports morality. The most popular form of natural religion was deism, which maintained belief in a God who created the world but who does not intervene in the operations of the universe or in human affairs. While accepting moral obligations and immortality, deists rejected miracles and divine special *revelation.

The Bible, accepted by orthodox Christians as the inspired special revelation of God, came under unprecedented criticism. The unity, internal consistency and historical reliability of the Bible were questioned as the text was subjected to critical analysis and treated much like any other ancient document. Spinoza was one of the first to subject the Bible to rational criticism, but it was Hermann Reimarus (1694-1768) who inaugurated modern Biblical criticism by questioning the historical reliability of the New Testament portrayal of Jesus. The uniqueness of the Bible was also challenged by comparing it with newly acquired information about sacred texts of Chinese and Indian religions.

The most devastating critique of orthodox Christianity came from Hume and Kant. Hume presented a threefold critique of religion, each aspect of which was directed against a popular way of defending orthodoxy in the eighteenth century. His notorious essay “Of Miracles” argued that even if a miracle were in principle possible, we could never have sufficient evidence for believing that a particular phenomenon was in fact a miracle. The Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, published posthumously in 1779, was a penetrating critique of the teleological argument, widely used by deists as well as orthodox theologians to support belief in the existence of God. Hume’s Natural History of Religion (1757) undermined the attempt to ground religion in feelings or natural dispositions by explaining religion in strictly naturalistic terms as rooted in fear and as detrimental to society. Although he never claimed to prove that God does not exist, Hume’s writings were understood to remove rational grounds for belief in God and thus to support either fideism or agnosticism.

Kant, himself a deist, was not hostile to religion as such, but his philosophical system demanded a radical reinterpretation of how we understand religion. The critical epistemology of the Critique of Pure Reason (1781) removed the possibility of any genuine knowledge about God. Kant developed a sophisticated theory of knowledge that had as one of its consequences the limitation of knowledge to the realm of possible sense experience, thus ruling out any knowledge about a transcendent God. Kant argued, however, that we are nevertheless entitled to believe in God’s existence on the basis of “practical reason.” The implications of moral obligation are such that we are justified in believing, on practical or moral grounds, that God exists. But, in Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793), Kant systematically reinterpreted Christianity in terms of a “pure, rational religion” of morality, thereby reducing religion to morality. Finally, Kant, like other Enlightenment thinkers, rejected the “scandal of particularity” of the incarnation in orthodox Christianity. Kant claimed that rational religion requires universality and cannot be based upon particular events or truths to which only some people have access. Similarly, Gotthold Lessing (1729-1781) spoke of the “ugly, broad ditch” separating universal truths of religion from the particular contingencies of history.

2.3. The Call for Religious Toleration. The call for toleration, a central concern of the Enlightenment, was a response to the brutal religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The classic case for religious tolerance was found in Locke’s A Letter Concerning Toleration (1685) and Two Treatises on Government (1690). Locke’s justification for tolerance was based upon a careful distinction between civil jurisdiction, which is not responsible for the “care of souls,” and an ecclesiastical one, which maintains such responsibility but is not to interfere in civic matters. Acknowledging the importance of conscience, he argued that religious beliefs cannot be coerced but must be voluntarily accepted. Other thinkers also advocated tolerance, but did so in part because of religious skepticism. Since we are unable to determine which, if any, religious tradition is true, prudence demands that we allow for diversity of religious belief so long as the public welfare is not threatened.

The call for toleration was related to other Enlightenment beliefs about natural rights and the need for different political structures—rooted in a “social contract” (Locke and Rousseau)—recognizing these rights. These ideas found expression in the American Declaration of Independence (1776) and the United States Constitution (1787), which formalized the disestablishment of religion by prohibiting state sponsorship of any religion and guaranteeing freedom of religious expression.

2.4. Optimism About Human Progress. Many Enlightenment thinkers believed in progress and the perfectibility of human nature. The unknown was merely the undiscovered, and ignorance and superstition were in retreat. Utopian visions of a world free of war, superstition and disease were not uncommon, and find clearest expression in M. Condorcet’s (1743-1794) remarkable claim: “We may conclude . . . that the perfectability of man is indefinite.”

But others, including Rousseau and Hume, questioned whether progress was indeed occurring. Looking upon contemporary society as corrupt, they saw nothing inevitable about progress and doubted that reason alone would produce positive change. The betrayal of Enlightenment ideals in the brutal French Revolution (1789) and its aftermath caused many to modify earlier optimism about freedom and progress.



3. The Enduring Legacy of the Enlightenment.

 

By the early 1800s the Enlightenment was already being eclipsed by other movements, especially Romanticism. Yet the Enlightenment has had enormous impact upon modern societies throughout the world. Dupré identifies its legacy with a pervasive “critical consciousness” in modern societies, so that traditional authority is no longer assumed (Dupré, ix). Although chastened by two centuries of devastating warfare, genocide and exposure to the darker side of science, Enlightenment influence can be seen in the continued confidence modern people have in education, science and technology. This confidence is sometimes most evident in the rapidly modernizing societies of Asia. Enlightenment ideals are reflected also in the increasing disestablishment of religion, freedom of religious expression in parts of the world and in the international recognition of the importance of individual human rights, as codified in the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1945). Ideals of freedom, liberty and equality have inspired revolutionary movements around the world.

Since the Enlightenment, religion (including Christianity) has become subject to critical analysis, especially with the nineteenth-century development of the disciplines of philosophy of religion, comparative religion and history of religion. Biblical criticism has transformed how modern people—believers and skeptics alike—approach the Bible. Classical Protestant liberalism, accepting the framework of Lessing, Hume and Kant, has reinterpreted Christian theology in moral categories without metaphysics and the supernatural. Even the contemporary attraction of religious pluralism shares with the Enlightenment the rejection of the “scandal of particularity” and a commitment to universal religious perspectives transcending particular traditions.

But the influence of the Enlightenment should not be exaggerated. The tendency to identify “modernity” with “the Enlightenment” not only exaggerates the impact of the eighteenth century upon subsequent centuries but ignores the bewildering variety of intellectual and cultural movements of the modern era. Moreover, we should avoid defining the eighteenth century simply in terms of the Enlightenment. For simultaneous with the Enlightenment were religious movements such as the emergence of Pietism, the beginning of the Protestant missions, John Wesley and the rise of Methodism, William Wilberforce and abolitionism, and the Great Awakening in the American colonies.

See also EPISTEMOLOGY; EUROPEAN THEOLOGY; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; NATURAL LAW.
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EPISTEMOLOGY

 

Epistemology is the branch of philosophy that investigates the nature of knowledge and the methods of its justification. The term originated from two Greek words: epistēmē (knowledge) and logos (theory). The common English equivalent for epistemology is the theory of knowledge. Epistemology is closely related to other disciplines such as philosophy of science, logic (the formal science concerning principles of valid reasoning), metaphysics (the branch of philosophy studying the nature of being) and cognitive psychology.

Epistemology is the natural product of evolving human thought: it emerged wherever humans reached a certain degree of critical thinking and self-reflection. As a result, epistemology was affected by widely different contexts. There are multiple theories about the cognitive and existential differences in the way people think: geographic, climatic, economic, political, religious and ideological. None of them, however, is conclusive. It is true that island nations have a tendency toward conservatism in order to preserve their cultures, but continental nations also possess this feature. Differences in economics do not explain, for example, why Indian people are imaginative, otherworldly and metaphysical, whereas the Chinese are more empirical, sensuous and realistic—though both are primarily agricultural. We regard linguistic differences as indicative of cultural peculiarities in the epistemologies of India, China and Western Europe.

1. India

2. China

3. Western Europe and North America


 


1. India.

 

Unlike European languages, Sanskrit and Hindi are characterized by the use of abstract nouns, such as “oldness,” “softness,” “hardness.” In English or German, such words are used primarily in scientific speech, whereas in India it is common in everyday conversation. The Germans would say “He becomes old” or “The fruit becomes soft,” whereas Indians put it in a different way: “He goes to oldness” or “The fruit goes to softness.” Instead of expressing the qualities of the individual by attributing them to the individual itself, it is often the individual that represents an abstract, universal quality. This difference in language is indicative of Indians’ interest in the universal rather than the particular and in the unity of all things rather than the opposition of the observer to the objects of his/her investigation; for most Indians, this opposition is merely the product of human imagination. This emphasis resulted in the prevalence of various forms of monistic metaphysics in Indian philosophy, a stance which regards individuals as nothing more than limited manifestations of Ultimate Reality.

This difference produced, in turn, a double-layered epistemology. In India there are always two ways to answer the questions “What is knowledge?” and “How can we achieve it?” Regarding Ultimate Reality, knowledge is usually understood as a process of transformation, expressed in first-person language, leading to supreme bliss, the existential realization of the real state of affairs. Rather than “justified true beliefs” about the empirical realm, it is an insight into the meaning of life and the world. Consequently, it requires different types of meditation rather than empirical means to approach this deeper level of existence.

As to empirical reality, the answer depends on the accepted metaphysical model. For instance, in Indian Buddhism, empirical reality is represented by a psycho-physical (Vaibhasika school) or psychical (Yogacara school) series of unique particulars, time-embedded changing moments of reality. Unique particulars are discrete, but interdependent: each succeeding unit is causally related to the preceding unit in the series. Thus, reality is understood as a flux of momentary events that different schools of thought express in dualistic or monistic terms. Correspondingly, to the Vaibhasika school, objects of cognition and cognizing consciousness (both defined as a series of succeeding unique particulars) can exist independently. Cognition is direct and perceptual; it happens when cognizing consciousness and cognized objects simultaneously appear in a particular moment of time.

The Yogacara school takes the opposite direction, explaining “external” objects as mere projections of consciousness. Sense perception is understood as an ineffable psychological immediacy. The only way to make it accessible to thought and discussion is to impose on it concepts produced by our desires and imagination. On this level of (imaginary) existence, Yogacara philosophers admit the usefulness of perceptual and referential knowledge. As a result, Dharmacirti (c. 600-660) developed an elaborate system of epistemology by regarding perception and reasoning as two sources of knowledge and differentiating between synthetic and analytic judgments. This system is often compared to that of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant and includes a detailed discussion of the use of logic.



2. China.

 

Chinese language suggests an opposite attitude toward universals. In most cases when there is a need to express such a concept, the Chinese use a common element to ascribe the meaning of universality to particular terms. For instance, to convey the meaning of mountain in general, they use a variety of words denoting a particular kind of mountain with a common element shan. They are inclined to use specific rather than general terms to convey the subtle variations of the same object or action; in Chinese there are at least eight words to express the meaning “to carry.”

This emphasis on the particular rather than the universal affected both metaphysics and epistemology. The Chinese version of *Buddhism significantly differs from its Indian prototype. The Chinese had little interest in the advanced epistemological elaborations of Dignaga (c. 480) and Dharmacirti. As a result, only a few of the less complex Buddhist works on formal logic were translated. The rest were ignored as too abstract and distant from practical life. Furthermore, instead of working on unified epistemological theories typical in the Indian schools, Chinese Buddhism paid more attention to individual experience. As a result, systematic Buddhist epistemology was simply disregarded in China.

The Chinese emphasis on particular individual experience as a source of knowledge is obvious in Zen, a version of Buddhism that also embraced esoteric ideas of Taoism, a native Chinese religious philosophy. According to Zen masters, knowledge is the momentary revelation obtained through enlightenment. In this respect, it is similar to the Indian realization of the nature of Ultimate Reality. However, unlike its Indian prototype, Zen Buddhism regards such revelation as both personal and ineffable. There is no way to convey this experience because it is an existential change rather than intelligently organized information; it is an all-or-nothing condition, like a Gestalt switch. Zen masters focus on helping rather than teaching in order to remove false attitudes on the way to enlightenment, for example, the belief that knowledge depends on the authority of scripture /tradition or that it can be conveyed by means of logic. Zen conversations are often purposefully illogical: to the question, “What is the essence of Zen Buddhism?” the answer could be “today and tomorrow” or “an oak tree in the garden.”



3. Western Europe and North America.

 

Unlike Sino-Tibetan (Chinese) and Indo-Iranian (Hindi) linguistic groups, Germanic (English, German) and Italic (French) languages emphasize syntactically constructed sentences, indicating a more structured way of thinking. These languages are also better balanced in the use of universal and particular terms. These features resulted in a compromise that escaped the extremes of the Chinese immediate apprehension and the Indian abstract imagination. The main characteristic of Western epistemology is the quest for unified theoretical constructions that begin with experience and return to experience for their confirmation.

Another important feature was dependence on a few basic axiomatically accepted metaphors that shaped the evolution of epistemological theories. The Greek analogy between perceiving and knowing established a commonly accepted attitude regarding knowledge as something caused by an external object. Another influential metaphor was the Augustinian image of memory as an inner space.

It was only in modern times that epistemology came into focus in Europe. Long-lasting religious and political conflicts created a strong desire for certitude. In response, René Descartes introduced a metaphor that has influenced the whole of modern epistemology. The building metaphor postulated a distinction between two types of knowledge: noninferential “foundational” knowledge and an “upper story” of inferential knowledge justified by being derived from the former.

Descartes distinguished between two basic substances constituting reality: the mind, a non-extended thinking thing, and extended inert matter. This radical dualism transformed Augustine’s metaphor of inner space into the notorious “Cartesian theater”; the human mind is a passive agent locked inside the body without direct access to the external world. The outcome was a sharp distinction between subject and object in modern epistemology. The metaphor of “inner space” resulted in a revival of ancient forms of skepticism, as did the foundationalist metaphor. The history of modern epistemology can be told as the continual but elusive quest for adequate foundations.

In the twentieth century Ludwig Wittgenstein undermined the Cartesian concept of the inner self by demonstrating that intelligibility is inevitably a social concept. The building metaphor was criticized because of the problem of circularity. Proposed foundational propositions often presuppose knowledge from the “upper story.” For instance, according to Thomas Kuhn, scientific data depend on “higher-level” theories of instrumentation and interpretation. Alasdair MacIntyre demonstrated the dependence of epistemological justification on its social and historical context. Established traditions develop their own epistemological approaches, being tested both intratraditionally, in overcoming epistemological crises, and intertraditionally, through competition with rival traditions. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson demonstrated the role of metaphorical language, based on simple bodily experiences, in even the most abstract philosophy, and warned against taking a specific set of metaphors as ahistorical and universally valid concepts. There is also a tendency toward naturalizing epistemology. Willard Van Orman Quine called into question the sharp distinction between conceptual and empirical questions about knowledge. Thus, “postmodern” epistemology tends toward holism and recognition of social and historical conditioning.

See also BUDDHISM; ENLIGHTENMENT, THE; EXISTENTIALISM; GNOSTICISM; HERMENEUTICS; HINDUISM; LOGICAL POSITIVISM; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE; SCIENTIFIC THEOLOGY.
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ESCHATOLOGY

 

Traditionally the word eschatology refers to the study or the doctrine of the last things. Eschatology deals with questions concerning the consummation of history and the completion of God’s work in the world. Eschatology is therefore traditionally divided into related questions concerning individuals and the world. Opinions differ regarding how eschatology is related to other doctrines. Some theologians see eschatology as the completion of some other doctrine, for example, the doctrine of salvation. Others consider eschatology to be an independent doctrine that enjoys the same status and prominence as other doctrines. Still others maintain that eschatology is the central doctrine, which sums up the other doctrines and brings them to fulfillment. According to this view, the whole of theology is eschatology. The view espoused in this article is that eschatology is an important doctrine and is profoundly related to all the other doctrines of the Christian faith. It should not be seen either as an appendix to theology or a doctrine independent from the rest.

1. Death and the Afterlife

2. The Last Judgment

3. Cosmic Eschatology

4. Eschatology in African Perspective


 


1. Death and the Afterlife.

 

1.1. Theology of Death. Death is a phenomenon that poses such a serious challenge to the meaning of life that no culture is without its own philosophy of death. Ordinarily death is seen as the cessation of life. For Scripture, however, death is not the cessation of existence as such but a transition to a different mode of existence. Death therefore cannot be understood as extinction. The Bible speaks of both physical and spiritual death. Physical death is the cessation of life in the physical body. Ecclesiastes 12:7 describes this as the separation of the spirit from the body: At death, “the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it” (NIV). In addition to physical death, the Bible also speaks about spiritual or eternal death. Just as physical death is the separation of the soul from the body, so spiritual death is the separation of the person from God. In Revelation, the term “second death” refers to spiritual and eternal death: “those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars—their place will be the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death” (Rev 21:8 NIV).

What is the relationship between death and sin? The traditional view is that both physical and spiritual deaths are the consequences of sin. However, liberal theologians in the West since Schleiermacher have maintained that physical death is not the consequence of sin but a natural end shared by all finite creatures. Schleiermacher argued that when Paul speaks of death as the wages of sin, he is not referring to physical death as such, but to the fear of death.

The New Testament clearly teaches that physical death is not natural to humanity but the consequence of human rebelliousness and sin. In Romans 6:23, Paul writes, “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” The clearest reference to the connection between sin and death is found in 1 Corinthians 15, where Paul presents the resurrection as the antithesis of physical death: “For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man” (1 Cor 15:21 NIV). Put differently, the resurrection shows that death is not part of God’s original intention for humankind but a disruption that resulted because of sin.

1.2. Intermediate State. The question that must now be addressed is, Where are the dead? Traditionally, the doctrine of the intermediate state deals with the condition of humans between death and resurrection. That this is an important theological and pastoral question cannot be denied. Yet envisioning the intermediate state is difficult, not least due to the scarcity of biblical references and description of this condition. Furthermore, there is no consensus among theologians concerning the intermediate state.

1.2.1. Soul Sleep. Some theologians, following Martin Luther, use the metaphor of sleep to describe the condition of humans between death and resurrection. Soul sleep, as this view is termed, enjoys popularity among many theologians. Employing the metaphor found in the New Testament itself (cf. Acts 7:60; 13:36; 1 Cor 15:51; 1 Thess 4:13-15; NRSV notes), Luther maintained that at death the person enters into a deep and dreamless sleep. This theory however fails to take serious account of passages in the Bible that refer to personal, conscious existence after death (e.g., Lk 23:43). Paul seems to indicate that at death the believer is brought immediately into the presence of Christ (see Phil 1:21, 23).

1.2.2. Purgatory. The Roman Catholic Church teaches that those who die in a state of wickedness go directly to hell, while those who die in the state of grace but are not spiritually perfect are sent to purgatory. The recent Catechism of the Catholic Church describes purgatory thus: “All who die in God’s grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified, are indeed assured of their eternal salvation; but after death they undergo purification, so as to achieve the holiness necessary to enter the joy of heaven.” The doctrine finds support in only two biblical texts. The first is Maccabees 12:43- 45, which alludes to *atonement made for the dead. The second is Matthew 12:32, where Jesus is recorded as saying, “whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come.” Roman Catholics infer from this statement that some sins will be forgiven in the world to come.

Protestant theologians, following Luther, reject the doctrine of purgatory. The major text on which the doctrine is based is from the Apocrypha, which Protestants do not accept as canonical Scripture. Protestant exegetes and theologians also question the legitimacy of inferring the existence of purgatory from Matthew 12:32. For many this inference appears rather forced. Protestant theologians also argue that purgatory implies salvation by works (see Justification).

1.3. Resurrection. One of the clearest statements in the Old Testament concerning the resurrection is found in Isaiah 26:19: “Your dead shall live, their corpses shall rise. O dwellers in the dust, awake and sing for joy! For your dew is a radiant dew, and the earth will give birth to those long dead.” Another passage which speaks clearly of the resurrection is Daniel 12:2: “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.” The idea of the resurrection is also found in Ezekiel 37:12-14, which speaks about the Lord raising his people from their graves. Intimations of the resurrection may also be heard in the Psalms. For instance, the psalmist in Psalm 49:15 maintains that God will ransom his soul from Sheol. And in Psalm 17:15, the psalmist speaks about awakening in the presence of God.

But it is in the New Testament that the most explicit statements about the resurrection are found. One of the clearest declarations of the resurrection by Jesus is recorded in John 5:28- 29. Other affirmations regarding the resurrection are found in John 6:39-40, 44, 54, and the narrative of the raising of Lazarus (Jn 11:24- 25). The resurrection is clearly taught in the Pauline epistles, particularly in 1 Corinthians 15, which is the most extensive treatment of the resurrection by Paul. The resurrection is also mentioned in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-16, and implied in 2 Corinthians 5:1-10. So central is the resurrection to the Christian faith that Paul could write in 1 Corinthians 15:12-19 that if there is “no resurrection of the dead” the faith of the church is in vain.

But what is the nature of the resurrected body? In Philippians 3:21, Paul maintains that at the resurrection the Lord will “transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body” (NIV). Are we able then to get an idea of what the resurrected body will be like after the analogy of the resurrected Christ? Unfortunately, even a close study of the relevant passages would yield unsatisfactory results. The nature of the resurrected body remains an enigma. In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul describes the resurrected body with the adjective “spiritual” (pneumatikos), and contrasts it with our mortal bodies, which he describes as “natural” (psychikos). But what Paul means by “spiritual body” (sōma pneumatikos) is far from clear.

Be that as it may, the resurrection points both to discontinuities and continuities with this present life. The antitheses that Paul employs to contrast the mortal body and the resurrected body—perishable and imperishable, dishonor and glory, physical and spiritual—bring out clearly the discontinuities (1 Cor 15:42-54). Yet the person who is resurrected is the same person who had died. If this were not the case, then the risen Christ would not be the same Christ who was crucified. At the resurrection the history of the person who had died will not be obliterated but raised as the reconciled, rectified, healed and completed history of the person’s whole life. Furthermore the resurrection of the body implies that salvation has to do not just with the soul as the Greeks believed, but with the whole person.



2. The Last Judgment.

 

The New Testament teaches that the risen and ascended Christ will return and judge every human being. In Matthew 16:27, Jesus says, “For the Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay everyone for what has been done” (see also Mt 13:37-43; 24:29-35; 25:31-46). The future divine judgment has its antecedents in human history. An example from the New Testament is God’s punishment of Ananias and Sapphira for lying to the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:1-11). Although Hebrews 12:23 states that God will be the judge, it is clear from other passages that God has delegated this authority to his Son (Jn 5:22, 27; 2 Cor 5:10). Thus, on the Day of the Lord every human being will have to stand before the judgment seat of Christ and give an account of their lives.

The final divine judgment is necessary because of the inadequacies of earthly laws and the imperfect way in which justice is administered in this world. Earthly laws are based only on what is visible and therefore cannot penetrate the inner motivations of human beings. Furthermore, these laws are administered by finite and fallen human beings, whose judgments are not only limited, but are often skewed because of self-interest. God’s justice, however, is perfect, and he judges not only the external acts of human beings but also their truest motivations. What is the basis of the divine judgment? Certain passages seem to indicate that the final judgment will be based on deeds (Mt 25:31-46; Jn 5:29; 2 Cor 5:10). Closer study, however, shows that God judges on the basis of the human response to his revealed will (Jn 12:48).

2.1. The Mystery of Heaven. The New Testament maintains that at the final judgment human beings will be divided into two groups, the righteous and the wicked. The righteous will enjoy the bliss of *heaven, while the wicked will suffer eternal punishment in hell. The New Testament uses several images to portray heaven. In Hebrews heaven is described as a city that God has prepared for believers (Heb 11:16), and in Revelation heaven is the New Jerusalem (Rev 21:10-21) where the holy presence of God will abide forever. In Hebrews heaven is also portrayed as the sabbath rest that will greet believers at the end of their pilgrimage on earth (Heb 4:1-13). Together these imageries portray heaven as a place where believers will be with the Lord for all of eternity. In the eternal presence of God the righteous can rest from their toils and be fully devoted to worship and service (see Rev 19:1-8).

2.2. The Mystery of Hell. According to Scripture, the wicked will be banished to *hell, where they will suffer for all eternity. The Bible employs several images to depict the future state of the wicked. The unrighteous will be condemned “into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (Mt 25:41). They will be thrown into “the outer darkness” where they will weep and gnash their teeth (Mt 8:12), and they will be subjected to eternal punishment or torment (Mt 25:46; Rev 14:10-11). The Bible also speaks of the bottomless pit (Rev 9:1-2, 11), the second death (Rev 21:8) and eternal destruction (2 Thess 1:9). Images like the “undying worm” and “endless fire” (Is 66:24; Mk 9:48) denote that the wicked will be subjected to conscious eternal suffering. Although the language the Bible uses to describe hell is clearly metaphorical, it does portray hell as a place where God is absent and where the wicked will undergo eternal suffering and torment. The eternality of hell indicates that the verdict rendered in the eschatological judgment is final. Nothing in the Bible suggests that an opportunity will be given to the wicked to repent after an initial period of punishment.

2.3. Universalism. Some theologians have rejected the traditional view of hell because it portrays God as a sadistic and cruel tyrant. According to these theologians, the God of the Bible is the God of love who wants every human being to be saved. *Universalism is the belief that in the fullness of time, every human being will be restored to God. If hell does exist, it would in the end be empty. This vision of the eschatological salvation of humankind is based on a certain reading of Acts 3:21 and can be found in the writings of some patristic theologians. For example, Origen taught that the love of God would prevail over all his enemies, including the devil. In the twentieth century, universalism is widely accepted in liberal versions of Christianity. Universal salvation is sometimes associated with the neo-orthodox theologian Karl Barth, although Barth himself scrupulously rejects the idea, preferring instead to emphasize the power of divine grace. Universalist views can also be found in the writings of some conservative theologians like Neil Punt, who argues in his book Unconditional Good News (1980) that a second chance will be given to those who have not heard the gospel.

Universalists maintain that although the Bible does speak of divine punishment, this has a purificatory function only. Appealing to the unconditional love of God, universalists argue that the divine justice must be understood as serving the divine love. Accordingly, God’s unconditional and universal love is the basis of universal salvation. As William Dalton has argued emphatically, “The God of the New Testament is not half-saving, half punishing: he is the God of salvation. . . . If he can save all men, he will save all men” (Dalton, 81). The basic tenor of the Bible concerning salvation, however, is a twofold outcome, namely, acceptance or rejection. The universalist account of salvation fails to take seriously the double end of history that the Bible teaches (see 1 Cor 1:18; cf., Rom 9:22; Phil 1:28). As theologian Helmut Thielicke has said of universalism: “If we call it [a dogma], then in view of its monistic basis we can hardly avoid the result of annulling the conditionality of the present hour of decision and letting things take their course in the name of the expected eschatological ‘happy ending’” (Thielicke, 3.455).

2.4. Conditional Immortality. In recent years, some evangelicals have expressed their dissatisfaction with the traditional view of hell, which they claim portrays God as a cruel and vindictive judge. Unable to accept universalism as a credible alternative to the traditional view, these evangelicals propose the concept of “conditional immortality.” They maintain that the concept is not only found in the writings of some of the early church fathers (although it was never the majority position), it also enjoys scriptural warrant. Canadian theologian Clark Pinnock has argued eloquently that the doctrine of the eternal punishment of the wicked cannot be reconciled with the biblical portrayal of God as boundlessly merciful. Pinnock further maintains that the apostle Paul spoke of the destruction of the wicked (1 Cor 3:17; Gal 6:8 NIV; Phil 1:28; 3:19; 2 Thess 1:9) as do many other passages in the New Testament (Heb 10:39 NIV; 2 Pet 2:1, 3; 3:6-7; Jude 7; Rev 20:14-15).

As the name suggests, conditional immortality teaches that immortality is not the right of humankind but a gift from God. The gift of immortality, conditionalists argue, is withdrawn from the wicked, resulting in their annihilation and destruction. Some conditionalists speak of a temporary hell, where the wicked will be punished for their deeds before they are annihilated. Conditionalists maintain that the traditional view of hell is an affront to the best concepts of justice because sinners are punished for all eternity for sins committed in time. In response the traditionalists argue that sin against human beings must be distinguished from sin against God. According to Aquinas, the latter is infinite. Furthermore, the Bible is replete with “disproportionate” punishment meted out by God (see Gen 19:26; 2 Sam 6:6-7; Acts 5:1-10).



3. Cosmic Eschatology.

 

3.1. Signs of the End. Several passages in the New Testament describe the signs that anticipate the end of history and the consummation of the kingdom of God. The apocalyptic passages in the Gospels (Mt 24; Mk 13; Lk 21) speak of catastrophes in nature like famines and earthquakes. They also predict the emergence of false prophets, climactic wars and the rise of the antichrist. These signs must be understood as birth pangs and as anticipation of the end; they do not announce or signal the end as such. In Mark 13:30-31, Jesus said that “this generation will not pass away until all these things have taken place,” thus implying that the events of which he spoke were already occurring during his time. The Bible also refers to the proclamation of the Word, the administration of the sacraments and the forgiveness of sins as signs and anticipation of God’s eternal kingdom. The church as the people of God is also the symbol of the future, the proleptic anticipation of the new human community in the new heavens and the new earth. These signs therefore alert Christians to the demand for immediate readiness, not speculation over dates, for they announce that the “end times” have already arrived, although the end itself remains elusive.

3.2. The Second Coming. Many passages in the New Testament attest to the second coming of Christ, making it one of the most important doctrines in Christian eschatology. In his Olivet Discourse (Mt 24—25), Jesus spoke repeatedly about his return at the close of the age (see Mt 24:27, 37, 39, 42, 44; 25:31). Paul also wrote frequently about the second coming of Christ in his epistles (see 1 Cor 1:7; 15:23; 1 Thess 2:19; 3:13; 4:15-16; 5:23; 2 Thess 1:7, 10; 2:1, 8; Tit 2:13). Other passages in the New Testament are also replete with references to the second coming (see Heb 9:28; Jas 5:7-8; 2 Pet 1:16; 3:4, 12; 1 Jn 2:28). While the New Testament speaks of the certainty of the second coming, it is silent about when it will occur. In fact, as we have seen, the New Testament repeatedly emphasize that no one except the Father knows the exact time of Jesus’ return (Mt 16—25; Mk 13:32-35, 35; Acts 1:7).

Although the manner of Christ’s return can be gleaned from the relevant passages in the New Testament, the event itself remains a mystery. The mystery of the second coming is portrayed by the imagery used in the New Testament. Using the imagery of the clouds taken from the Old Testament, Mark 13:26 maintains that Christ will return, “‘coming in the clouds’ with great power and glory.” In the Old Testament, the imagery of clouds depicts the impenetrable mystery of God (Ps 97:2-3). The words of the angels at the ascension of Christ clearly stress the physical and visible nature of the second coming (Acts 1:11; see also 1 Thess 4:16). The second coming or parousia (Greek, meaning “presence”) of Christ therefore is of the same order of reality as the incarnation and ascension. But there is a profound difference between Christ’s first and second advents. If in the incarnation the Son of God came in concealment and humility, in the parousia he will return in manifest glory. In the parousia the concealment is done away and a full unveiling will take place.

3.3. Millenarianism. Millenarianism deals with questions concerning the earthly reign of Christ (the millennium) in relation to his second coming. Three views regarding the millennium have been forwarded: postmillennialism, premillennialism and amillennialism. Although these three views have been held virtually throughout the history of the church, each of them has dominated different periods of that history.

Postmillennialism is based on the premise that the preaching of the gospel will be met by such great success that the majority of the earth’s population will be converted. This view gained popularity in the fourth century and soon replaced the premillennial vision of the first three centuries. Its influence, which was felt throughout the Middle Ages, was no doubt due to Augustine, its most eloquent proponent. However, by the end of the first millennium of the history of the church, the term millennium was no longer taken to mean a literal one thousand years but the whole of church history.

Postmillennialism’s optimistic view of the progress and spread of the kingdom, however, fails to take seriously the complexity of the New Testament description. Even though postmillennialism maintains that its conception of progress is not simplistic or linear, and that progress is not always unabated, the rejoinder from its critics that its pattern of progress is more notional than realistic cannot be easily refuted. Critics have questioned the postmillennial vision that a large number of people will come to Christ as the gospel is preached throughout the world. Passages like Luke 18:8, where Jesus rhetorically asks whether he will find faith on earth upon his return seem to suggest the opposite.

As the term suggests, premillennialism teaches that Christ will return to reign on earth for a thousand years before history is brought to a close. This view enjoyed wide acceptance in the first three centuries during which the church underwent sporadic persecution. The locus classicus of the premillennial vision is Revelation 20:4-6, which describes the thousand-year reign of Christ on earth. Fundamentalists and evangelicals who adopt a literal reading of passages like Revelation 20 espouse the premillennial vision. Premillennialists maintain that the millennium will be significantly different from this present state of the world. Furthermore, they maintain that the description in Revelation 20:1-6 of the two resurrections is the linchpin of their position. The righteous will be raised first to reign with Christ, while the wicked will be raised at the end of the millennium for judgment.

Unlike pre- and postmillennialism, which accords the millennium a special place in their schema, amillennialism, as the name suggests, does not. The thousand-year reign mentioned in Revelation 20 is understood symbolically and as indicative of a complete period of indeterminate length. Revelation 20 must be read as describing the period between the two advents of Christ rather than a period of divine reign after the parousia. According to this reading, the “first resurrection” refers to the spiritual revivification of the believer in Christ, while the “second resurrection” refers to the physical resurrection. The eschatological community, the church, consists of those who have come to “life and reigned with christ” (Rev 20:4). Amillennialism is an inaugurated eschatology that is arguably consistent with the teaching of the New Testament in its entirety. By his cross and resurrection, Christ has won the victory, a new community of the redeemed is formed, and Satan is bound. But amillennialism is also a future eschatology: at the return of Christ, the resurrection of the righteous and the wicked will occur, human beings will be judged and assigned to eternal blessedness or perdition.

3.4. Tribulational Views. Tribulational views have to do with the relationship between the return of Christ and the complex series of events known as the great tribulation. Pretribulationists maintain that Christ will return to take the church to himself prior to the tribulation. Like premillennialism, pretribulationism is based on literal readings of certain passages in the New Testament. Postribulationism, on the other hand, adopts a less literal interpretation of the events of the last times found in the New Testament, and therefore presents a less complicated picture of the tribulation and the second coming. Postribulationists maintain that passages like Luke 21:36 and Revelation 3:10 indicate that the church will not escape the tribulation but will be kept in the midst of it. While postribulationists do not deny that a distinction must be made between the general tribulation, which is part of the church’s experience throughout the ages, and the great tribulation, they insist that the difference between the two is in degree not kind. Postribulationists maintain that 1 Thessalonians 4:17 does not say that the church will be taken away by the Lord. Scholars like George Ladd argue that this passage speaks rather of the church welcoming the Lord when he returns just as the wise virgins welcome their returning Master (Mt 25:6). Postribulationism appears to fit better to the biblical account of the end times and the second coming of Christ.

3.5. The New Creation. The doctrine of the new creation is indispensable because without it salvation is severed from creation and reduced to individualism and mysticism. Furthermore, without this cosmic dimension, Christian eschatology is reduced to something like the gnostic idea of redemption that emphasizes redemption from the world. Christian eschatology, however, teaches the redemption of the world that God has created. Like the doctrine of the resurrection of the body, the doctrine of the creation of the new heavens and the new earth counters the metaphysical dualism of Greek philosophy which teaches that spirit is good and matter is evil.

Will the consummation of the kingdom of God bring about the annihilation or transformation of creation? Put differently, should we understand the new creation as a creation out of nothing (creatio ex nihilo)? The Western tradition maintains that the new creation is the redemptive transformation of the present created order, a repristining of creation (restitutio in integrum). But the transformation of creation must be understood as its perfection, not just as its restoration. In the new heavens and the new earth the anti-god forces that are presently ravaging the creation will be permanently removed (Rev 21—22). God will be universally present, and the redeemed people of God will see him face to face (1 Cor 15:28).

R. Chia



4. Eschatology in African Perspective.

 

4.1. Linear Time and Anthropological Anxiety. Many people find eschatology either uninformative or uninteresting. For too often these discussions tend to focus on “last things,” without sufficiently exploring how belief about these future events informs, challenges or reshapes the way we live our lives now. Moreover, even when an attempt is made to show how eschatology relates to other doctrines of Christian faith, discussions about eschatology remain futuristic—focusing on questions like, When will the end come? What will happen? What will resurrection look like?—without asking how belief in these eschatological realities shapes Christian life.

The problem has to do with the predominantly Western outlook that has shaped discussions about eschatology. Two closely related concepts help to explain this “futuristic” outlook of eschatology. First, there is the Western lineal conception of time according to which time moves from the past, to the present, into an ever-expanding future. Deeply connected to this cosmological concept is the anthropological anxiety about personal survival and the fear of death associated with it. The combination of these two concepts have meant that discussions of eschatology not only have a futuristic ring to them but are either simply a form of consolation (and thus focus on such topics as reward, heaven, immortality etc.) or a veiled warning about the end (and thus focus on such topics as judgment, punishment, hell, eternal damnation).

At any rate, once these realities of the end are projected as beliefs about the “future,” they do not exercise a decisive influence on how we live our lives now, except perhaps as an occasional reminder of what will happen to us “on the last day.” What this actually means is that the present—the time that we live in now—is emptied of ultimate significance and becomes “mere time”—empty mechanical or clock time which must be filled in with “more determinative” activities like economics and politics. Thus the projection of eschatology into the distant future desacralizes not just temporal time but also the activities of politics and economics in such a way that the doctrine of eschatology has no purchase on the way we conduct those activities.

It is unfortunate that eschatology has not been made interesting. For the doctrine of Christian eschatology is not meant to be merely information about the future. It is meant to be a lively conversation about the “end of things”—the end, that is, toward which all our present life is lived. Eschatology is about the telos to which all economics and politics—indeed, all our plans and activities—are directed. Eschatology is not a “belief” or set of beliefs about the future. It is a posture with which we live our lives now. Said differently, it shapes distinctive practices of life in the present.

4.2. The African Notion of Time. An African perspective might help to recover this sense of Christian eschatology as a determinative posture in the present. Moreover, recovering this deep sense of Christian living as deeply eschatological not only makes the subject of eschatology far more interesting, it also helps to recover a more biblically grounded view of the subject. For, as John Mbiti rightly notes in his New Testament Eschatology in an African Background, “the characteristically western notion of time with its threefold lineal dimension has so deeply and subconsciously governed our understanding of NT eschatology that we have a distorted or exaggerated picture of the whole subject” (Mbiti, 38).

Mbiti not only helps to capture the difference between Western and African accounts of eschatology; he also shows how some aspects of the African conception are closer to the biblical vision of eschatology than those accounts sponsored by a Western-missionary lens. The key, according to Mbiti, lies with the view of time and history operative in each setting. Based on his native Kamba society, Mbiti notes that in Africa, unlike the Western view, time is considered a two-dimensional phenomenon, with a long past, a dynamic present (Mbiti, 24), and a very limited or nonexistent future. Furthermore, among the Africans, time is not “mechanical.” It is, rather, a succession of events that move not into the future, but “backward,” so to speak, into the past, which is the center of gravity. History therefore does not move toward a goal in the future, but instead points to this past, wherein lies the roots of existence: the origin of the world, the creation of humans, the formation of customs and traditions, and the coming into being of the structure of the world (Mbiti, 25).

4.3. The Christian Life as Essentially Eschatological. There are a number of implications we can draw from Mbiti’s observations concerning the African concept of time, all of which help to confirm that eschatology is indeed about distinctive social patterns, habits and practices with which Christians live in the present.

4.3.1. A Dynamic Present. Given the two-dimensional account of time in Africa, it is the past rather than any distant future by which people orient their living and thinking. Our understanding of the world is orientated toward this finality, not as a period of inactivity or “extinction”—not even as a when, but as a where. Our past is the location where explanations of the present are sought (Mbiti, 28). Thus, an African perspective makes it clear that discussions about eschatology are discussions about the end of things—the telos to which all human life and activities in the present are directed.

4.3.2. A Sacred Universe. Given the fact that within an African perspective the center of gravity is the past from which explanations of the present are sought, African societies have many myths and stories that relate to this “long, long time ago.” If a futuristic account of time desacralizes the present, a mythical account refuses to let the sciences of economics, politics or secular “facts” have the last say in explaining reality. It invokes myths, stories and explanations that are connected to the spiritual realm and point back to a time before time. Invoking an African perspective leads to a renewed appreciation of Scripture which transports Christians back to the mythical “in the beginning.”

4.3.3. The Posture of Memory. What the myths and stories within African societies encourage and form is the virtue of memory, not simply as a mental habit, but as a posture of living with constant awareness and reference to the finality that is not simply a when, but is where our account of human existence lies. Moreover, connected with this posture of constantly remembering the “in the beginning” is also the memory of what was accomplished in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Within the African perspective, Jesus’ invitation to “do this in memory of me” becomes perpetually present and urgent. Eschatology is what helps to make the memory of Jesus real.

4.3.4. A Community of Ancestors. This account of time explains the deep sense of community that marks Africans. As with time, the sense of community moves backward and extends beyond those currently living to the ancestors who are not really dead but are the living dead. This means that one’s life now is a participation in the living and the living dead. It is this deep sense of participation that sustains life and meaning beyond the individual, and that sustains the dynamic interaction between past, present and future, individual and community, spiritual and material. Accordingly, gaining an African perspective might help to overcome the overly individualistic and docetic accounts of eschatology dominant within a Western preoccupation with individual survival. What is more, the increased sense of participation might lead to a renewed appreciation of the church as an eschatological community that brings together the living and the dead, the present, future and past. It is in this sense of deep communion across time that one can rightly say that the church does not have an eschatology (as if it were a set of beliefs distinct from its own existence); the church is eschatology.

4.3.5. A Deep Sense of Hope. The two-dimensional account of time in Africa means that history does not head toward a futuristic goal, a climax or termination. People have nothing to fear and nothing to set their mind upon as far as the distant future is concerned. While this observation might have implications that relate to the pace of development in Africa, it also has a deep affinity to a Christian vision of life. For not unlike in the African cosmology, the moment of history for Christians lies in the past. And from this point one can say that Christian history is a gradual process that draws us all back into what has already been realized in the death and resurrection of Christ. This is what allows the Christian to face the future with confidence, not as an “end” that is tenacious and therefore uncertain, but as an “end” that has already happened. Christians are a people who not only know where the future is headed but believe that its promises have already been secured. That is the good news that eschatology names.

4.3.6. Life as a Journey. As noted, Western-dominated accounts of eschatology betray a sense of anxiety and hopelessness associated with accounts of empty time. Modern Western Christians have dealt with this anxiety about death and personal survival by either pushing the end into a distant future (that one can in the meantime forget about) or by seeking to hurry toward that end through desperate forms of realized eschatology. This is why the “prosperity gospel” is the flip side of “reward in heaven” promises. Both are built on an account of temporal time emptied of eschatology. Both betray a deep sense of personal and social anxiety, fear of death and hopelessness about life. What both lack is a sense of the Christian life as a journey in which every step of the way is connected to every other step, tracing our way back to an end which has already happened in Christ. To do so is to have the same “uncaring” attitude about one’s future as 1 John 3:2: “what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him.” John can afford to have this hope about the future because he has a deep sense of the things that God has done in the life of Jesus. Accordingly, invoking an African perspective about eschatology allows Christians to relate the future with hope. It provides a posture of life in which the future is not dreaded as the final termination that we must try to push off as long as possible, and the present is not merely a struggle to achieve abundant individual reward. Instead, an African perspective helps to confirm that all of the Christian life is a journey, undertaken in communion with others, towards an end in which we are already participating.

For Christians to appreciate these and similar aspects of eschatology is not only to learn something from an African understanding, but also to reaffirm Christian life as essentially eschatological. What the African conception helps to show is that eschatology is not so much about doctrines and beliefs about what will happen in the future. Rather, it is the posture that allows us to take Jesus and his life seriously—so seriously that it completely reorients and reshapes the way we live our lives now. Pointing to these patterns, skills and habits of living in the present makes discussions of eschatology a lot more interesting.

E. M Katongole

 

See also HEAVEN; HELL; KINGDOM OF GOD; RESURRECTION; UNIVERSALISM.
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The concept of European theology appears at first glance to be self-evident; it deals with Christian theology developed in Europe and in the form typical for Europe. Yet upon closer examination and in light of current ecumenical theology, European theology describes a controversial subject; the term can be more of a provocation than a simple identification of a historical entity. Theology has been done in Europe for 2000 years, but the specific term “European theology” has only existed for a few decades. Moreover, European theology encompasses almost the entire tradition of Christian thought. To what extent can European theology—by virtue of its age and historical weight—claim to represent Christian theology in a fundamental and universal sense, and to what extent is European theology simply a contextual form of theology beside many other theologies on the market today? The term contextual indicates the character of the current ecumenical debate on this matter.
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1. The Multifaceted Phenomenon of European Theology.

 

European theology deals with a complex entity: Europe with its diverse geographical, historical, ethnic, social, political and cultural facets. All these aspects must be considered in looking at theological research and teaching in Europe.

1.1. The Problem of Defining Europe Geographically. Geographically, Europe is a crazy continent among the other continents of the world. It is just an appendix of the Asian land mass. You cannot say it is a continent on its own. Europe is primarily a historical entity with a very specific tradition of ideas and culture. The geographical is secondary to the historical and cultural. This becomes clear when one—in light of the Roman Empire in early church history—considers whether or not the Mediterranean countries of North Africa and Asia Minor were essentially part of Europe or not. A similar problem is posed by the Balkan states and particularly Russia. To what extent is Russia European? Here, geographical criteria are not sufficient. The question is also of theological significance. With respect to content, was Augustine a European theologian? Is the Orthodox theology (see Eastern Orthodox Theology) of Eastern Europe a part of European theology? These questions can be properly answered only within a historical and cultural context.

1.2. Europe Is Built on Three Hills: A Cultural Approach. Theodor Heuss, the first president of the Federal Republic of Germany after World War II, once remarked that Europe was built on three hills. The first is on the Acropolis in Athens, which stands for the strong Greek and Hellenistic emphasis on science and philosophy. The Acropolis is the symbol for human reflection about God, the world and, last but not least, humanity. The second hill making up Europe’s origins is the Capitol in Rome. The Roman Empire stood for the courage of political power, judicial structures and technological advancement. The third hill Europe is built upon is Calvary, representing the Jewish-Christian tradition, the understanding of the one God who offered his Son to die for the sins of all people. Calvary includes the Torah, with its understanding of sacrificial atonement as well as the ethics of the commandments, the Messianic hope of the prophets and the complete New Testament tradition.

The three hills Theodor Heuss describes are defining forces in the whole history of Europe—including its theology—though in very different ways in the different historical epochs. Here we are speaking of the respective eras of the ancient Roman Empire, the Western Middle Ages and finally the European Modern Age.

1.3. The Root of Europe in the Roman Empire and in Hellenism. The Roman Empire formed a common cultural, political and economic domain for the countries of the Mediterranean basin. This territory was ruled by the Roman emperor (caesar) and koine Greek was the international language of commerce in which the writings of the New Testament were also written. The traditional continental divisions in Europe, North Africa and Asia Minor meant little in the context of the Roman Empire; the administrative provinces were divided up according to geographical structures, but the deep political-cultural influence came from Rome. Because the Roman Empire found its historical continuation in the Holy Roman Empire in the Middle Ages and because the latter can clearly be called Europe, it is quite correct in every respect to consider ancient Greece and Rome together as the origin of Europe.

1.4. The Election of Europe As the Theologically Relevant Juncture. In “the fullness of time” (Gal 4:4) Jesus was born into this Roman Empire during the rule of Augustus Caesar (Lk 2:1). With the choice of this historical situation, Jesus, born in Bethlehem in the Middle East, is a subject of the Roman Empire and, despite his Jewish roots, also stands in the wake of Hellenism. In this sense, Jesus, represented by the symbol of Golgotha, has a part in the rise of Europe and thereafter the missionary church of the Apostolic Age takes root in Europe. Thus, not only early church history, but also the beginnings of the history of theology are insolubly connected to Europe. The use here of the very powerful theological concept “election” is based on a world historical context that goes back directly to the New Testament era.

It is quite significant that the Roman citizen and Jewish scholar Saul of Tarsus became the most important theologian in church history. It was this very Saul, or Paul, who got a special call from Christ himself to leave Asia Minor and turn to Europe (Acts 16:6-13). But a traumatic turn in the course of all of history occurred about six hundred years after Christ when the Islamic conquerors overran Asia Minor, Palestine, Syria and North Africa, which had long been Christianized areas with churches with strong theological traditions. If Paul had continued in Asia Minor as was his objective and concentrated his missionary work there, churches probably would not have come into existence in Europe. Therefore we can argue that Christ called the missionaries from Asia to Europe to begin a very specific history of the church that was predominant up to the sixteenth century.



2. The Formative Age of Early Christianity for the Development of European T heolog y.

 

The apostolic and post-apostolic church had to reach a series of fundamental theological decisions that had a lasting effect on the rest of the history of theology. Some of these dogmatic definitions have remained definitive throughout all churches until today. They represent the continuity of Christian *doctrine. Other theological points set by the early church did not remain over the course of time and came to be disputed among the different church denominations.

2.1. Two Early Church Decisions As the Basis For Consensus.

2.1.1. The Fixing of the Canon. First, the church appealed to two fundamental sources of truth: the Old Testament canon as the Bible Jesus read—both Hebrew Masoretic Text as well as the Greek text of the Septuagint were in use then—as well as the traditions handed down about Jesus by the apostolic eyewitnesses. Paul’s remarks in 1 Timothy 5:18 are characteristic of this approach, combining these two sources of truth. The first one relates to Deuteronomy 25:4. It has authority as a quote from the Hebrew canon. The second quote, a word spoken by Jesus in Luke 10:7, claims equal authority. This demonstrates how the entire Holy Scriptures, Old and New Testaments, became the basis for ecclesiastical decisions in the post-apostolic era. The establishment of the canon was one of the most important decisions of the early church in Europe, especially concerning the exact bounds of the writings of the New Testament. After a long phase in which individual books were still disputed, Athanasius’s 39th Easter letter lists the books of the entire Bible under the term “ta kanonika ta biblia,” that is, “the canon of the Bible.” Canon means “measuring rod,” and since that time it is the valid scriptural authority in all major Christian churches for all questions of faith and life (see Revelation and Scripture).

2.1.2. Early Church Creeds. A further fundamental decision of the patristic church is the establishment of the regula fidei, that is, the baptismal creed, later called the *Apostles’ Creed. Together with two other ecumenical symbols of the early church (see Nicene and Athanasian creeds), it is the most elementary statement of church doctrine (see Ecumenical Councils). These early church creeds revealed a dual structure that is characteristic for developing European theology. In them, a threefold structure relating the history of redemption is connected to philosophical-ontological statements that are typical for trinitarian and *christological discussions. In this early formation of *dogma, we encounter the fusion of biblical content with Hellenistic patterns of thought and language. Christ is confessed as true God and true man in the sense of the doctrine of dual natures. Resulting from this is the question, in view of the monotheism passionately held in the Bible, of whether or not worship of God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit involves worshipping three gods. The trinitarian dogma states that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit reveal God in three divine persons (see Trinity, Triune God). This highlights the unity of God.

The step from the Semitic background to the Hellenistic world was the first and most important *contextualization of the gospel throughout history. The spirit of Greek philosophy deeply shaped theological reflection and made possible the form of theology as we know it. The first Christian dogmas were created using the instruments of philosophical terms and notions to understand the biblical teaching. Christology and trinitarian theology were formed by biblical testimony on the one hand, and by philosophical reflection on the other. Evangelicals relate and refer to these dogmas when they claim their theology continues the historical Christian faith.

The fundamental question is, particularly in view of the early church, How universally binding is the contextualization of the Bible by European theology? In view of the christological and trinitarian dogma, can the biblical content be separated from the Hellenistic forms of language and thought? And would such a separation be at all desirable? Behind this thought is the renewed question of the providence of God and his inexplicable election that made Europe the birthplace of theological reflection.

2.2. Divisive Doctrinal Developments in Early Christianity. Besides ecumenical doctrinal pronouncements based on consensus, the development of theology in Europe resulted also in practical-theological, institutional (related to church canon law) and dogmatic ideas that led in later centuries to splits of the church into different Christian denominations.

2.2.1. Worship Practice. Various positions have been taken with respect to the doctrine of the church’s worship practice (see Liturgy and Worship). Liturgical rituals were created in the form of the mass, which developed differently in the Latin-speaking churches of the western Roman Empire and in the Greek-speaking churches of the eastern Roman Empire. The Western churches that grew up out of the sixteenth-century *Reformation later developed very different liturgical forms. They were convinced that the New Testament, with respect to the liturgical form of worship, allowed freedom. By contrast, the Orthodox churches of southern and eastern Europe emphasize the immutability of the liturgical form. In these churches, the whole of Orthodox theology finds its manifest expression in the holy liturgy, as it is called.

2.2.2. The Institutional and Legal Form of the Church. The monarchic episcopate developed relatively quickly in the early church. The office of the bishop was clearly distinguished from that of the elders and deacons as a leadership task. In the Western Church of Rome this led ultimately to the primacy of the *papacy with its claim to leadership over the whole church, in doctrinal questions as well as jurisdiction. The western Roman imperial will to rule is documented in this powerful position of the bishop of Rome. The second hill Europe is built upon, the Capitol, experienced a long history of influence in the hierarchical Roman Church with the pope at the head as pontifex maximus. It lives on even to the present as a powerful moral and diplomatic authority.

The episcopal churches of Orthodoxy understand themselves to be autokephale, that is, autonomous, and a schism occurred in 1054 between the Eastern and the Western churches. The Orthodox churches see in the patriarchy in Constantinople only a primus inter partes (leader among equals) and therefore reject the universal primacy of the papacy.

The Protestant churches see no divine revelation in the institutional structure of the church, but rather organize their offices by appealing to the New Testament for their differing canon law models: episcopal (Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists), presbyterial (Reformed), congregational (independent evangelical churches) and so forth. Church order has primarily a pragmatic function in the church; this order does not have the status of a divine, immutable right as it does in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches.

2.2.3. The Church as Sacramental Institution of Salvation. Out of the spiritual life of the early church a *sacramental theology with marked soteriological meaning emerged with increasing theological distinctions. This is especially true for the sacrament of penance, that is, confession, but also for the salvific effects of *baptism and Eucharist (see Lord’s Supper). The sacraments closely connected the mediation of Christ’s salvation to the office and institution of the church, because the administration of the sacraments lies exclusively under the authority of consecrated priests and bishops.

The break between the Latin and Greek theological traditions, on the one hand, and the churches of the Reformation, on the other hand, is clearest here. The exclusive articles of the Reformation—by grace alone, through faith alone and through Christ alone—opened direct access to *salvation for the individual. The church no longer holds the keys to the kingdom of heaven by virtue of the authority of her offices. The chasm between the Catholics and Orthodox on the one hand and the Protestants on the other hand was further deepened not only by dogmatized sacramental theology, but also through ethics and the understanding of works that effect salvation. The theology of justification by works found its significant expression in the rise of Western monasticism.

2.2.4. The Relativity of European Doctrinal Controversies. The contours of early and patristic European theology outlined briefly here led not only to ecumenical unity, but also to confessional splintering of the church. The two most prominent church splits are the schism between the Eastern and Western church (1054) and the separation between Rome and the Reformers occurring centuries later within Western Christendom (from 1517 onward).

2.3. The Results of European Theology in Antiquity. If one affirms as the starting point the idea that the peoples of the Roman Empire in the Mediterranean basin, with their increasing expansion northward and eastward, properly represent early Europe, then Christian theology is completely European theology in its origins. In this European theology, all important topics of the later history of theology have already been discussed and the fundamental dogmatic decisions have been made. A doctrinal basis was created with both the establishment of the canon and the christological and trinitarian ideas of the creeds that became the foundation for the whole church throughout all the centuries and in all denominations.

Yet in addition to this common foundation are the dogmatic and practical developments that led to the denominational division of Christendom. Thus, the heritage of European theology is in itself ambivalent.



3. The Millennium of the Occidental (Western) Middle Ages.

 

3.1. The Political and Theological Environment of the Middle Ages. The borders of the ancient Roman Empire extended north to the Germanic peoples and east to the Slavic peoples. The developments of the Latin West are significant for the further development of European theology.

Throughout its history, the unity of Europe was not primarily a political power, but the strength of a Christian and moral framework. Europe had a common language—all scholars in Europe spoke Latin until at least the eighteenth century. One could transfer from one university to another, for instance, from Italy to France, England or Germany. There was a good cultural exchange and coherence in terms of architecture, models of society and, most important of all, the theological systems that bound the intellectual elite into a unity.

Parallel to the movement of the Roman Empire northward to the Alemanic, Frankish, Saxon and other peoples the challenge of a second great contextualization of European theology arose. The Germanic peoples had their own cultural traditions with distinctive ideas of honor, *atonement and allegiance, which are reflected, for example, in the important work of Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) Cur deus homo? Anselm developed the Christian doctrine of redemption from the Germanic idea of honor and, from this starting point, attempts to answer the question of why God had to become a man. Anselm considered it essential that Christ suffer to pacify God’s wrath and to achieve atonement for humanity’s sin. Only in this way can God’s honor be restored.

In the context of theological education in the West, the thick network of convents with their Latin instruction both in theology and philosophy, as well as in the general subjects of education, carries great importance. In the thirteenth century, the universities with their theology departments that sprang up everywhere in Europe became the most important centers of theological research and learning. A comprehensive European theology that was widely discussed could be developed at the theology departments of the universities. The diverse theological schools that were especially influenced by the large monastic orders of the Dominicans, Franciscans and the Benedictines had lively exchanges with one another and contended for a proper consensus of church tradition and doctrine. At the center of medieval theology stand the great scholastic tomes, particularly Thomas Aquinas’s (1225-1274) Summa theologica. These works develop systematically the biblical tenets of faith in rational courses of argument with the background of Aristotelian logic and metaphysics and at the same time repudiate corresponding false teachings. The medieval “summa” treatises with their arguments for the existence of God were written to show the coherence of theology and the reasonableness of faith. According to the belief of scholastic theology, faith procures a knowledge of the truth of revelation that transcends scientific and philosophical rationality.

3.2. The Magnitude and the Difficulties of Medieval Scholastic Theology. On the one hand, with its constant connection to the early church fathers and with the clarity of philosophical categories of thinking, Scholasticism advanced the heritage of Christian antiquity of early Europe. On the other hand, the connection of both Platonism as well as Aristotelianism to biblical tradition tightened the contextual bonds of European theology. This philosophical contextualization was overlaid upon the thinking of the Germanic culture, and it increased the specific coloring of theological systems as typically Western. From today’s perspective, the strengthening of contextuality weakens, at the same time, the ecumenicity of European theology. For neither the individual dogmatic distinctions nor the Scholastic method of Sic et Non (the “Yes and No”) of a strict alternative discourse are comprehensible today in this form. Moreover, western Roman Catholic theology no longer took the eastern Orthodox churches into consideration and, with its philosophical lines of argument, often lost sight of the priority of the biblical basis.

We have to recognize that the European identity of Christendom was not identical to the Christian understanding of *ecclesiology as we find it in the New Testament. It was a unity mainly shaped by the Old Testament idea of theocracy, represented by the Pope in Rome. On the other hand, European Christendom was a historical model of Christian self-consciousness for more than one thousand years, and because of this Europe was regarded as the Christian Occident or as a Christian continent.



4. European Theology Under the Conditions of the Modern Age.

 

4.1. Occidental Christendom and European Extensions. It probably makes sense to distinguish the Christian West, on the one hand, as a special and fundamental millennium in church history, from what we call Europe in the modern understanding, on the other hand. The watershed is the sixteenth century when this Christian Occident expanded geographically with its colonies to Latin America, Africa and Asia. The explorers crossed the oceans and widened the experience of the Europeans into a world perspective. The European Latin church not only sought to conquer and colonize, but also to Christianize all peoples, even until the ends of the earth. Therefore, the difference between the Christian Occident at the end of the medieval millennium and what has been called Europe up to the present is the difference between the very clearly defined cultural unity of the European continent and the cultural expansion of this continent in world perspective. Moreover, throughout the world, even until today in this global age, we find the deep traces of Europe on all continents, last, not least, in the so-called New World of North America which became, in a very special way, the second and different European model with a framework of European theology (see North American Theology).

However, the expansion of the European powers first and foremost resulted in the rise of the younger churches through the evangelical *missionary movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which most definitely were instructed in European theology. That there could even possibly be any other theology as an alternative to European theology was not at all conceivable for the European and North American missionaries.

4.2. The Reformation of the Sixteenth Century and Secularism As a Cultural Shift. The other dramatic shift was, of course, the Reformation of the sixteenth century. Evangelicals strongly believe that the Reformation was an urgent necessity, rediscovering the original gospel of Jesus Christ through a fresh understanding of grace, *justification and the redeeming and atoning work of Christ and its meaning for the individual. Through a significant and unique revival movement that provoked and shook Europe as a whole, what the Christian church regained by the Reformation was a gift of God.

The Reformers first made clear that every Christian should stand in a personal and direct relationship to Christ and that one’s theological judgment should be governed only by the authority of the Bible. The Reformation principle “Scripture alone” in Protestant theology led to a radical examination of all of European theology during the Late Middle Ages. When interpreting Scripture, the single individual is bound alone to his or her own conscience. This principle of Scripture thus led to a strong individualization and pluralization in the Protestant theology of Europe and North America.

Yet in this very event of the Reformation we have already the origin of the modern secular world, not in terms of Reformation theology, but as the consequences of the political forces at work during this period. With the Reformation of the sixteenth century, the unity of the Catholic Church was broken. Faith was no longer the bond of unity, but the reason for terrible religious wars. In the Thirty Years’ War, nearly one-half of the German population died. The same was the case in other European countries. After this war, people were asking themselves, if this was the result of religious beliefs, was there not a need for tolerance, and was there not another foundation other than religious belief? Emerging from this experience in the seventeenth and mainly eighteenth centuries, the European intellectual elite became more and more skeptical of Christian theological traditions. A blend of *secularism, rationalism (mainly in France) and empirical research (mainly in England) developed. The result of this development was the conviction that the universal bond of all human beings is not any form of religious faith, but pure reason, as Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) put it. Since a rational approach seems to be self-evident, religion should also be according to pure reason—which is no longer the specific biblical understanding of the revelation of the triune God. Therefore, the political results of the Reformation Age had in themselves the power to stimulate modern secularism. This is the tragedy of the European Reformation.

As a result, European theology in its traditional Western form through the European *Enlightenment of the eighteenth century entered a deep crisis, essentially marked by the conflict with the modern sciences. It was the natural sciences, with their empirical methods and their mathematical exactness, that first displaced European theology as the key academic discipline in the universities (see Science and Theology). Then the methods of historical-critical study came to biblical exegesis, and later the behavioral science methods of psychology and sociology came even to practical theology. This led to an uncertainty and, in Protestantism, to a radical alteration and even dissolution of the classical dogma of Lutheran and Reformed orthodoxy. Classical Protestant orthodoxy was therefore largely superseded by theological liberalism.

Finally, under the pressure of a multifaceted *atheism and agnosticism, all European theology was pushed back more and more to a defensive, apologetic stance. The prolegomena in the textbooks of *systematic theology that try to demonstrate the scientific nature of theology according to the philosophical presuppositions of the Modern Age became more extensive in proportion to the material presentation of the tenets of dogma (see Scientific Theology).



5. European Theology in Its Different Relationships.

 

An important question for the understanding of European theology is how the Europe of the Western church relates to eastern and south-eastern Europe, that is, to countries with Orthodox tradition and theology. It must further be explained how European theology has developed and changed through its transport to North America in the modern era. Finally, the question arises in the globalized world of the relationship of the so-called young churches to European theology and church history. This relationship is currently under lively discussion in ecumenical theology.

5.1. Development and Preservation in European Theology: The Relationship to Orthodox Theology. In the post-apostolic age, the Latin Church still had a close relationship to the Nestorian Monophysite churches of the East. Even to this day the first seven *ecumenical councils form the common doctrinal basis for all of European theology. While Orthodox theology seeks to preserve the state of understanding reached at that time, Western theology, through the contact with the Germanic peoples in the Middle Ages, constantly updated theology and developed further because of new challenges. Scholasticism carried on seriously the intellectual debate with the philosophical thinking of antiquity. In the Orthodox churches, though, the belief was that all the essential theological decisions had already been reached in the patristic period and that the church only had to be faithful in preserving this heritage.

Regarding Martin Luther (1483-1546), it is important to note that at the beginning of his reform efforts, Luther also appealed to Eastern Orthodox theology in its criticism of the papacy. Also, Philipp Melanchthon (1497-1560) in particular frequently quoted the Greek church fathers in the Augsburg Confession he authored in order to prove that the Reformation understanding of Scripture is rooted in Orthodox theology.

With the founding of the *World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1948, there was a move by Anglicans, Lutherans and—in bilateral relations—also the Roman Catholic Church to approach the Orthodox churches.

One might understand the profound difference between the Western, Latin theology of Europe and Orthodox theology as a difference indicating that the European Enlightenment had no effect within the Orthodox churches. Orthodoxy continues to hold firmly to the doctrine reached in antiquity while the Western churches made efforts in apologetics and communicating Christian doctrine in the intellectual conflict with the modern age. It is quite noticeable that, despite all the differences between Rome and Protestantism in the answers given to questions, they always have the commonality of asking critical questions. This readiness for critical discourse is typical of European theology viewed from an international perspective.

5.2. Theological Progress in the New World: The Relationship to Theology in North America. In the first phase of its settlement, America was entirely influenced by Europe and thus also by European theology. Yet among the immigrants there were many minorities who were persecuted for their religion in Europe and wanted more to put into practice theologically radical ideas. With the move to North America, this desire combined with the longing for the renewal of theology and the church. America understood itself as “one nation under God” and as the “city on a hill” that is seen by all the world. The Western frontier optimism for the future was joined with the pioneer spirit that found theological expression in a strong Anglo-Saxon vision of world mission.

Thus, theology in America, in contrast to Europe, was not primarily influenced by the Enlightenment, but by the Revivalist movement (see Revivalism, Revivals). The liberal spirit had less effect as an intellectual concept of theology, and, due to the influence of Scottish commonsense philosophy, the theology of America was more pragmatic in nature.

The situation of Orthodoxy in the east and the New World in the west—completely opposite to one another—resulted in tensions for Western European theology. Orthodoxy calls European theology to the preservation of its ancient origins; American theology is defined by progress toward new shores. Orthodox theology thinks dogmatically, American theology pragmatically (see Pragmatism). The Orthodox churches are bound to national loyalties, the North Americans seek the horizon of world mission. The old European theology moves between these two opposite poles.

5.3. European Theology in the Conflict over the Claim to Truth: A Conflict with the Young Churches. European theology has the most difficult relationship today with the churches of the southern hemisphere. Theologians from Asia, Africa and Latin America relativize European theology’s normative claim to truth. European theology is no longer considered the equivalent of Christian theology per se, but merely a geographical-cultural variant of contextual theology. A plurality of theologies and theological models from the Two-Thirds World exist as alternatives to European theology. This criticism of European theology is connected to the colonial experience. Can European theology be renewed in such a way that it overcomes the attitude of imperial dominance?

The critical reservations toward European theology as they are particularly raised at ecumenical meetings and conferences use as a cultural starting point that European theology, in particular, mirrors the thinking and lifestyle of the European peoples and represents a form of expression of Western civilization. This reservation is connected to the critical question of whether or not European theologians themselves have been aware of their bonds to their own historical context. Or, do they only too naively confuse, by the self-evidence of their centuries-old history of theology, divine truth with their own theologizing? Among other things, this means that, while they view critically syncretistic tendencies in *Asian, *African and *Latin American theology, European theologians still have a blind spot about the place where their own European theological tradition is syncretistically superimposed by philosophical and even political-ideological presuppositions.

European theology is also accused of basically being too intellectual and too abstract. With its academic instruction and method of argumentation, it hinders the spontaneous testimony of faith and the concentration upon practical daily life experiences and social problems. European theology has distanced itself too far from the original context of the New Testament and therefore no longer understands the situation of the first churches in their oppression, poverty and persecution. This criticism can even lead to the reproach that Western churches are so corrupt that they are not capable of real solidarity with the poor and persecuted church.

A further aspect has to do with the denominational splits. The different denominations only have to do with modifications of European theology, which are not very relevant for the young churches. The classic denominational conflicts only burden the missionary churches. The churches of Asia and Africa wonder whether they could instead come to a new concept of genuine African and Asian theologies, starting from the biblical roots in the ancient Orient and in the early churches in Ethiopia, Egypt and Persia—without taking the detour across Europe.

As mentioned before, the critical objections presented here come mostly from theological circles that are strongly influenced by the World Council of Churches, which is deeply shaped by Protestant liberalism. In the predominantly evangelical and charismatically influenced churches of the Two-Thirds World, the question of scriptural soundness is central. *“Black theology” or a political *liberation theology is rejected just the same as a European theology influenced by liberalism. The text is more important than the context, that is, than native theology. The underlying conviction is that the content of the biblical message has universal validity. The criticism of European theology is significantly milder when one tests, if possible, all concepts of theology, regardless of their geographical and cultural origin, by the biblical canon without totally disregarding each respective context.

Noteworthy here is the attitude of Roman Catholic theology towards the topic of contextualization. The Roman Church places great emphasizes on the theologia perennis grounded in the magisterial office of the Church, that is, the eternal, unchanging theology. Nevertheless, since the Second *Vatican Council, section 44 of the constitution Gaudium et Spes (Joy and Hope) recognizes the necessity of contextual preaching of the faith (see Catholic Theology and the Global South).



6. The Future Task of European Theology.

 

The twenty-first century could lead to internationalization with respect to the long history of European theology. European theology will have to deal with the diverse cultural contexts in the global world and be prepared to learn from the vitality of the churches of the Two-Thirds World. Simple confrontation—from either side—will not be appropriate for the worldwide mission of the church of Christ. A common path must be found theologically.

This means first that Christian theology needs an inner doctrinal continuity as reflection upon the revelation of God that occurred in history. The heritage of European theology is indispensable here. This is true both with respect to the christological and trinitarian foundations as well as regarding the Reformation truths of the doctrine of justification. To this end, the scriptural principle of Protestant and evangelical theology in critically evaluating all contextual theology must be continued. This critical principle is true, of course, also with regard to denominational peculiarities of European theology (see Systematic Theology; Theological Method).

European theology must therefore take up the specific topics and meet the specific challenges of the global world. These challenges include the North-South conflict with all of its social and political questions, as well as the ecological crisis (see Creation and Ecology) and the *ethics of the modern sciences and *technology. European theology can learn from Asian theologians how to dialogue with other religions without giving up its own Christian distinctiveness. It ought to learn from the communicative thinking of African theology and ethics. Discussion with Latin American theology is important regarding topics of *business and economics ethics.

On the other hand, evangelical theologians in Europe and North America have profound apologetical experience in dealing with secular culture and society from which the churches of the Two-Thirds World can profit. It is clear in this context that, from an evangelical perspective, the liberal answers of Protestantism with its biblical criticism are not sustainable. Even the simple retreat to individual piety (see Pietism), done in Protestant theology since Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), will not suit the holistic approach and needs of biblical theology intellectually or practically.

In summary, we conclude the following: By divine providence, for more than twenty centuries now, Europe has been the cultural seeding ground of Christian theology. This heritage must not be lost. Still, in the wake of *globalization, European theology will have to open itself up to be able to remain an active partner for the worldwide church.

See also AFRICAN THEOLOGY; ASIAN THEOLOGY; CONTEXTUALIZATION; ENLIGHTENMENT, THE; EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY; GLOBALIZATION; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; LOCAL THEOLOGIES; MIDDLE EASTERN THEOLOGY; MEDIEVAL THEOLOGY; NORTH AMERICAN THEOLOGY; REFORMATION; SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY; THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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EVANGELICAL CONTEXTUAL THEOLOGY, AFRICAN.
See AFRICAN THEOLOGY, EVANGELICAL CONTEXTUAL.





EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY

 

Global evangelical theology insists on the primacy of the Old and New Testaments in the knowledge of God, rather than in one or another of the authoritative institutions of the historic churches of catholic Christianity. While Eastern and Western catholic churches of Christianity include their own institutions and traditions as sources of revelation, since the *Reformation of the sixteenth century, the “evangelical” churches have acknowledged canonical Scripture, sola scriptura (“Scripture alone”), as the sole source of revelation and the sole authority in theology (see Revelation and Scripture). Consequently, while evangelical theology embraces the catholic faith of historic Christianity, for example, through concurrence with the most ecumenical definition of Christian truth—the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed—it does so because of scriptural warrant rather than ecclesial authority.

Global evangelical theology utilizes traditional theological resources, but these—for example, confessions of faith, consensus-building events and documents as expressions of the truth-bearing gifts of the Holy Spirit historically and contemporaneously—are all subordinate to the Scripture principle in theology. While this is not always the case in Christian living, where decision-making based upon faith includes a sense of the guidance of the Holy Spirit, theological statements demand scriptural support.

1. From the Reformation to Postmodern Contexts

2. Biblicist Approach

3. Diverse Theological Trends and Contextual Methodologies


 


1. From the Reformation to Postmodern Contexts.

 

The evangelical theologies inherited from the Reformation movements underwent massive development in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries within two ecclesial contexts: state churches and free churches. Both spawned massive *missionary movements, maturing the evangelical vision and sensibility. As the global evangelical consensus emerged in missions, the state churches became progressively irrelevant, as the separation of state and religion became normative in the West. Evangelical Christianity in the East and South sought the freedom to conduct its missionary affairs to sow the seeds of future indigenous contributions to its global theologies. Vital evangelical theology, wherever it found expression, became more oriented to its scriptural bases, both exegetically and meta-physically. Its future would rest precisely in its commitment first to translation and then later, as its growing network of theological education entered its third generation in the twenty-first century, to the study of biblical languages for exegetical practice in the indigenous languages.

By mid-twentieth century, after the lessons of the Nazi crisis of German and European Christianity and the necessity of establishing the radical independence of Christian faith in documents like the Barmen Declaration (1934), evangelical theology became even more biblicist in its orientation. This trend posed a major challenge both to liberal theologies and to the overly Hellenized aspects of the Catholic (and other) traditions as well. Indeed, largely because of the emphasis on exegesis and the prevailing use of *biblical theology, the most substantial evangelical work in theology in three centuries, Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics (1932-1968) became, for many, the incomparable exemplar of evangelical theology and other Christian theologies for the twenty-first century and beyond (see Barthianism).

Global evangelical theology has thrived in post-Constantinian, postcolonial and even postmodern cultural contexts. The demise of the “Constantinian” legacy of Christianity heralded and explicated by the Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder became a programmatic theological theme by the end of the twentieth century. Freed from its cooptation to Western social conventions and coercive powers, Christian theology is free to serve the message of Christ and the ministry of reconciliation. The *postcolonial movement in cultural studies globally has benefited evangelical theology. As the last century ran out, the post-Marxist, even post-Liberal cultural realities, made for greater local freedom to rapidly indigenize Christian belief and practice. No longer beholden to translated theologies from the West, and deeply familiar with Scripture and its original languages, local evangelical theology could find expression through local sensibility and *contextualized scriptural reasoning.

Similarly, postmodern conditions—the contextuality and fallibility of all human knowledge claims, the de-privileging of all human (and secular) authorities with respect to ultimate knowledge claims, the democratization of knowledge—assisted in giving a theological voice to evangelicals (see Modernism and Postmodernisms). With half of global Christianity being evangelical, and the preponderance demonstrating a high degree of lay leadership, it is not surprising that the lay element in theology would also be reflected. Perhaps the leading contributor to this reality from the twentieth century is C. S. Lewis, whose books and essays on the Christian faith have gained a permanent place in global evangelical theology.



2. Biblicist Approach.

 

Evangelical theology in the global reality, arising from biblicist and conversionist traditions of modern Protestantism, finds itself comparatively free to maintain distinctive traditions: infallible revelation in Scripture; Trinitarian orthodoxy (see Trinity, Triune God); “high *Christology,” Christ is uniquely truly divine and truly human; soteriology (see Salvation); missional *ecclesiology; robust *eschatology; and the innovations in ministry for originating new churches and parachurch groups. Anticipated by the rise of Free Church movements, and extended through the *Pentecostal and *charismatic movements, it never strayed far from the relative strictness that defines evangelical sensibility. Its theology in many ways defines what global Christianity would do and is doing in this respect. Of course biblicism guarantees nothing in terms of a fixed theological system, but it does resolutely fix itself upon the basic contours of Christian teaching and preaching, availing itself of its own gradual liberation from *apologetics enslaved to Greco-Roman (and other) metaphysics.

The central role of witness in global evangelical theology is distinctive. Unlike theological approaches that reflect philosophical and cultural features, global evangelical theology tends to be transformative and even subversive in its biblicistic way. Due to focus on biblical literacy, the theologies which emerge feature cultural adaptation to the text rather than text to context.

Evangelical theology benefited from the so-called biblical theology movement of mid-twentieth century. This afforded the more conservative scholars opportunity to gain outstanding academic credentials, but more importantly, it apparently accommodated a sola scriptura approach as “sole authority of Scripture.” Institutionally based *dogma, outstripped in its capacities to guide the new churches, was supplanted by a biblicist approach to theology which proved more adequate. While there continue to be disputes at the point of the charismatic and noncharismatic divide, such as “cessationism” (whether New Testament “supernatural gifts” such as *glossolalia and *healing have “ceased”), this has resulted in few radical divisions. Indeed, some kind of charismatic experience by the end of the twentieth century had become the single most common feature of global evangelicalism.



3. Diverse Theological Trends and Contextual Methodologies.

 

Global evangelical theology emerges out of a number of theological trends characterized by scriptural primacy and cultural sensitivity, for example, contextualization, indigenization, “Christ and Culture” *hermeneutics, evangelical responses to *liberation theologies, post-colonialism, postmodernism, Third-World theology, world Christian theology and so forth. What theology is and is becoming globally is of course influenced by Catholic and Orthodox traditions where regional authorities allow and where evangelicals are ecumenically minded. But unlike other forms of postcolonial theology, evangelicalism has been transformational and populist. For instance, in India, Sanskrit has for centuries been the language of evangelism and theology for the Roman Catholic mission to the Brahmin caste. Traditional Catholic hierarchy meshed well with the caste system in India and did not achieve the kind of social transformation that it could have. Indeed, it was the evangelical missionary William Carey in the first half of the nineteenth century who perhaps contributed most greatly to the idea of lower-caste religious and political rights. Rejecting this dominant linguistic tradition, “Dalit theology” in Tamil and other languages has emerged in its own right. These and similar developments are largely evangelical in substance and tone. While often absent from the consciousness of the West yet disseminated through the widening networks of colleges and seminaries, such theology is beginning to emerge on its own local terms globally.

In the *Islamic world, evangelical methodology has allowed a contextualized and indigenized approach that treats Islam as a Christian heresy, with more Christian truth than error present. In an approach reminiscent of the late patristic theologian John of Damascus, many missional thinkers have developed a theology of and for Islam that represents a high Christology and a consistent soteriology, but one that is “within Islam.” In Muslim countries while “conversion” is prohibited, the Bible is not, allowing Christians to seek a Christian Islamic theology for local church life, evangelism and worship in Jesus’ name.

For the movements that make up global evangelical theology, the historic European context of state churches is not even a distant memory. As in the case of the debate over homosexuality in the Anglican communion, this allows for a unique reverse influence. The Anglican theologians of Africa and Asia represent a special case of postcolonial revolt. The irony of justice agendas in theology of the West reacting against a contravening justice agenda from the south and east is not lost on many observers. Similarly, the minority Christian existence in strictly conservative Muslim areas presents non-Western theologians with challenges not felt by their Western counterparts.

With the shrinking influence of the *World Council of Churches, the ecumenical map is also being redrawn. While liberal and evangelical Protestant agendas seem permanently divided, evangelical bodies have encouraged conversations with Roman Catholics. In many cases, documents such as “Evangelicals and Catholics Together I, II” are indicative of a broad-based Christian affiliation. Continuing concern over proselytizing, particularly in Eastern Europe and Latin America, however, raises the larger issue of catholicities: Orthodox, Roman and evangelical, that is, universalizing doctrinal and ecclesial traditions that do not show signs of reconciling with one another any time soon.

The significant global advancement of evangelical movements and theology in the twenty-first century is reflective not only of the democratic trends toward religious pluralism, but also of deep theological convictions about the human being and the nature of faith. Biblical principles of individual responsibility before God, the voluntarist character of the decision of “saving faith,” the minimalization of institutional mediation necessary for faith, the validation of church-planting movements and ministerial formation—these all contribute to a new and burgeoning theological environment.

While evangelical theology is resistant to pluralism at the religious level and often exclusivist, its apologetical responses to other religions, particularly Islam, can be quite innovative. Evangelicals, representing a majority of Protestants globally, have an intensifying interest in cultural penetration and adaptation. Their influence both on Western versions of evangelicalism and on other parts of Christianity—particularly, with its charismatic component, in the Roman Church—promises to be a permanent part of what Christianity is becoming globally.

See also CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS; BELIEVERS CHURCH TRADITION; FUNDAMENTALISM; LAUSANNE MOVEMENT AND COVENANT; PENTECOSTALISM; REVIVALISM, REVIVALS; WORLD EVANGELICAL ALLIANCE.
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EVANGELISM

 

“But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see—I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord’” (Lk 2:10-11). Just as the angel proclaimed good news to the shepherds, evangelism means sharing the good and joyful news of Jesus Christ with people. This article briefly overviews the meaning and purpose of evangelism and provides ideas for evaluating components of evangelism that are effective in different cultural contexts.

1. What Is Evangelism?

2. Evangelism and Different Cultural Contexts

3. Components of Evangelism

4. Holistic Evangelism


 


1. What Is Evangelism?

 

1.1. Biblical Overview. In the New Testament, to evangelize (euangelizō) is to bring, proclaim or share the good news or gospel (euangelion). These Greek words for announcing important news are used in the New Testament to refer specifically to the coming of Jesus Christ and the salvation he brings to the world. Jesus proclaims the good news of the *kingdom of God (e.g., Mt 4:23; Mk 1:14-15; Lk 4:43; 8:1), sends out his disciples to proclaim the good news (Mt 10:7; Lk 9:2), and declares that the good news will be proclaimed throughout the world before he comes again (Mt 24:14). After Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension, his followers continue to proclaim the good news, sometimes elaborated as the good news of the kingdom of God, of Jesus or of God’s grace (e.g., Acts 8:12, 35; 13:32-33; 20:24; Rom 1:9). Other New Testament terms, such as “proclamation” and “witness,” similarly describe sharing the good news of Jesus with others. Many examples of evangelism by Jesus and his early followers involve verbal proclamation, teaching, miracles and healing, and personal witness and testimony. Old Testament prophecy refers to the coming good news as well (e.g., Is 52:7; 61:1).

1.2. Purpose and Breadth of Evangelism. The purpose of evangelism is to enable and encourage people to enter into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ by repenting, having faith in Jesus and committing to follow him. Evangelism can be defined narrowly as the verbal proclamation of the gospel. However, a broader definition encompasses the many different actions, conversations and activities which all can move people closer to knowing Jesus and receiving him as Lord and Savior.

1.3. Participation with the Holy Spirit. We bring the good news of Jesus to people following the direction of the Holy Spirit who is calling people to God. Evangelism should always begin and continue with prayer. Our human activity does not cause a person’s *conversion, rather, by God’s grace, we are part of God’s plan to invite people into a restored relationship with him and offer them new life through Jesus.



2. Evangelism and Different Cultural Contexts.

 

The ways people are receptive to discussing the gospel, understanding its essence, coming to believe in the reality of Christ and his salvation, addressing questions and barriers they may have, realizing their sin and need for Jesus, and committing to following him will vary according to their cultural and national background and their individual circumstances. Evangelistic approaches or images for explaining the *gospel which connect deeply in one context may have little relevance in another. It is important to consider the context of the people we are trying to reach in every aspect of evangelism. We should consider cultural values, concepts, images, stories, interests, social norms, ways of validating and accepting explanations, traditions, and spiritual and religious backgrounds to help us determine possible bridges for explaining the gospel understandably, areas of likely conflict or misunderstanding, and questions and needs which can be met in Jesus.



3. Components of Evangelism.

 

When thinking about how best to reach people in a particular context, it can be helpful to consider three components of evangelism: (1) sharing the gospel, (2) building interest and validating the gospel, and (3) activities and methods for approaching people so that we can share the gospel.

3.1. Sharing the Gospel. We need to consider ways to explain to people in an understandable manner several aspects of the gospel: God’s love and desire for relationship with people revealed through Jesus; people’s need for salvation through Jesus because of sin and its effects; the significance of Jesus’ suffering, death and resurrection; and commitment to Jesus. We increase people’s understanding by using familiar language, concepts, images, analogies or starting points; by talking about the presence and impact of Jesus in our own lives and the lives of others; and by connecting to others personally by encouraging discussion, questions and reflection.

3.2. Validating the Gospel and Building Interest. In order to commit to following Jesus, people not only need to understand the good news of Jesus, but also to believe that it is real, true and applicable to their own lives. Different cultures and individuals give more or less weight to different criteria for validating the gospel message and for becoming interested in the first place, and most use a variety of criteria.

We can demonstrate that Jesus is real and that his salvation radically changes our lives through our faith, actions, service, relationships and community with other believers. Many people need to see that the gospel is relevant and plausible with their experiences of life, including their observation of the lives of Christians and their discovery of the relevance and presence of Jesus in their own lives. Other people need to see that the gospel is rational, and they are interested in discussing theological issues, tough questions about faith and apologetic arguments for aspects of the Christian faith. Still others may be the most convinced by the direct witness of the Holy Spirit to Jesus’ salvation through healing, prophecy, power over demons and evil forces, and other miracles.

3.3. Methods and Strategies. Finally, evangelism includes the ways in which we approach people and provide opportunities for people to hear, discuss and respond to the gospel message. Methods and strategies for evangelism should take into account what people are familiar with, cultural norms for what is acceptable, and areas of interest or questions and needs people have.

Relational, friendship and lifestyle evangelism involve training and encouraging each other to live out and share about our faith, present the gospel, and ask questions and have discussions with people we know. Small groups can encourage people through several steps of their process of considering and deciding to follow Jesus over a period of time of learning, discussing, asking questions and reflecting. Inviting people into worship and fellowship allows people to observe and participate in Christian community and to consider following Jesus over time. Service activities demonstrate God’s love and grace and can include sharing about Jesus’ healing, acceptance and transforming power—both to those we serve and to non-Christians who serve alongside us. Mass evangelistic events such as rallies, revivals or broadcasts can present the gospel to many people at once and should include follow-up for those who respond to Jesus. Encounter evangelism, such as going door-to-door or street preaching, can engage people we do not already know in conversation about Jesus. Activities or seminars that meet specific needs or interests can build relationships between Christians and non-Christians; more directly, they can also include Christian content.
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4. Holistic Evangelism.

 

4.1. Evangelism Beyond Words. The Roman Catholic Church (and some Protestant churches) prefers the language of evangelization over evangelism. The choice of words entails a shift of meaning. Evangelization in the Roman Catholic Church refers to the proclamation of Jesus Christ not simply through words but also through Christian service, seeking *justice and worship. Within contemporary *evangelicalism, the call to develop wholistic models of evangelism comes as a parallel development with the Roman Catholic emphasis on integral evangelization. To be holistic is to see social activity or responsibility as a partner to evangelism through words, like the two wings of a bird working together. Others prefer to speak of social action as a visual aid to the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ. In these reformulations, one might see the evangelical distinctive to maintain the verbal proclamation of the gospel as the heart of evangelism. But there are a few evangelicals whose views closely resemble the Roman Catholic stance on evangelization (Conn, Costas). For instance, Harvie Conn looks at evangelism as a room that can be described in different ways. It is what Jesus Christ does through worship (leitourgia), service (diakonia), proclamation (kerygma) and the church’s fellowship (koinōnia).

4.2. Proclaiming the Gospel of the Kingdom. In the past thirty years, Roman Catholics and Protestants (including evangelicals) have come to a deeper realization that “gospel” in the ministry of Jesus was the good news of the reign of God (cf. Mk 1:14-15). Greater appropriation of the biblical theme of the *kingdom of God has revitalized the contemporary practice of evangelism and *missions among the churches. It calls on the whole church to be agents of God’s rule in the world. Consequently, since Jesus was anointed and sent “to bring good news to the poor . . . to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Lk 4:18), the mission for which the church is sent (Jn 20:21) goes beyond simply the salvation of souls. It means liberation from everything that oppresses humans even if it is ultimately concerned with deliverance from sin, death and the Evil One. Some would be wary, however, of defining salvation this way. For instance, Ron J. Sider insists that salvation language must be limited to people’s experience of forgiveness in Christ and entering the redeemed community.

4.3. Doing Evangelism Across Cultures. Generally speaking, doing evangelism in Euro-American settings takes the form of engaging the claims of secularization and unbelief. Naturally, this entails the use of *apologetics (whether through conversations or debate) in practicing evangelism. But Christian integrity in community remains ever more urgent in communicating conversion in the West. In the Majority World, evangelistic tools received from the West remain relatively useful, but contextual theologizing has given impetus for a more critical appreciation of such tools and to the search for better, more culturally appropriate forms. Having said this, relational evangelism and the use of small groups seem to be proven tools for Christian outreach in many countries. Moreover, the *Pentecostal and *Charismatic movements spreading rapidly around the globe are calling attention to the proclamation of Christ as Lord of the spirits when communicating the gospel. But the challenges of relating redemption to the problems of *globalization, cultural identity, *poverty and oppression also remain critical. With these challenges, institutional Christianity must give way to a missional church, emphasizing both the local and collective (universal) dimensions of witnessing to Christ.

T. D. Gener
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EVIL, THE PROBLEM OF

 

Evil is an undeniable reality in the world today. The Christian affirmation of an all-powerful, good and perfect God and the presence of evil in our world is a problem philosophers and theologians have wrestled with for centuries.

1. The Nature of the Problem

2. Different Solutions to the Problem of Evil

3. The Purpose of Evil: The Religious Dimension of the Problem of Evil

4. What God Has Done About Evil


 


1. The Nature of the Problem.

 

The phrase the “problem of evil” is concerned with the human dilemma of reconciling the goodness of a powerful and good *God with the presence of evil in the world today. If God is all-powerful why has he not stopped evil from happening? Those troubled by this question are likely to deny the existence of God, arguing that the existence of God and the existence of evil are incompatible. This view is described as the “logical form of the problem of evil.” Others argue that given the existence of God and the existence of evil, God’s existence appears problematic. This kind of reasoning is called the “evidential form of the problem of evil.” In either form the challenge is for Christians to address the presence of evil in our world, which to many people makes the belief in and existence of an all-powerful and caring God difficult. The evidence of acute human suffering in the world raises the question: Why does God appear unable or unwilling to do anything about human suffering, if in fact, as Scriptures claim, he cares about humanity and his creation? The problem of evil is a conflict involving two aspects of the Christian affirmation about the nature of God—his power and his goodness—and a third reality, the presence of evil in the world.

1.1. Basic Assumptions Underlying the Problem of Evil. There are certain basic assumptions underlying both the logical and evidential forms of the problem of evil. The first assumption is that a good being or person will eliminate evil at all costs if he or she is able to. Second, it is assumed there is no limit to what an all-powerful being can do. However, God who is good and powerful is doing nothing about evil and therefore he is not powerful and good as theists claim. Third, it is assumed that there are certain evils that happen to humanity that do not serve any purpose at all as some theists claim and that such evils should be eliminated by a powerful and good God. Thus, given these assumptions the presence of evil in the world poses a serious problem for those seeking to reconcile God’s power and his goodness in relation to humanity and to creation. From a philosophical perspective, this is a problem because there appears to be no adequate answer to the question of why a powerful and good God would allow evil in his world.

The problem of evil, however, must be looked at in its theological rather than philosophical dimension alone and must be understood in terms of the overall plans and purposes of God for humanity as well as the whole of creation.

1.2. What Is Evil? Evil is any act, object or behavior that threatens a person’s relationship with God as well as his or her well-being or that of fellow human beings. In general the problem of evil addresses two kinds of evil. These are natural or physical evil and moral evil. For the most part, humans do not have control over natural evil because it is caused by natural processes. The second, moral evil, is clearly caused by human beings because of certain moral choices they make. Moral evil involves actions of free, morally responsible beings (Rom 1:18- 32). Evil of this kind can be prevented since it is due to human behavior. Matters are not that simple, however. In many cases the two types of evil—natural and moral—are inextricably related. According to the Bible, natural evil is ultimately the consequence of moral evil. Natural evil is a direct result of the curse on creation because of the sins of humanity (see Gen 3; Rom 8:19-23). Some natural evils or sufferings are brought directly or indirectly by our own free choice.

1.3. Where Does Evil Come From? The Scriptures affirm that God is not the originator of evil. Evil entered God’s creation because of the creatures’ desire to become like God. God created humans not only with free will but also with desire. It is this quality of human desire, if it is not controlled, that gives birth to evil and sin. Biblically, evil has been traced to two of God’s creatures, Adam and Eve (Gen 3). Traditionally a prior origin of evil is attributed to the fall of Lucifer, though biblical evidence for this is not definitive (see Is 14:12-15; Ezek 28:11-19). Both brought sin and evil to the world because of their desires. The apostle James makes it clear that humans—not God—are the authors of evil (Jas 1:13-15; cf. 1 Jn 2:16-17). When God created humans and put them in the world, in his wisdom and freedom, God graciously gave them the ability to make moral choices that could result in good or evil. The biblical writers do not explain why God gave humans free will to make either good or evil choices. They are clear, however, in attributing the evil and the corruption in the world to the sin of Adam and Eve. Sin or evil entered God’s creation through one of God’s creatures, namely Satan, and through humanity’s failure to uphold the laws of God. God has given his creatures free will to be able to make moral decisions.

1.4. Why Is Evil a Problem? The amount of evil in the world today has made many wonder if God is real. The presence of evil and the belief in a good and powerful God has created an intellectual problem for many philosophers as well as theologians. Most African cultures, however, do not see the presence of evil and suffering in the world as a good reason to deny the existence of God, as some in Western cultures claim. God is the most powerful reality in these cultures. Evil is also a reality. But God’s presence, his providential care and love are manifested in the midst of the many evils present in their communities. They experience God’s deliverance and protection from all of these evils. Instead of these evils drawing them away from God, they instead affirm the reality of God’s care for them. God manifests himself in their afflictions to deliver them. These cultures see some evil as a direct result of human failure to live right and therefore cause the forces of nature to turn against humanity. In other words, evil is often a direct result or effect of sin on the part of humanity. Of course, we know from experience and Scriptures affirm that not all evils are the result of human sin (Jn 9:1-3). There are evil activities that originate from the devil so as to cause pain and suffering for humanity. Evil and suffering are sometimes the result of forces that lie outside the control of humans, either individually or collectively. The philosophical question concerning why God has allowed evil to continue is not the question biblical writers are concerned with. The biblical writers saw evil as an intruder into God’s creation and show how God has responded to it.



2. Different Solutions to the Problem of Evil.

 

The approach theists have used to resolve the problem of evil is theodicy. Theodicy focuses on giving an intellectual and theoretical explanation of the problem of evil. It attempts to justify the justice and goodness of God in the face of the presence of evil that is manifested in pain and suffering caused by evils of nature, natural evil, and by actions of free human beings, moral evil. Christians have used different strategies to solve the seeming contradiction by modifying some of the premises held by theists, namely, God’s power, God’s goodness and the presence of evil in the world. In doing this some theists have reinterpreted God’s omnipotence and goodness. Some have argued, for example, that God might not be omnipotent as theism claims. The proponents of this view have argued that theists should modify or abandon the idea that God is good or accept the fact that God is not fully good. Others argue that one must believe God, though good, is not all-powerful. Then there are those who deny the reality of evil altogether and often see evil as an illusion.

Traditionally, two Christian theodicies have been used to resolve the problem of evil, the Augustinian and the Irenaean theodicies. The Augustinian theodicy sees evil as part of the creation that is necessary for its greater good. In this system, proponents appeal to free will as the cause for evil in the world today. This view argues that it was better for God to create a world in which free will existed than one in which evil was impossible.

The Irenaean tradition sees evil as part of God’s process of soul making. The problem of evil is an intellectual problem rather than a theological one; though it is difficult to understand, it is necessary to God’s purposes for the world. This view holds that God allows such suffering for a purpose or reason that might not be known to us. He can use what is evil for our good.



3. The Purpose of Evil: The Religious Dimension of the Problem of Evil.

 

A major response to the problem of evil may lie in the fact that, even if God has a good reason for evil, humans may not be in a position to understand it. The fact that humans are limited in their knowledge and understanding, and therefore may not know why God has allowed evil, should not lead to the conclusion that God does not exist or that he is not good or powerful. God might have a good reason and purpose for every evil that he allows. The Biblical writers attempted to give some hints about this. We may refer to this as the religious element of the problem of evil.

The Bible suggests some reasons why God has allowed evil in our world today and has not removed it. First, God has allowed evil for the good of his creation. For if God were to deal with evil by exercising his power to remove evil from the world, both creation and the whole of humanity would be destroyed because of the corruption and evil that humans are engaged in. The Bible describes the heart of humans as being evil and desperately wicked (Jer 17:9). Moreover, since God cannot tolerate evil, if it were not for his love and mercy for his creation, he would have wiped out all of creation because creation is polluted by evil through our deeds or actions.

The second reason has to do with God’s sovereignty. Although evil is present, God is still in control. There is a sense in which God uses the evil the devil brings upon humanity to give opportunities for humanity to respond to God and minister to each other, as well as for God to show mercy, to demonstrate his love and to care for humanity. God is still caring for and protecting creation and humanity so that his purposes and plans for his creation will be fulfilled. If God were not controlling and setting limits and boundaries for the Devil, evil would have overtaken the world. Evil and adversity have a way of helping humanity come to appreciate and serve one another. The presence of evil in our world also speaks of God’s grace and mercy for the wicked.

Third, the Bible teaches that God allows affliction and suffering to manifest his power (Jn 9:1-3). This Scripture also rejects the notion that all suffering is the result of human sin. Sometimes God allows evil forces to cause suffering to demonstrate his power and glory in the life of the sufferer. Suffering and pain have been allowed by God often to demonstrate genuine faith to the Devil (Job 1—2).



4. What God Has Done About Evil.

 

Finally, God has provided a solution to the problem of evil through the death and resurrection of his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. Evil has been dealt with on the cross. Jesus Christ has defeated Satan, who is the author of evil, through his death and resurrection. Even in their rebellion, human and cosmic agents remain dependent on God. Evil, therefore, cannot prevail and overcome goodness. God is ultimately the winner over evil.

Suffering has become part of human experience, but God has also shared that experience. Jesus Christ—the author of life and all goodness—also suffered evil in order to defeat evil (1 Pet 3:18). The untold human sufferings and tragedy that afflict the world today are means God uses to purify and enable humans to overcome evil in our lives as well as in the world. God created a good and perfect world, which he cares for and renews. Contrary to the view that he is the source of evil, God delivers and protects his people from evil. Christ died ultimately to destroy evil and its power on humanity and God’s creation. The Scriptures are very clear about the ultimate destruction of evil from the presence of God as well as from his creation. Not only will evil be destroyed; God will also destroy all those who do evil and participate in it.

Since God hates evil so must all who love him. Human communities should make sure they do something about the moral evil in societies by destroying evil structures and systems that have been put in place to nurture and promote evil in those societies. The problem of evil should not be turned into an academic debate; it must rather be a challenge for all to do something about the evil that is within one’s power and sphere of influence, and so be counted on God’s side.

See also GOD; SATAN; SPIRITUAL WARFARE; SUFFERING.
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EXISTENTIALISM

 

Existentialism is a twentieth-century Western philosophical movement that emphasizes existence over essence. Every other Western philosophy from Plato through Kant and Hegel has attempted to understand the universe and human beings through a system of thought that emphasizes a general essence of humanity shared by all. The unique historical and concrete circumstances of every individual person have tended to be discussed only after or in terms of this predefined universal essence. Existentialism, a critical reaction to this tendency, reverses this by asserting that all human being is “being-in-the-world”—a term used by Martin Heidegger to emphasize the unique situation of every person. Each of us is in the same situation of being “thrown” into a constantly changing world which is not already neatly ordered and defined, but demands that we make decisions in order to shape who we are. In other words, our existence does not follow from a predefined common essence of humanity, rather our identity, who we are, is determined by the concrete choices we make in living out our existence.

In the focus on human identity, existentialism is also a movement away from *epistemology, which dominated in the Western tradition, to ontology, the question of being. Identity is something constructed in its actual living out, and not something whose general principles can be known or deciphered through a universal natural reason.

The roots of existentialism can be found already in René Descartes, who emphasized the rational, thinking subject whose identity stands entirely independent of the world and people around it. While existentialism does not downplay the physical world as did Descartes, it owes its stress on subjectivity and individuality to his influence. The more commonly recognized precursor to existentialism is Søren Kierkegaard. He emphasized the single individual who strives, has passions, considers alternatives and makes commitments. He also recognized that humans exist in a state of anxiety due to their separation from God and the futile attempts to overcome this separation. All of these themes appear in one form or another in existentialism. Nevertheless, the immediate influence on existentialist thought is the phenomenologist Edmund Husserl. In his efforts toward a science of consciousness, Husserl withheld systematizing his experiences of the world around him, concentrating instead simply on describing those experiences (the phenomena). In so doing he discovered that consciousness is always consciousness of something. This he called intentionality.

One of Husserl’s pupils was Martin Heidegger, with whom existentialism proper begins. In his 1927 book Being and Time, Heidegger adopts Husserl’s method in attempting to understand being in general by first understanding what humanity is. The human being, as mentioned above, is being-in-the-world: holistic, embodied and experiential. Our being is Dasein or “being there,” referring to how we live in the world into which we are “thrown.” Humans are the only ones capable of asking the question of their own being and are thus concerned with it as subjective whos, as opposed to all other beings which are simply whats. One area where Heidegger differs from Kierkegaard is in his idea that anxiety arises not from the attempt to overcome our separation from God on our own, but in our attempt to deny the finality and inevitability of death, the awareness of which conditions our knowledge and experience of time.

Whatever the Christian may make of this gloomy scenario, Heidegger’s openness to being, and not simply to human being as such, at least leaves open the question of God. The most significant successor of Heidegger in France, Jean-Paul Sartre, was not so ambiguous. Since both Heidegger and Sartre borrowed from Husserl, their descriptions of human existence were quite similar. However, whereas Heidegger was still concerned overall with ontology, Sartre concluded that if there is no God, then there is no universal human essence for which to strive. God, for Sartre, was simply the limit of our human desire to be self-sustained beings. It was Sartre who actually first coined the term “existentialist,” and it was his neglect of ontology (expressed in his atheism) which led Heidegger to reject the term as descriptive of his own views. Ultimately having no ground against which to measure our choices, Sartre could exclaim in his famous quote that humans are “condemned to be free.”

French thinkers had other problems with Sartre’s existentialism, criticizing it as dualistic, individualistic, overly subjective and ignorant of how human beings are actually formed and influenced in the world. Maurice Merleau-Ponty was probably the first Frenchman to insist that we are constructed not so much from sheer individual choice, but by language. This was no doubt influenced by Heidegger’s turn to language some years after Being and Time. For the latter, language mediates our relationship to being; it is that in which being is encountered. Although Merleau-Ponty also focused on ontological issues, his immediate successors in France concentrated almost exclusively on what he and Heidegger said about language. The result was structuralism, which had all but replaced Sartre’s existentialism by the late 1950s and early 1960s.

Structuralists, most notably Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault, asserted that language is a social institution which is not so much used by individuals as the system within which life is lived in a given culture. Here we have the beginning of the decentering of the subject and thus the death of existentialism. Without the ontological basis which Heidegger maintained, however, they further insisted that language does not refer literally to an objective world, but is simply a function of the unconscious motives of the author (Lacan) or of the assumed cultural rules of discourse (Foucault).

By the 1970s structuralism had come under heavy attack from post-structuralists on two main grounds. First, the structuralist position that every language and text is an entirely closed system means that authorial intent is always secondary to the reader’s interpretation. Second, the structuralist idea that all meaning is determined by the relation of binary opposites (light/dark, hot/cold) is thought to be an oversimplification. The most famous thinker associated with these critiques is Jacques Derrida. His concern is not with literary texts so much as philosophical texts. He critiques the structuralists, and indeed the entire Western tendency to systemize thought into coherent structures based on paired opposites or dichotomies. Derrida uses his method of deconstruction to show that these dichotomies are in fact self-refuting, thus challenging the entire history of theory formation in philosophy since before Plato—including the ontology of Heidegger. Thus over the course of the twentieth century, especially as it progressed in France, Heidegger’s own project of a constructive definition of the human was rejected, first by the social constructionism of structuralists and then by the deconstructionism of Derrida. These are often referred to then as the left-wing (or liberal) descendents of Heidegger.

In contrast to the deconstructive tendencies of Derrida, however, stands the more positive strand of thought influenced by Heidegger. These thinkers have influenced greatly the field of hermeneutics, or the interpretation of texts. Best known among them are the German Hans-Georg Gadamer and the Frenchman Paul Ricoeur. Because of their more positive view of understanding and interpretation, they have been referred to as Heidegger’s right-wing followers. Gadamer, like some of the others above, also holds that language constitutes our relation to the world, but asserts that texts take on a status of their own and need to be interpreted accordingly, not as closed systems but as open to subsequent readings. He, like Ricoeur, expands the definition of text to include works of art. Riceour’s idea of hermeneutics is similar, but he is interested particularly in the interpretation of religious texts not as expressions of class struggle or the will to power, but as complex texts of multiple genres, intentions and motivations. Because these interpreters see the traditions and experiences of the readers as opening up possibilities within the text, rather than standing in the way of the text’s meaning, they have been welcomed by a wide variety of Christian writers on *hermeneutics.

See also MODERNISMS AND POSTMODERNISMS.
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EXPERIENCE, THEOLOGY OF

 

The concept of religious experience in theology has been strongly influenced by the work of Friedrich D. E. Schleiermacher (1768-1834). When Schleiermacher published the final edition of The Christian Faith in 1830, he set the scene for the subsequent development of Protestant theology. Karl Barth considered Schleiermacher the greatest theologian since the Reformers, even though he believed his theology was ultimately misguided because it lacked an understanding of revealed theology and biblical faith. The tradition represented by Schleiermacher considers affective religious experience as a fundamental way of relating to God that is distinct from knowing and doing. Its representatives include people as diverse as Jonathan Edwards, William James, Rudolf Otto and the related method of correlation developed by Paul Tillich.

1. Schleiermacher’s Development of a Theology of Experience

2. The Pitfalls of a Theology of Experience

3. Theologies of Experience Beyond Schleiermacher

4. The Value of Religious Experience


 


1. Schleiermacher’s Development of a Theology of Experience.

 

To Schleiermacher the *Enlightenment’s emphasis upon the autonomy of reason seemed to put much of Christian doctrine at odds with what science and reason taught. He sought to establish a basis for Christian faith that would avoid these conflicts. At the same time he opposed Kant’s division of human knowing into a duality of phenomenal and noumenal, leaving theology to speak of God only in a speculative manner. Schleiermacher resisted such speculative theology, arguing that what we can know of God is based in personal experience, what he termed the “feeling of absolute dependence.” Schleiermacher’s On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, published in 1799, is the premier expression of an understanding of religion as rooted in immediate prereflexive feeling.

Like Kant, Schleiermacher was against maintaining an external authority as a guide for questions of morality and religion; hence, he relied upon the inner experience of the individual (though not the individual understood as an isolated self). Moreover, Schleiermacher’s conception of religion was inspired by the pietistic tradition in which he grew up. Piety has its locus in feeling; thus for Schleiermacher feeling is specified as an immediate self-consciousness of absolute dependence in which we experience ourselves as absolutely dependent upon God. The doctrines of Christian theology are expressions of the specifically Christian forms of this feeling.



2. The Pitfalls of a Theology of Experience.

 

2.1. Questions About the Precognitive Nature of Religious Experience. It is difficult to articulate adequately this conception of religious experience, primarily because it is considered a precognitive experience that precedes our language to describe it. Schleiermacher approached theology from the point of view of experience: a felt experience of God that was perceived to be above reason. It is immediate, precognitive or prereflective. According to such a program, religious language and doctrines are extensions of the natural and spontaneous expressions of this sense or consciousness. Herein lies one of the great weaknesses of his understanding of Christian religion. As George Lindbeck has pointed out, though religion is shaped by our experiences, this makes possible description and formulation of realities and beliefs; it does not provide their content. If by its very definition the criterion of religious experience is that one believes it to be produced by God, then it cannot be independent of language or thought.

2.2. Universal Religious Experience. Beyond these matters of experience and its relationship to language, other charges are lodged against Schleiermacher’s theology of experience—and others that follow his way of thinking. Such an approach to experience seems to claim that there is a common universal religious experience; that all have a knowledge of the feeling of absolute dependence upon God. Schleiermacher himself does not intend to establish an understanding of universal religion, but sees Christianity as occupying a distinct place among the various modifications of that common consciousness of God. For him, all human beings have the capacity for this experience. In other words, religious experience is a universal aspect of human nature; the experience may be universal but the religion is particular. The question remains, however, as to whether it is possible to talk meaningfully about the experience apart from its religious form.

2.3. Theologies of Experience as a Form of Natural Religion. Related to this idea of universality is the notion that theologies of experience appear to be a form of natural religion. The emphasis upon a universal religious experience leads to an understanding of God as immanent within the world. From this perspective, God is no longer transcendent and a being with whom one can interact in a personal way. The distinction between God and the world becomes blurred, leading to accusations of pantheism. If there is an overemphasis on the immanence of God then it becomes conceivable to view God and the world, at least, as mutually dependent upon one another. In the case of Schleiermacher, however, his christological focus helps to alleviate such pantheistic claims because God is understood in some sense as an other, standing outside humanity, seeking to reconcile and redeem it through the work of Christ.

2.4. Relativism Within Theologies of Experience. Relativism is another allegation sometimes laid against theologies of experience. If theology is based on an individual’s experience, theology becomes something that varies with each person’s experience. Related to a tendency toward relativism is a theology with an undeveloped conception of community where experience is understood apart from a particular context. There is warrant to challenge Schleiermacher on these points. Nevertheless, he identifies religious communion as essential because each person’s potential for an awareness of absolute dependence is first awakened by the power of communication and utterance. Furthermore, this self-consciousness leads one to be in religious fellowship. For Schleiermacher, this community is designated as the church. Such an understanding of the church is distinct from natural religion, which Schleiermacher claims is never a basis for religious communion.



3. Theologies of Experience Beyond Sch leier macher.

 

3.1. The Global Context. Within a global context, one sees experience as a significant aspect of *liberation theology, particularly in its unique methodological concept described as the hermeneutical circle. In this approach experience is identified as an aspect of reality, which leads to ideological suspicion, followed by the application of this suspicion to theology and the Bible, out of which flows a new experience of theological reality. There is a movement from experience to text, then back to experience. This *hermeneutical circle arises out of a particular experience for instance, that of the poor in Latin America. The hermeneutical circle demonstrates one way experience can be a valuable component of theology as it interacts with other sources.

3.2. The Method of Correlation. Theological methods such as those found in liberation theology, in the drive to correlate human experience with the biblical tradition, can be understood as employing a method of correlation. Furthermore, this correlation consists in establishing a reciprocal relationship between present experience and some aspect of Christian tradition. The method of correlation is most closely associated with Paul Tillich (1886-1965) who developed it in an effort to rediscover the lost religious dimension of cultural life. Not unlike Schleiermacher’s apologetic efforts to persuade the “cultured despisers” of religion, Tillich was concerned that the Christian message be expressed so as to offer some answers to present-day questions. Like Schleiermacher and those after him who attempted to bring together religion and culture, Tillich’s own efforts make him open to accusations of natural theology. By allowing a universal natural capacity in humans that can seek revelation, Tillich, like Schleiermacher, is in danger of losing the transcendence of revelation. This also leads to an immanent understanding of God. Although any mediating theology calls for some form of correlation, if one understands God and human beings to be radically different, the method of correlation (and some theologies of experience in the mode of Schleiermacher) will prove unsatisfactory.



4. The Value of Religious Experience.

 

4.1. The Use of Experience in P. T. Forsyth. Despite the flaws inherent in such approaches to theologies of experience, an understanding of religious experience has great value for the theological project and is undeniably a significant element of theological method and of the Christian faith as well. The weaknesses of a theology of experience are not inherent in the category of experience itself, but in how it functions in theological method. The use of religious experience as a foundation for knowledge about God is a mistake of much modern theology and those theologies that follow in its footsteps. For a helpful alternative, one may look to Peter Taylor Forsyth (1848-1921), a British theologian who took evangelical experience very seriously. He recognized that while experience is essential, it cannot of itself be foundational. Forsyth accepted the centrality of experience, but denied its priority. He found that his own evangelical experience pointed away from itself toward the authority of the holy God met in Jesus Christ. Herein one finds a contrast to the method of Schleiermacher whose primary reference for theology is the experience itself rather than something beyond experience. Moreover, evangelical experience bears authority within a community that shapes and interprets it.

4.2. Experience Redeemed by the Spirit. A proper theology of experience will emphasize the particularities of that experience as well as acknowledge that we are fallen creatures who often do fail to know things as they are and to do what we ought. Nevertheless, we believe that our experience can yet be and is from time to time redeemed. Experience viewed within the context of a Christian community, rooted in Scripture and guided by the Holy Spirit is appropriately part of a Christian experiential theology. In reliance upon the Spirit, as the Pentecostal tradition has shown, Christians are able to rehabilitate the concept of experience and its use in theology in order to gain true knowledge of the way things are and the being of God who made them.

See also THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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FACE

 

Traditionally, face has not been an area of significant theological interest. Many missionaries and Western Christians have been either generally unaware of face issues or have exhibited strong aversion to the issue. Indeed, for many in the Western world, face represents something disingenuous and false, often characterized as a façade or “social cosmetic.” Many continue to think of face as something in which non-Western cultures engage but not something that is a prominent concern in the modern West. Such an understanding, though prevalent, could not be further from the truth. Face, understood properly, is something in which all people in every culture engage and a necessary component of all human social ordering. As face theorist Robyn Penman notes, face “is primary in that it provides a shared basis for a social order. We could not have a social order without something like the mechanism that I am labeling as facework” (Penman, 25). Simply put, face is a fact.

1. A Definition of Face and Facework Theory

2. The Function of Face

3. Face in Scripture


 


1. A Definition of Face and Facework T heor y.

 

Most are familiar with the term face as it relates to disgrace or *shame (“to lose face,” “to be faced”) or as a type of prestige and social honor (“to gain face”). Scholars believe that the ancient Chinese were the first to use the specific term face to represent personal identity and dignity. Face language is a recent addition to the Western linguistic lexicon, entering conventional parlance only in the last two hundred years as those in the West began to learn more of Asian cultures.

Sparked by the work of social psychologist Erving Goffman in the 1950s, researchers from such diverse fields as communication theory, social psychology, linguistics and anthropology have begun to focus scholarly inquiry in the area of face. These scholars designate this discipline as face and facework theory. The fruit of these researchers has shed much light on face, both as it occurs in non-Western contexts as well as face in Western cultures.

This may come as a surprise since many do not view face as a significant concern among Western people. In part, this is a linguistic issue. Many non-Western languages (e.g., Thai, Mandarin, Japanese) exhibit a rich linguistic lexicon of face terms and idioms, making face an easy topic to identify. Western languages, however, do not often utilize face-laden language. Yet what many languages term face, those in the West variously label as politeness, tact, savoirfaire, diplomacy, social skill or grace.

What is face? Researcher Stella Ting-Toomey provides a basic definition as “the claimed sense of self-respect or self-dignity in an interactive situation” (Ting-Toomey, 3). This involves identity respect and social self-worth within the human practice of projecting identity claims into social space. Facework, that is, face-related behavior, consists of the communicative practices that comment on others’ identities and establish one’s own identity vis-à-vis others’ face claims.

This definition expands the notion of face beyond a simple association with politeness. Face is about identity, both that of the self and of others. The very act of communicating with others requires people to comment in various ways on themselves and those with whom they are communicating and on the necessary relationship between the two. This constitutes the most basic dynamic of facework. Thus, practices such as excuse making, apologies, paying respect, the giving of accounts, criticizing and introductions involve facework. Acknowledgment, recognition, politeness, inclusion and rewarding are inherently face-generating. Therefore, facework is not something that people do some of the time but rather an inevitable practice in human communication that occurs all the time—it is the core of our social selves. That such does not receive the explicit label of face or facework in contemporary Western society may lead observers to think face is therefore not a prominent concern. Face, however, remains essential and pervasive in all human cultures.



2. The Function of Face.

 

Face performs several important social functions. It is a form of social capital, a social resource critical to building relational networks, engendering cooperation and functioning as a competent social actor. Face also acts as a type of social glue, bonding people by securing relationships through mutual respect and maintenance of harmony (solidarity face). In more collectivist cultures, care for the face of others may form a basic axiom of social ethics. For others, facework supports personal competence and the social goals of the individual (competence face). Still for others, facework may serve to preserve individual social space (autonomy face).

In summary, we should note three basic assertions regarding face. First, face is a ubiquitous human phenomenon present in all social contexts and not limited to any particular culture or type of cultures. Second, face represents a complex relational dynamic that resists simple, mono-dimensional conceptualizations. Third, face may differ considerably in varying cultural contexts.



3. Face in Scripture.

 

Both the Hebrew term panîm and the Greek term prosōpon denote the literal face. By extension, this comes to represent the presence of a person and eventually comes to stand for the person; for example, to seek the face of someone is to seek the person. Biblical authors, however, do not use the term face to describe the type of face outlined above. Yet, just as it is true for many contemporary Western cultures, the lack of this specific usage does not indicate a lack of face or facework.

Besides the obvious types of general face-related behavior that results from normal relationality, several other types of facework in Scripture are noteworthy. When Jesus includes the marginal or extends his love to outcasts, he is in effect both granting and upholding the face of others. Likewise, when Jesus castigates his opponents he engages in face-damaging behavior that can lead to face loss. The face that would accrue to those “least in the kingdom of God” (Lk 7:28) (even greater than John!) would be significant. Likewise, to have one’s name written in heaven would be to possess incredible stature and face. The various rhetorical strategies New Testament authors use to enhance the honor of the Christian community are face generating. To posit God as the ultimate “court of reputation” has the effect of granting a new set of criteria and codes that can either lead believers to true face (face that God grants) or real face loss (divinely sanctioned shame and dishonoring).

There are several theological issues connected to face we must address. First, and most critical, is whether face originated in creation or the Fall. The creation accounts of Genesis 1—3 imply that face derives from the goodness of God’s created order. From the beginning, God communicates and relates, addressing Adam and Eve as responsible moral agents, giving them not only work to do (Gen 1:28-30) but also the moral task of choosing to follow God’s directions (Gen 2:16-17). Such activities are inherently face generating. Likewise, face and honor result from the divine approval of the creation (Gen 1:31). We may also associate the notion of face with theological *anthropology. To view the human person from the perspective of the social *Trinity is to propose a relational notion of the imago Dei. Moreover, as we have already seen, face and facework are essential components that human relationality inevitably generates. In this way, it is possible to connect the issue of face with the divine creational intention, for God creates us in his image as face-generating creatures.

Face may also provide rich theological resources for contextualized soteriology (see Salvation). The perennial human project of seeking relationship and esteem through the vehicle of face, the relational rupture and moral failure that often are a part of face loss, and the filling of the self that comes from face gain may serve as heuristics for discerning culturally appropriate modes of soteriological description.

What would a Christian *social ethic of face look like? A Christian account of face must reject categorically the use of societal face status to shield from moral responsibility. The possession of face must also never lead to a position of invulnerability where such great face disallows others to question actions or decisions. The possession of face must also never lead to a position of invulnerability where such great face disallows others to question actions or decisions. Face must not exempt believers from personal responsibility or function as a pretense for morally questionable activity.

Disciples also are not to seek out face per se. Face may not become an end to pursue divorced from virtuous living. Jesus warns his disciples against such face seeking (Mt 6:1-5). He rejects seeking face for its own sake (Mt 23:5-12). Here Jesus singles out the motivation of doing things in order to be seen. He associates such face aggrandizement with the use of and posturing for honorific titles (e.g., rabbi, father and teacher). The point seems to be less about abolishing any distinction such appellations might create within the disciple community and more about this human penchant for face-seeking that involves a love of places of honor, prestigious titles and face-seeking public greetings (Mt 23:6-7). The author of the book of Hebrews also highlights this dynamic, noting that Jesus did not seek out the honor of being high priest (Heb 5:5-10). Rather, because of a faithful life, God granted Jesus honor and true face.

Although some might contend that concern for one’s own face is unimportant, it is the case that concern for the face of others must be a primary concern for Christian social ethics. Such consideration of the face of others will take on greater significance in cultures that are more collectivist and have stronger group orientation. Similarly, concern for self’s face can be virtuous if circumscribed by godly concerns and intentions. Face that rests upon inglorious criteria or dishonorable values is of no consequence for those who claim to know God. If based upon a Spirit-filled life and a desire to honor God, however, face is a proper reward for such true virtuous living (Phil 3:17; 1 Thess 5:13).

Christian facework must not be simply an issue of individual piety. The church must become a place for intentional face and facework. The Christian community, the new creation where the Spirit is shaping believers into the image of God, is a proper locus for a Christian reappropriation of face. This is so because the Christian community is a laboratory where the face of God, a face that is gracious and completely loving, is distilled into real-life attitudes and practices. It is where grace-filled relationships protect legitimate face needs, where life together is constituted by sincere and loving face-affirmation and face-validation. The church then becomes a community of face-validation and face-support, a face-safe place, a sanctuary where people may escape the brutal face-denigrating strategies of the world. Being in Christ provides a new communal narrative that gives the self-in-community a new identity and new identity goals. Such identity goals should motivate and guide kingdom facework.

If this account of face is accurate, it necessarily follows that the church must enlarge its theological vocabulary to make a place for face and begin greater intentional exploration into this area. To engage face Christianly is to bring God into the very midst of the face “game.” It does not entail a rejection but a creative reformulation that asks how the gospel supports, transforms or rejects our conceptions of face and facework strategies.

Such an approach will hold face as a legitimate Christian concern, a resource for constructive theological work, and will authorize for face a place in the contemporary theological lexicon. Without this type of intentional theological attention, Christian communities will either default into the face dynamics provided by the dominant culture or may very well assume that silence equals censure or lack of importance. Neither is acceptable.

Such an “about face” move will require Christians to build local understandings that critically contextualize the various sources, codes and expectations that dominant cultures assume regarding face. The need for such constructive work is clear, yet too few have written or researched this area from a Christian perspective. Nevertheless, doing such will enable the global church to live and witness more faithfully within the face-formed cultural contexts it finds itself.

See also SHAME.
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FAITH

 

What is faith in Christian understanding? Faith is from *God and is directed toward God for *salvation and everything essential to life. The faith called forth from the Father is commonly expressed in Jesus as Redeemer. But faith is also a human reality inspired by the Spirit of life that is living, relational and contextual. It is thus a diverse reality. This rich unity and diversity of faith is apparent in the biblical witness as well as through ecumenical and global expressions of faith.

1. Faith in the Bible

2. Faith: Ecumenical Challenges

3. Faith: Global Challenges

4. Conclusion


 


1. Faith in the Bible.

 

1.1. Faith in the Old Testament. The most important of the Hebrew terms for “faith,” the root ʾmn refers mainly to steadfastness, especially in faithfulness toward and hope in God as Creator and Redeemer. This faithfulness is called into being by God’s prior faithfulness and is kept alive by remembrance of divine faithfulness and in hope of future fulfillment. Both Abraham and Moses were called to rely on God’s faithfulness in the form of a promise, in the face of seemingly hopeless odds. The Deuteronomist assumed that the appropriate response to divine faithfulness involved keeping the commandments (cf. Deut 6:25). Such obedience was not antecedent to salvation, as the preface to the law in Exodus 20:1-3 reveals. In Deuteronomy, Israel thus speaks of its righteousness for the first time in connection with its creed (Deut 6:20-25), which narrates the history of Israel’s deliverance. The demanding will of God, the law, thus implies a “pledge of grace.” Even in postexilic Judaism, where faith became prominently fidelity to law, hope and trust in God for final vindication is still assumed, for “he who trusts in the Lord will not suffer loss” (Sir 32:24).

1.2. Faith in the New Testament. The New Testament conviction that the new age has dawned in Jesus shifts the accent of faith (pisteuō) from steadfast faithfulness and hope to a living trust in Jesus as Redeemer. Since the *kingdom was dawning in Jesus’ work, Jesus emphasized faith as the power that leads to miraculous healing in the new age (Mk 5:34; 10:52; Lk 7:50; 17:19). Faith receives its severe testing in the experience of the cross. In Jesus’ resurrection, the disciples’ faith is strengthened, especially in the impartation of the Spirit and the subsequent empowerment for turning human lives into living witnesses of Christ (Acts 1:8). When threatened, the believing community in Acts expressed great faith through a prayer that reiterates God’s mighty deeds in history (Acts 4). Their faith is vindicated and enhanced through inspired proclamation and signs and wonders of the kingdom to come (Acts 4; 8; 9:42; 13:12; 14:9-10). Belief in Jesus in response to the proclamation becomes a uniquely New Testament emphasis for the biblical meaning of faith.

For Paul, faith is thus a positive response to the message that Jesus is Lord. Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God (Rom 10:17). Christians are designated “believers,” for it is belief in the kerygma (and through the kerygma in Jesus) that binds them together (Rom 3:22; 1 Cor 1:21; Eph 4:5). The creedal formulation is relevant here: “if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom 10:9). Faith is lived out in union with Christ as Lord and in following the way of the cross in the power of the Spirit, the down payment of future redemption (Gal 2:20; Eph 1:13-14). The Old Testament notions of faith as steadfast faithfulness and hope are also present in the New Testament, since faith as the “assurance of things not seen” (Heb 11:1) is understood as integral to faithful love and enduring hope (1 Cor 13; Gal 5:6; Heb 11:1-8; Jas 2). In later New Testament books such as Jude, the Apocalypse and the pastoral letters, faith is commonly used to depict the doctrinal content of the church’s preaching and teaching (Jude 3, 20).



2. Faith: Ecumenical Challenges.

 

2.1. Historical Background. The rich diversity of the biblical witness concerning the nature of faith led to tensions and debates about faith historically as faith entered into various challenges and contexts. For example, against the early Gnostic threat of discarding the Old Testament emphasis on faithfulness to the law, the church fathers laid stress on the obedience of faith in following the biblical principles of righteous living. On the other hand, against the Pelagian assumption of a natural human ability to obey God, Augustine affirmed the priority of faith, human fallenness and dependence on the grace of God for salvation. The Catholic emphasis on the reception of grace through the sacraments, especially penance, was offset by the *Reformation focus on the external source of grace and faith in Christ. Rational notions of faith as a philosophical outlook, a confession or a doctrine were challenged by Eastern mystical and later Protestant Pietist notions of faith as a heartfelt yearning of the soul that is too deep for human conceptuality or words. The rationalistic challenges to faith in the *Enlightenment era in the West also gave rise to *apologetic defenses of the rationality of faith, a shift in focus to feeling or morality, or efforts at shoring up doctrinal formulations. This rich and even conflictual background set the stage for current ecumenical and global tensions concerning the nature of faith today.

2.2. Current Ecumenical Challenges. Without God at the source of faith, there would be no Christian ecumenical movement. Yet different ecclesiastical and cultural settings have called forth different conceptions of faith. How is one to understand the unity and diversity of faith ecumenically? George Lindbeck’s seminal work, The Nature of Doctrine (1984), inspired an understanding of the differences in the language and conceptualities of faith between churches as family differences among various “ecclesiastical cultures.” Doctrine functions as the “grammar of faith” to guide various faith expressions and understandings among churches within the one faith in Jesus.

For example, how does one negotiate the Catholic integration of faith and love as virtues in the life of the believer and the Protestant accent on the external source of grace and faith in Christ? Various ecumenical conversations have enriched the Protestant understanding of faith as an active participation in Christ (for example, the Finnish Lutheran-Russian Orthodox conversations), thus bridging the Catholic emphasis on the believer’s participation in grace and the Protestant accent on the external source of grace in Christ. The 1999 Catholic-Lutheran Joint Declaration on Justification by Faith reaches for a similar integration of faith as integral to love in the believer’s participation in grace (Catholic) and as focused externally on Christ (Protestant). Yet to be explored among these family differences is the Anabaptist wedding of faith and ethics within a rejection of the Constantinian wedding of church and state, and the challenge of the churches to live as countercultural witnesses to the kingdom of God in the world.

The ecumenical movement recognized faith as both an act as well as a body of truth. Thus, another ecumenical issue concerning faith relates to the relationship of faith and tradition. While there are Pentecostal and other Pietist groups that understandably deplore the drift in the early church from faith as a vibrant life to faith as a creed, the Bible does respect the preservation of faith in the form of a tradition handed down (1 Cor 15:3-4). The development and diversification of doctrine in history implies that the truth of Christ, though eschatologically final, must still find historical explication in developing and diverse ways. Also tradition must change and diversify if it is to remain true to its past within new contexts. The challenge is to discern the difference between legitimate change within the one truth of the gospel and illegitimate change from the gospel to something else. As the Barmen Declaration directed against the Nazi control of the church has shown, creedal affirmations relate to both the life witness and the thinking of the churches.

Finally, there is the issue of Christian faith and other faiths. One can detect in history an adversarial relationship between Christian faith and other faiths. In a more positive response to other faiths, one can try to detect an implicit reference to Christ in the various faiths outside of Christian faith. Does this expansion of the boundaries of faith beyond the church not threaten to compromise the uniqueness of Christian faith and even disrespect the unique “otherness” of other faiths? For some, one way to deal with this problem is to recognize in the universal presence of the Spirit an implicit witness that can challenge and enrich the historic faith of the church (Yong).



3. Faith: Global Challenges.

 

3.1. European and North American Witness. The World Wars in Europe and the Holocaust deeply challenged liberal conceptions of faith that were optimistic about human progress through science, technology or culture. Enlightenment rationalism, though challenging Christian faith, seemed for many to have reached its limits. This setting led to an accent on the divine source of faith and its conflict with culture. Karl Barth accented the crisis of faith in the “Wholly Other God” who places humanity under judgment in order to extend grace on divine terms. Often (pejoratively) termed “fideism,” Barth’s approach to faith had its source in divine revelation and was contrasted with insights gained from human reason alone (natural theology). Paul Tillich also understood faith as transcendent, an “ultimate concern” inspired by and directed toward the God who transcends all human conceptualities, but he sought to correlate this faith with cultural questions concerning human existence. Wolfhart Pannenberg joined with others in seeking a shared point of contact between Christian faith and truths affirmed implicitly in nontheological disciplines. Meanwhile, the postmodern insight into how the language of the discourse community shapes one’s conceptions is tending to relate faith more internally to the language and core practices of the church than externally to an assumed commonly shared experience or use of reason to explore truth.

In an effort to restore to faith a more robust eschatological orientation, Jürgen Moltmann rediscovered the New Testament apocalyptic tradition as a way of orientating faith toward a radical hope for the transformation of life by God. Moltmann’s understanding of faith is more concerned with a transforming experience of faith in the context of suffering than in an intellectual point of contact with the academy. In this vein, those writing from oppressed contexts in the United States are less concerned with communicating to nonbelievers and more concerned with a liberating experience of God’s promises within a community of faith dehumanized by the dominant culture. James Cone described faith as an affirmation of God-given dignity and worth among oppressed African Americans in the midst of the contradictory realities of slavery and discrimination. Faith claims a reality in God that undermines the dominant social reality (Cone).

3.2. Latin American Witness. Faith in a Latin American context must also reach for authentic humanity in the midst of dehumanization rather than seeking a common language understandable to nonbelievers. It is the challenge of injustice to which faith responds and not the challenges of Enlightenment rationalism. It is the nonperson that faith concerns; not the nonbeliever.

*Pentecostals in Latin America stress the near end of the world and the boldness of faith to lay claim to the kingdom of God in the here and now, especially in the context of miraculous healing and other answers to prayer. Though their faith is also very materialistic and social, it is oriented more to the miraculous signs of the age to come and evangelism than to graced efforts at social liberation in the natural realm. Though this apocalyptic influence can cause some to withdraw from the world of social engagement, there is ample evidence to suggest that Pentecostals in Latin America are also carrying their belief in the near end of the world into meaningful efforts at social renewal (Petersen).

3.3. African Witness. Christian faith in the context of a postcolonial world has opened up a new emphasis on culturally relevant expressions of faith filtered through African or Asian eyes. The African worldview, as in certain Asian contexts, views the world as alive with spiritual powers. Christian faith in such contexts can accent victory over hostile forces in order to lay claim to the blessings of the kingdom of God. This emphasis is more or less true for Pentecostalism globally, but is especially relevant in the African context. Some Pentecostals have understood faith to be a yearning for health and wealth. Others caution that the willingness of faith to follow the way of the cross in self-sacrificial love for others should qualify the believer’s desire for material blessing.

In tension with the trend toward conflict with cosmic powers, there are African Christians who view the spiritual powers in the cosmos not so much as hostile spiritual forces to conquer but rather as natural forces with which faith can constructively interact. The African worldview thus offers an opportunity, according to Kwame Bediako, for a vision of faith that is holistic and responsive to its environment and not centered on right ideas. For both sides of this African tension, faith will not lead to systems of ideas as much as to redemptive ways of relating to the world, to an “enacting theology,” in the words of Allan Anderson. Narratives of one’s interaction with the world will play a heavier role in expressing faith than systems of theology (which have their importance as well). The same is relevant to Native American and certain Asian cultural contexts that offer Christian faith a similar worldview in which to flourish in distinction to the rationalism of the Enlightenment West, which assumes a dualism of mind and body, spirit and matter.

3.4. Asian Witness. In line with what was noted above concerning the holistic and material contexts for conceiving of Christian faith, as well as the relationship of faith to cosmic forces, Asian notions of faith are also more communal than individualistic. In support of a holistic faith, some in the Korean context have used the concept of Han (loosely translated as oppression) to expand the effects of faith beyond the Western preoccupation with individual guilt and forgiveness. Han yearns for a more holistic notion of faith as effecting liberation and healing that involves all of life (Park). Pentecostals in these areas of the world have been ambivalent about the success of Han as a description of the suffering to which faith responds.



4. Conclusion.

 

Whether intellectual, intuitional or volitional, whether in conflict with culture or in constructive dialogue with it, whether focused externally on Christ or internally in the graced life of the believer, whether individual or communal, faith is a mystery and a gift that binds us to Christ and to his mission in the Spirit to the glory of God the Father.

See also EPISTEMOLOGY; HOPE, THEOLOGY OF.
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FASTING

 

Fasting is the voluntary abstinence from a given substance or substances for a particular cause, concern, petition or goal. Fasting is also recognized as a way of purifying the body of toxins by abstaining from certain types of foods such as meats in favor of fruits and vegetables. In the Judeo-Christian tradition fasting is used as a vehicle for calling upon God for help or assistance. It is a way for individuals and communities to devote themselves and draw closer to God. Fasting has long been a primary method used by ascetics to abstain from the impurities associated with living in the world. Ascetics would often spend long periods of time in the wilderness, living in caves and abstaining from food for religious purposes, in particular to draw closer to God and to receive guidance from God for their lives and the church.

Usually an individual fast will last from one to forty days, with forty days being the extreme. There are various types of fasts, including absolute fasts and partial fasts (e.g., with restrictions to vegetable and fruits). During an absolute fast the individual cannot take in any sustenance or liquids. This type of fast is sometimes identified as an “Esther fast” after the type of fast called for by Queen Esther during a critical period in Israel’s history (Esther 4:15—5:8). The motivation behind an absolute fast often is to have God move favorably in a crisis situation. It may also be taken to purify the body and facilitate clear thinking. When an absolute fast is undertaken, the length of the fast is usually only three days. A fast that lasts longer than three days without water is detrimental to one’s health, and care must be taken when introducing solid foods to the body again.

Absolute fasts may also be initiated for political reasons. An absolute fast undertaken for political reasons is called a “food strike.” A food strike is a nonviolent way of protesting for a political cause. In the twentieth century one of the most famous political fasts, or food strikes, was undertaken by Mohandas Gandhi for civil rights and the decolonization of his native land, India.

Fasting is also a significant part of the Muslim faith. The time of fasting is called Ramadan or sawm. This is an absolute fast from sunrise until sunset each day for the month of Ramadan. It is considered one of the five pillars of faith in Islam. This fast is undertaken for self-sacrifice and devotion to Allah.

A fast is considered a partial fast when an individual is allowed to take in some sort of sustenance, even if the sustenance is only water. This type of fast is popular because it does allow an individual to drink water and other liquids, such as broth. It is also beneficial for the purifying of toxins that can build up in the body over time.

Fasting is still significant in various religious, physical and political practices. In contemporary global Christianity fasting is widely practiced as a spiritual discipline.
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FATALISM

 

Fatalism refers to the belief that an unseen, powerful force has preordained all events to happen and that no human action can influence their occurrence. Fatalism thus connotes not the absence of freedom, but rather its subjection to a dark, sinister power (Bloesch). In Christian theology, fatalism is addressed through the themes of providence and divine agency. Culturally, however, fatalism may assume different philosophical and theological forms depending on the particular thought categories, available vocabulary, history and values of a particular culture.

1. A Cultural-Theological Approach: Thematic Cultural Exegesis

2. Bahala na and Fatalism in Lowland Philippines

3. Rendering Christian Providence in Terms of Bahala Na



 


1. A Cultural-Theological Approach: Thematic Cultural Exegesis.

 

Acknowledging the usefulness of cultural analysis in theology, this article presents a summary of an inductive, cultural approach to the theme of fatalism. Also known as thematic cultural exegesis, this involves cultural analysis and thematization of local values and beliefs for the purpose of theological examination and cultural evaluation. The overall perspective draws from gospel rerooting or inculturation: rendering Christian values and beliefs in such a way as to have impact on people (de Mesa 2003, 162). Hence, instead of beginning with a philosophical-theological deduction that fatalism is a flawed understanding that must be exposed and resisted in every culture, this article proceeds from a local cultural analysis of the theme (here based on Philippine experience), along with its correlation with Christian belief in divine providence, toward a new, inculturated faith interpretation. The aim is to present one model of developing a culturally sensitive and transformational response to fatalism as a religio-cultural theme.



2.
Bahala na
and Fatalism in Lowland Philippines.

 

The cultural expression relevant here is bahala na. In English, the closest equivalent idiom is “what the hell!” (expressing a lack of concern about consequences or risks), but a common translation is “Come what may,” which some associate with the Spanish-based lyrics of the popular song Que sera, sera (“Whatever will be, will be”). (The association is not without basis, for the Philippines was a colony of Spain for three hundred and fifty years. Hence, folk Catholicism remains dominant in the country.) Anthropologists and other students of Philippine values, however, see in bahala na certain religio-cultural dispositions and values that are characteristically Filipino.

It is true that bahala na may at times indicate a shirking of responsibility (its root word relates to responsibility), which tends toward a fatalistic attitude especially if associated with local beliefs in kapalaran (destiny or fate) and suwerte (predestined luck). This understanding might have been the basis for the claim that bahala na was an expression of Oriental fatalism or resignation. According to F. Landa Jocano (181), this negative view was included in grade school textbooks and officially taught in Philippine public schools as far back as 1940, that is, during the latter period of American colonization. Bahala na was faulted as propounding a defeatist worldview in which fixed or preordained fortunes (kapalaran, suwerte) in life are taken for granted. It was deemed an undesirable behavior, symbolizing the natural fatalism of the Filipino. Partly due to the massive influence of the United States on many aspects of Philippine life, this stereotypical judgment (Filipinos as naturally fatalist) has persisted up to the present time within and beyond the educational setting (Maggay).

But bahala na is an expression used by Filipinos in other contexts and occasions (Chua and Nazareno). A more internal (emic) approach in anthropology and social sciences has contributed to this recognition. For one, bahala na could also convey an attitude of courage, resiliency and hope in the midst of difficult situations. Indeed, it is an expression of courage and daring as in Bahala na. Mangyari na ang mangyayari, tuloy tayo (“Happen what may, we will proceed”). For another, it connotes resiliency, flexibililty or adaptability, as in the expression Bahala na pagdating doon (“We’ll react at the proper time”). As de Mesa puts it, “with an uttered bahala na! the Filipino overcomes paralysis and helplessness. . . . It expresses a refusal to be defeated by discouraging situations.” Hence, one could say bahala na is what makes people move, take risks and plan for the future (de Mesa, 163-64). In this, an attitude of trust in God’s providence may also be present. Indeed, belief in divine providence is actually a value that is often taken for granted by most Filipinos. Thus one could say, Bahala na. Pagsikat ng araw, laganap ang awa ng Diyos (“When the sun shines, God’s blessing is upon all”). One could leave everything in God’s hands when nothing more can humanly be done—bahala na ang Diyos (“let God take care of the matter”).

In sum, bahala na has both positive and negative aspects. Negatively, it involves the tendency toward a fatalistic attitude. Positively, however, it reveals three elements: the daring and courage to take risks, hope in the midst of difficulty, and the freedom that is inherent in risking and hoping.



3. Rendering Christian Providence in terms of
Bahala Na.

 

The heart of the real meaning of providence is the reality that God cares for people and the world. In attempting a local theological rendering, this belief in divine care encounters the cultural element of bahala na (de Mesa). In a way, using this cultural element seems necessary as an act of destigmatizing the indigenous culture, which was ravaged by waves of colonization. As a communicative act, this will also help Filipinos sense and feel the genuine concern of God for them. Finally, from the angle of faith, this necessity is also prompted by a concern for gospel fidelity. The fact that God cares has to be recast in light of the seemingly fatalistic world of bahala na to avoid a distortion of the meaning of the gospel.

To render providence in terms of bahala na, one has to ponder what best represents God’s care for people and the world. Is divine care best represented by God preordaining the destiny of peoples and the world as suggested by the Filipino belief in kapalaran (destiny or fate) or suwerte (predestined luck)? Or could this concern of God for people today be better expressed in the hopeful risk-taking implied in the expression “bahala na!”? Filipino theologian Jose de Mesa develops the latter stance using a “purified” bahala na to render an inculturated view of Christian providence:Provided the potential negative element in bahala na which is that of passivity can be offset by genuine caring effort (malasakit), the value can be utilized to communicate God’s care and concern for today’s Filipino. Bahala na without active concern for others is a superficial kind of risk-taking, but with a corrective like malasakit, it becomes a Christian risk-taking after the example of Jesus himself and truly expressive of divine providence. (de Mesa 2003, 163)




 




In brief, one could sketch this rereading of providence further. There was a tremendous amount of risk in the divine creation of human beings. This risk-taking is God’s bahala na, which is a sign of divine trust in humanity as an instrument of God’s care. Following the creation story, the man of faith Abraham and the liberator/legislator Moses represent a long list of risk takers in the Bible who heeded God’s call in fashioning a people who will be “a light to the nations.” This list culminates in Jesus Christ, the last Adam, the firstborn of the new creation (Nacpil). Thus God the risk taker might have uttered an emphatic “Bahala na!” when out of malasakit (care) the Father sent the Son “so that we might have life through Him” (cf. Jn 3:16, 1 Jn 4:9). In like manner, Jesus, God’s Son, was also a risk taker out of love and concern (malasakit) for the last, the least as well as the lost (e.g., Lk 4:16-21; Mk 3:1-6; Mt 9:36-38; Jn 8:2-11). The very life of Jesus was the clear manifestation of this actively hopeful risk-taking for humanity’s sake. His life, teachings, death and resurrection can become our driving force to take risks for the sake of God’s project of a new humanity, mending broken lives and renewing God’s soiled creation.

See also EVIL, PROBLEM OF; FAITH.
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FEMINIST THEOLOGIES

 

Feminist theology, understood in the most basic sense, is the doing of theology from a woman’s perspective. Feminism has many different forms and is expressed in a variety of ways, but from its origins has featured the striving for liberation from all forms of oppression while advocating the full humanity of every person. Feminist theology is an approach to constructing theological doctrine whereby the experience of women, whether described in terms of oppression or the positive aspects of a woman’s world, plays a particular and significant role in shaping Christian theology. In that sense, it is an advocacy of women, an effort to have women’s voices included as an equal partner with male voices in theological reflection, which historically has not been the case. The history of feminist theology began in North America and Europe, and in its early stages did not always take into account the situation of women outside those regions. However, within feminist theology there is a growing commitment to global feminism and the recognition that feminism has global implications. Whatever the differences between the various forms of feminist theologies around the world, there is much that is shared, especially in their approaches to Scripture, Christian doctrine and social issues. While feminist theologians now are represented in all parts of the globe, more conservative churches have often been critical of it.
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1. The Emergence of Feminist Theology.

 

Emerging in the 1960s feminist theology grew out of the general feminist movement that championed the equality of women and men and worked to liberate society from the injustices of sexism. Within feminism, however, there is a wide range of analysis of specific injustices, levels of commitment to liberating actions, and opinions about particular problems and their solutions. During this time women theologians, from the viewpoint of feminine experience, challenged the estimate of the human situation made by certain contemporary theologians. They argued that theology portrayed the human condition from a male standpoint and made such an account normative for both men and women. These arguments drew theologians’ attention to the significant role of experience in the construction of theology. Feminist theologians, cognizant of the need for more work in this area, also began composing theology from a distinctive viewpoint. Feminist theology is not unique in its use of experience, of course, but rather in its use of a heretofore neglected aspect of experience, that of women (Saiving).

1.1. The Influence of Liberation Theology. The use of experience as a valuable source for theological reflection is an approach to *systematic theology that feminist theologies have in common with *liberation theology. The work of these primarily Latin American theologians identified that all theology is a construction of particular persons and faith communities who confess their faith through particular metaphors and thought patterns. In addition, the need to include the voice and experiences of “nonpersons” was also recognized as an important part of understanding God. In the same manner as the Latin American liberation theologians, contemporary feminist theology seeks to give voice to the voiceless, those who are oppressed, marginalized and overlooked.

Liberation theology’s fundamental insight is that the God of Israel and the God of Jesus Christ sides with the poor, oppressed and social outcast, which provides a warrant for any marginalized individual or group to be involved in the task of theological reflection with an intent to address unjust distributions of power (see Preferential Option for the Poor). Because of this broad definition, liberation theology’s influence extended to other theologies, including feminist and black theology, and the various branches within these.

1.2. Androcentrism and Patriarchy. Feminist theologians understand the theological task in large part as an attempt to give voice to women and to include a female perspective in the construction of theological doctrines. They work to correlate the liberating themes of the biblical and Christian tradition within the experience of women in their contemporary setting. Feminist theologians have identified two main concepts that lead to a distortion of classical theology and, hence, provide rationale for their particular approach. These are androcentrism, which is the perspective that considers the male as normative, and patriarchy, an ideology and social system that was the basic pattern of the biblical world and, in the mind of these thinkers, at the root of all forms of oppression.

1.3. Diverse Voices in Feminist Theology. It was within this context that feminist theology developed throughout the 1970s and 1980s, with increasing numbers of women writing books and teaching theology courses from a feminist perspective. Feminist theology initially was a predominantly white, North American and European endeavor. Soon, however, women of color began to challenge the predominant feminist views. Similar to the problem that feminist theologians had previously identified—that one perspective was being portrayed as normative for all of theology—feminists from nonwhite ethnic groups claimed that feminist theologians were constructing theology from the perspective of white women’s experience. African American feminists in particular accused white feminism of perpetuating the idea of white humanity as the model of all female humanity. Ironically, they argued, feminist theology was making the same mistake of patriarchal theology, that is, promoting a particular understanding of experience as universal. Whereas male theology contained an understanding of male experience that was rendered, either explicitly or implicitly, representative of the whole of humanity, feminist theology’s intention was to represent all women’s experience and thus enrich the theological conversation. Now minority voices insisted on broadening the discussion even further.

As women of color continued to identify and respond to this problem, specific designations were developed that distinguished these feminist theologians of color from white feminist theology: womanist (African American), Latina/*mujerista (Latin or Hispanic), *minjung (Korean) and Asian feminist theology. The tension between these groups can be illustrated by considering the subject of sexism, a common concern for all feminist theologies. A description of women’s experience of sexism must attend to many factors, for the sexism one experiences as a woman cannot be separated from the particular woman she is, including her racial and class identity. Merely claiming that all women suffer sexism and that black women, for instance, suffer racism in addition ignores the vastly different contexts of black and white women’s experience of sexism. Clearly, the sexism all women may experience will not be the same.



2. Oppression and Women’s Experience.

 

Although women’s experience is significantly determined by sexism, most feminist theologies characterize women’s experience as fundamentally one of oppression. What is meant by oppression ? It is comprised of sexism in which women are not accorded full humanity and equal status with men, often combined with an exclusion of women from theological reflection and a disregard for their particular voice and contribution. How one experiences or describes this oppression varies in form or degree, and the concrete ways in which this oppression is lived out are distinct. For instance, black women’s experience has a complexity of oppression not found in white women’s experience of oppression due to issues of race and class. Although oppression is a basic category within feminist theology, it is not free from complications. The experience of oppression or sexism cannot be separated from racial or class identity because this fails to consider the contexts within which women experience oppression and how the aspects of a woman’s identity are woven together. Nevertheless, feminist theologies are right to be concerned with oppression as a significant aspect of women’s experience, regardless of the challenges in defining such experience.

The emphasis upon oppression as a central element of women’s experience leads feminist theology to understand that part of its purpose is to change unjust structures and distorted symbol systems, making possible a new community of women and men in harmony with each other and the earth. The lesson from liberation theology that theology originates with the poor and that the Christian faith is interpreted out of the poor and oppressed of the world is taken to a new level in feminist theology, which portrays women as among the poorest and most oppressed of the world. Therefore, it should come as no surprise that feminist theologians from parts of the world beyond North America and Europe have raised the issue of the complexities of oppression. Oppression and marginalization go beyond patriarchy to issues of race, economics and cultural aspects of sexism. Whatever the differences, feminist theologians around the globe are concerned with matters of gender oppression.

Experience supplies the raw material for feminist theological reflection and is the means by which other sources are incorporated or excluded in theology. Yet while an important source for feminist theology, most feminists would resist claiming women’s experience as the sole source; Scripture would still be privileged for many, and tradition also plays a role. Globally, women from various cultural, ethnic or social locations take a similar approach to feminist theological reflection in that they begin theological discourse from their own experience. Such an approach is in keeping with liberation theology, which considers adequate theological reflection as combining Scripture and tradition in conversation with lived experience. Similar to liberation theology, feminist theology argues that women’s perspectives have been neglected in what they perceived as androcentric theology. Therefore, the concrete, lived experience of women is critical to a pragmatic approach in feminist theology that views action in relation to reflection, which in turn leads to new actions and further reflections. What we think has a direct impact on what we do, but what we do also influences our reflection, even our reflection on Scripture.



3. Feminist Theology Outside the North American and European Context.

 

Women’s experience is extremely diverse and there is no such thing as a generic women’s experience to which a generic feminist theology could respond. This diversity has led to the rise of several feminist theologies as women around the world wrestle with the impact of sexism from within their particular social, political and historic location. Moreover, rather than merely an academic or intellectual exercise, theology is an activity, an ongoing process rooted in practice and oriented toward transformation, both personal and social—a transformation embedded in practice, out of which further theological reflection arises. Related to this emphasis, theology done by women outside Europe and America values participation from nonacademics as well as professional theologians. In understanding Christian experience, the voices of indigenous communities often can be as valuable as academic contributions.

3.1. General Distinctions Within Global Feminist Theologies. Within feminist theology as it is constructed outside North America and Europe, one finds some general distinctions. In Latin America, sociopolitical issues related to class struggle are a primary focus. For African women theologians cultural concerns and the context of indigenization are significant, and religious pluralism and interfaith dialogue are a consistent focus in Asia.

3.2. Feminist Theology on the World Stage. The formal voice of Third World feminist theology first emerged within the context of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT). EATWOT acknowledges that there is no single “Third World theology.” Despite common experiences of oppression and exploitation, the particular experiences and manifestations and women’s experiences of oppression all vary. At its founding in 1976, EATWOT had few women members; however, the numbers of women involved in the organization grew, and in a 1981 meeting of EATWOT in New Delhi, feminism was raised as an important work of Third World theology. Previously, political and socioeconomic experiences were the primary focus of Third World theology. Now, African woman theologian Mercy Amba Oduyoye announced “the irruption within the irruption”—EATWOT’s decision to be involved in women’s struggles. From this point on, the network among women theologians in the Third World increased in momentum and visibility. EATWOT’s vitalized emphasis upon women’s concerns is not intended to be simply a challenge to the dominant West, but involves Christianity and the church worldwide. This is a northern and southern hemisphere search for full humanity for all people.

3.2.1. Asian Feminist Theology. The marginal status of Asian women has become central to the articulation of theology for Asian women. It takes into account the colonial experience and struggles for independence. In Asia, patriarchy is not just a matter of male supremacy and male centeredness, it is also a social system of control and domination, including the colonizers over the colonized, elite over masses, clergy over laity. In the caste system of India, one finds a particular expression of this type of oppression. In Asia, women’s empowerment involves an alternative paradigm over and against the life-affecting process of patriarchy. The method is much the same as in Western feminism but the experience is distinct. Asian women’s theology stresses women’s experience of suffering and struggle, and therefore seeks to provide women with an enhanced experience of power.

The way the subject of suffering is viewed from an Asian feminist perspective exemplifies how a woman’s particular context shapes her experience of oppression. In contrast to white, Western feminist theology, which tends to overlook suffering as a meaningful experience for women, Asian feminist theology considers suffering an important part of Asian women’s self-understanding and one that allows women to identify with Jesus Christ. Asian women suffer from oppression at many levels (economically, politically, culturally) simply because they are women. In other words, many Asian women experience a lack of full humanity, a perception that is exacerbated by such practices as the wish for sons instead of daughters and extensive prostitution. For many Asian women Christianity has been liberative because it challenges the control of family and gender-role structures.

3.2.2. African Feminist Theology. The context of poverty, the legacy of colonialism and neo-colonialism shape women’s theology in Africa. African women’s theology is keenly contextual, taking into account religion, culture and socioeconomic and political developments. The relationship of culture and religion is a key issue in Africa: How are Africans to relate indigenous culture, Western culture and religious culture? African women have to fight against patriarchy within their own traditions, but also the legacy of colonialist feminism. Inculturation and liberation are the major thrusts of African theology. Although there are religious and cultural oppressions of women in Africa that Western feminists often note (e.g., polygamy, genital mutilation), the issue of women’s suffering under economic injustice is just as significant. For women in Africa, feminism includes socioeconomic, religious and cultural aspects—not simply issues related to sexuality/sexism as in the West.

In Ghana, 1989 marked a turning point for African theology as women emphasized the need for women’s voices in Africa’s theological project. Up to this point, women had not been subjects of their own experiences and analysis. The group that emerged in 1989 was the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians, who have undertaken sustained research, analysis, writing and publishing on the impact of religions and cultures on their lives. The self-understanding of this group regards African women’s theology as an applied theology: it does not merely denounce injustice, but seeks to devise practical ways of dealing with injustices. Is also calls for personal and social transformation. Indeed, there is no universal African women’s theology. It values the humanity of women as those created in the image of God and is working on reading the Bible through the cultural eyes of African women.

3.2.3. Latin American Feminist Theology. Latin American feminist theology is a critical reflection on women’s experience of God within their socioeconomic, ecclesial and intellectual practices. It poses a critique of social organizations based on hierarchy, inside and outside the church. Through critical theological reflection a commitment to liberative social relations emerges, demonstrating the transforming function of theology. Feminist theological expression in Latin America begins from lived experience, in the vital, daily realities of women’s lives. One instance of such experience can be found in the work of women in basic ecclesial communities, which is a way of organizing ministries in the church and is directed toward a local community’s vital needs. This type of work is a particular expression of feminist theological reflection within Latin America. In Latin America the theologian is viewed as a spokesperson and ally for those whose voices are crying to be heard, the poor women of Latin America. As a result, the distinction between clergy and laity is minimized, and the voice of the common person is highly valued. In this nonhierarchical context the Bible is read together among women biblical scholars and women from poor communities in order to gain a deeper understanding of the meaning of biblical texts.

3.3. Global Feminist Theology as Its Own Movement. It must be noted that feminist theologians outside North America and Europe stress that theirs is not merely an off-shoot of white feminism, but a movement in its own right in which women struggle for liberation in their own countries. Access to higher education, and particularly theological education, has led to the growth and development of feminist theology in developing countries. It leads to the empowerment of women and the extension of informal and formal networks in which feminist theological dialogue can flourish.



4. Common Themes Within All Feminist T heolog y.

 

Despite the distinctions among feminists in North America and abroad, there are some common key theological issues. Methodologically, much is shared between feminist theologians from all parts of the globe; that is, theological reflection is approached from women’s perspective and experience. Within biblical studies, all feminist theologians employ a hermeneutic that draws attention to the oppression experienced by women as a result of cultural, religious and colonial influences. Biblical research done by feminists often attempts to retrieve lost or neglected images and stories, criticizes oppressive material, reads between the lines for evidence of equality in early societies, and brings out the liberating potential of Scripture that may be buried beneath layers of patriarchal accounts, language and interpretations. Systematic theology presents a wide range of topics with which feminist theologians engage from their particular vantage point. Primary among these is *Christology in which the question of a male savior saving women has been raised. Regarding the doctrine of *God, feminist theologians critique the tendency to think that God is male and work to reclaim feminine imagery and language for God. These are simply a few of the areas of theological discourse in which feminists have had an ongoing impact, but there are many more such as *anthropology, *ecclesiology and *spirituality. No matter the area of focus, many of the same issues emerge: language, imagery and symbols for God, women in ordained ministry, authority of Scripture, and theological anthropology.

Despite the positive contributions of feminist theology, limitations to the methodology also limit its benefits. Primary among these is the category of women’s experience, its definition and use. The content of women’s experience is difficult to define because there is no understanding of women’s experience that is representative or acceptable to all women—nor should there be. Even more problematic is the use of the category as a foundation for *theological method. Surely it is beneficial to use women’s experience—or indeed the experience of any people—as a source in theology, as long as this is shaped by a knowledge of God and God’s revelation, rather than being that which shapes that knowledge. While the voice and experience of women from all contexts must be valued, it should be considered in relation to Scripture and biblical tradition as a theological source rather than functioning as the primary source or norm for doing theology. To do Christian feminist theology well presents the challenge of holding many things in tension: competing definitions of women’s experience, its role as a source for theology, and respect for the multiple voices of all women and men.

See also LIBERATION THEOLOGY; MUJERISTA THEOLOGY; WOMANIST THEOLOGY.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. M. P. Aquino,
Our Cry for Life: Feminist Theology from Latin America (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1993); H. K. Chung,
Struggle to Be the Sun Again: Introducing Asian Women’s Theology (London: SCM, 1991); V. Fabella and M. A. Oduyoye, eds., With Passion and Compassion: Third World Women Doing Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1988); V. Fabella and S. A. L. Park, eds., We Dare to Dream: Doing Theology as Asian Women (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1989); E. Johnson,
She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse (New York: Crossroad, 1992); U. King, ed., Feminist Theology from the Third World (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1994); M. A. Oduyoye and M. R. A. Kanyoro, eds., The Will to Arise: Women, Tradition, and the Church in Africa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2001); R. Radford Ruether,
Sexism and God-Talk: Towards a Feminist Theology (London: SCM, 1983); V. Saiving, “The Human Situation: A Feminine View,” in Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion, ed. C. P. Christ and J. Plaskow (2d ed.; San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1992) 25-41; E. Tamez,
The Amnesty of Grace: Justification by Faith from a Latin American Perspective (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993); D. Williams,
Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1993).

L. Peacore

 

FILIOQUE
CONTROVERSY.
See PNEUMATOLOGY; TRINITY, TRIUNE GOD.





FILM

 

This article defines film as a medium of mass communication, and it traces the uses of that medium as a vehicle for messages, whether significant or trivial; a worldview, a persuasive take on life’s issues, is always present, whether intended or not. This article also gives an overview of recent international film from representative countries around the globe. The varieties of Christian engagement with film culture includes a range from capitulation and compromise with pop culture, to radical transformation which endeavors to show the lordship of Christ through the cinema. The current technological changes in digitalization and miniaturization of the screen are democratizing and balkanizing the medium, which remains a global fascination, pregnant with the possibility of religious and cultural influence.

1. Film: An International Medium

2. Effects of the Media

3. Informed by Religion

4. New Technologies


 


1. Film: An International Medium.

 

The terms film, cinema, motion pictures are synonyms for taking the medium of projected images seriously as a vehicle for conveying a message, a worldview and an artist’s vision. Movies is perhaps a less serious word, which refers to a pop culture phenomenon, sometimes called the opiate of the masses. True film studies are not about the entertainment aspects of this art form or its potential as a performing or individual creative art like painting or dance. Rather this article will approach film in its intrinsic property as a medium of mass communication, a cultural art form and conduit of content, studied most profitably by the tenets of literary criticism (whether of fictional novel or nonfictional documentary) and the methods of the social sciences with respect to its influences on beliefs, attitudes and behaviors.

From the beginning, film was an international medium. The technical invention itself and early experimentation with the various possibilities of moving pictures developed almost simultaneously in the United States, England, France and Russia. Inventors, filmmakers, actors, technicians, all represented a global consortium of those enthralled with the chance to try something new and to make a contribution to a brand new channel of communication. As the early novelty of seeing snatches of everyday life reproduced on celluloid diminished, audiences demanded good fictional stories and both educational and exotic nonfictional fare. Sitting in the dark and seeing characters larger than life, filmgoers were moved by the human dynamics of the stories they saw. The propaganda potential was enormous, for here was a medium that could inspire, teach, move to action and help humankind to dream dreams and see visions.



2. Effects of the Media.

 

But along with uplifting and vicarious educational content, such as Robert Flaherty’s 1922 Nanook of the North, and sprawling historical screeds such as Griffith’s 1915 The Birth of a Nation and his 1916 Intolerance, the fledgling motion picture industry was producing its share of licentiousness and scandals. Comedian Fatty Arbuckle went on trial for rape and murder in 1921. And by 1929 The Payne Fund studies reported on the deleterious content and effects of movies on America’s youth. The movies were promoting juvenile delinquency, promiscuity and various other antisocial behaviors in impressionable teens, over which movies took “emotional possession” (cf. Sparks). After all, the studies found, over 75 percent of the content of films was either sex, love or crime-related. (Is it any different today?)

2.1. Christian Cultural Mandate. Here was an early opportunity for the Christian community to decide how they could make a difference by being in but not of the world. How may we utilize this fantastic modern invention for worldwide, powerfully influential communication and be in the forefront of technology and missionary opportunity? These questions haunt believers in the arts and media to this day.

From Vachel Lindsay’s 1915 The Art of the Moving Picture to Arthur Knight’s 1957 The Liveliest Art, the cinema was established as a legitimate art form, with a literary-type author (French, auteur, the director at the helm), a serious if sometimes unacknowledged communication purpose, and the capacity for critical content and cultural influence. From the earliest years of the medium, which was born in the Lumiere brothers’ slices of life in 1895, Christian teaching and mission were evident. America’s great silent-film director D. W. Griffith solemnly proclaimed that film and its influence were predicted in the Bible (see Lindvall).

The overt integration of Christian assumptions and gospel message continued from the earliest sound pictures (Hallelujah, the all-black southern musical story of sin and redemption from 1929), through the Academy Award-winning On the Waterfront (the 1954 story of a priest’s practical religion in the midst of longshoremen union corruption), and the Academy Award-winning Chariots of Fire (the story of strength of conviction in young Olympic runners, a British film released in 1981). Of course, one only need recall The Passion of the Christ, from 2004, to be assured that solid Christian presence in major international film releases is still alive and well.

2.2. Contemporary Global Influence. As the medium grew and gained international popularity, filmmakers and their audiences proliferated around the globe, from India to China, from Sweden to Canada. Along with this trend came also the diversity of worldviews and religious perspectives that artists, propagandists and storytellers promulgated.

A survey of the contemporary cinema landscape, for example, includes Osama, the first post-Taliban film from Afghanistan. It follows the tale of a young Muslim girl who must disguise herself as a boy in order to obtain schooling and work outside the home. Under the Taliban, women could not venture from their homes unless in the company of a man, and households composed of widows and daughters could not therefore survive without such a ruse.

A related story from 1930s India is portrayed in the film Water. Here the issue is one of Hindu custom which requires that the pre-pubescent widow, of a husband she may never have even met, must either die on his funeral pyre, marry his brother or be banned to a women’s compound for life. The story of a child and another young woman who flout this “law” has earned the opprobrium of Indian Hindu traditionalists and the film’s banning in that country. The 2005 film is breathtakingly photographed, with a musical score both melodious and poignant.

The gritty reality of drug trafficking, and the use of human “mules” for transporting heroin inside the body of hired air travelers, is unfortunately an international theme. At least recent films such as Colombia’s Maria Full of Grace do not glamorize this world in the least. We are made to feel compassion for the victims of this trade. At the other end of the spectrum of human sin and atrocity is the techno-thriller set in the Philippines, Cavite, wherein a young man is forced into complicity with Islamic terrorists intent on blowing up a Manila cathedral.

Global film today also includes emigrants who long for the restoration of their homeland’s former glory, as in Cuban-American Andy Garcia’s film The Lost City. This striking picture laments the loss of the chic and homey city of Havana to the forces of Fidel Castro in 1959. Politically incorrect perhaps, but Garcia gives us the nostalgia for a once-peaceful tropical island turned into a nightmare of Marxist ideology.

A warm-hearted film from Israel is Ushpizin, about the simple faith and trust of an Orthodox Jewish couple. An escaped convict staying in their succoth comes to respect the genuine conversion of his former hoodlum friend.



3. Informed by Religion.

 

Ideology and message-oriented films are as normal a part of motion pictures as any other medium by which a person sets words or images into a channel of communication. Since life is religion—that is, all people have a tacit fundamental commitment to that which drives them and motivates them—it is natural that ideas come pouring forth in the cinema. Today for Christians that may take the form of a home-grown documentary meant to elicit financial support for The Invisible Children in Uganda. It could be a worldwide event like Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ, which made Hollywood stand up and notice the box-office potential for serious biblical material. Or it could be the huge commercial success of a C. S. Lewis adaptation in Walden Media’s The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.

3.1. Spectrum of Christian Explicitness. In studying the attempt to bring Christian thinking and biblical perspectives to this vastly influential medium, it can be useful to note a spectrum of approaches, from overt to covert, from explicit to implicit delineation and exposition of Christian orthodoxy. Overt presentation of the biblical kerygma need not be only that of Bible story material, as in The Passion of the Christ or the contemporary setting of the virgin birth in Mary and Joe. It could also be expository proclamation in the mouths of Christian characters, as in Chariots of Fire, The Apostle or A Walk to Remember.

At the covert end of the spectrum we might even find a film about missionaries, such as the fiftieth-anniversary retelling of the Jim Elliot martyrdom story, The End of the Spear, or the underlying faith and forgiveness exemplified in the Japanese prisoner-of-war film To End All Wars.

There are other films which portray Christian values and morality (fidelity, abstinence, pro-life, etc.) without specifically identifying them as such, and which could have been produced by intentional Christians or moral secularists.

3.2. Christian Cultural Strategies. Ferreting out the varieties of Christian approaches to using the medium of film in the contemporary postmodern world is greatly assisted by utilizing the classic taxonomy developed by H. Richard Niebuhr in his landmark 1951 Christ and Culture.

Basically the options come down to these strategies for the Christian facing a hostile secular culture, ever since the people of Israel were first engendered to follow only Yahweh, and to “not be like the people that are round about you” (Deut 6:14).

• Flee the culture; let it perish.

• Accept the culture; God is cool with it.

• Ignore the culture or treat it as “neutral,” but keep a “spiritual” dimension of life for yourself.

• Live in tension with the culture, even work within it, but feel guilty about it.

• Transform the culture, bringing it under Christ’s sovereign lordship.


 
The transformationalist paradigm would seem obviously to be the biblical model, although some would find scriptural support for the world-flight or anxious-tension scenarios. The most seductive model is the cultural acceptance one, which Niebuhr calls “the Christ of culture.” Here one finds professing Christians working in Hollywood, for example, making horror films, writing scripts for television programs about teenage witches, and even reaching prominence with blockbuster violent action science-fiction thrillers. They are Christians and also work in the film industry. But rarely do we find an articulation of how the adjective Christian might modify the noun filmmaking.

One defense made of covert works of crime drama, exorcism, relationships gone awry and so forth is that they are justifiable if they take seriously the existence of good and evil, a basic distinction slipping away in the quicksands of postmodernism. Yet these have always been normal features of Storytelling 101: the basics of plot tension, of protagonist and antagonist, and of opposing forces. The Christian mission is not directly advanced by a message that there is good and there is evil in the world, without a hint of specific content that might point the viewer in the direction of Christ.

Endemic to the nontransformationalist approaches is an underlying capitulation to the classic split worldview of Thomism: the idea that there is a sacred realm and a secular realm, and the two do not intersect. This effectively keeps the cinema—and every other area of human culture—as an entity unto itself, like Platonic ideals of the Good, the True and the Beautiful. Such a view also helps assuage the guilt of turning out pulp fiction and mass entertainment with no redeeming value. Escapism is seen as tolerable and harmless, so long as both film producer and audience member show up at a worship service on Sunday morning.

The beauty of the transformationalist strategy is that it unequivocally affirms the lordship of Christ over all things. Not only is Christ sovereign in matters of salvation, but he reigns, wants to reign, through us his vice regents, over all of his creation, including human artifacts and developments (cf. Rom 8:19-21). This view holds that all of life belongs to Christ our Lord and that there are no “neutral” areas. Neither are there stand-alone standards of aesthetic excellence which are not God-given normative structures for his creation and for the outworking of its potentialities in communication media such as film. This is a holistic cosmology, without the dichotomy of the sacred-secular tension, which is artificially constructed and foreign to the theistic thinking of the biblical world picture.



4. New Technologies.

 

Today’s global cinema picture is much more diverse than the Hollywood dramatic feature film. New technologies have democratized media production to the point that almost anyone can buy a palm-sized digital camcorder and some video editing software. The resultant small screen “films,” perhaps one-fourth the size of a computer screen, can be shared around the world via the Internet, even on the tiny screens of cell phones or iPods. While the picture and sound quality is subprimitive compared to a wide-screen 35mm motion picture in a theater, the medium’s new pluralism and accessibility may revolutionize the way people think about and use this hundred-year-old communication medium. Already we are reading of the demise of the classic film critic, where a new consensus about films will be made by popular online vote, not by established standards of art and writing competencies.

Although American movie stars and blockbuster films still enjoy a near hegemony around the world, there are growing exceptions. India long ago surpassed Hollywood in its sheer output of films, mostly melodramatic musicals. (Although even these are obviously influenced more and more by American MTV.) Canada, France and other nations continue to protect the local cultural product with import quotas. Nigeria has a thriving direct-to-video industry. People there want to see their own stories, set in their own neighborhoods, even if they are just about love, sex and corruption.

The proliferation of cable and satellite television channels, and ever-better DVD rental deals in one’s local neighborhood compete with the classic cinema for audience and societal influence. Even as the world seems to be becoming a “global village,” as once predicted by Marshall McLuhan, and borne out especially by instantaneous technologies such as the Internet and international television, the people of the planet are arguably more tribalized than ever (see Schlesinger). The abundance of media channels makes for the possibility of more niche services and special interests and sectarianism, despite the corporate conglomerate concentration of ownership of those channels.

In conclusion, the medium of film may be seen as a powerful invention and opportunity for carrying out the command of Christ to take his gospel into all the world, both in geographic terms and in terms of every world of life and culture, going wherever the lost sheep may be grazing.

See also ART AND AESTHETICS; CULTURE AND SOCIETY; MEDIA; POPULAR CULTURE; VISUAL CULTURE.
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FOLK RELIGION

 

Around the world today, despite *globalization and increasing westernization, folk religion—or what Paul Hiebert called “split-level religion”—has not decreased. A dualistic approach to religious understanding, both from above and from below (what some call high and low religion), characterizes most societies and religious systems. Split-level religion reflects a local epistemology that contrasts with a formal, recognized set of religious beliefs and practices. Thus a large percentage of the world’s people experience religion as an integration of a formal, standardized and public expression that is widely accepted and an informal, often crisis-oriented, private expression of *spirituality. Both affect how human beings live their lives, forcing, at the outset, the need to contrast formal religion with folk religion.

1. Formal and Folk Religions

2. Christianity and Folk Religions

3. Theological Implications


 


1. Formal and Folk Religions.

 

Formal religions tend to be ontologically focused and highly institutionalized, have written texts, defined theologies, prescribed places of focused worship and corporate ceremonies often presided over by a structured clergy who constitute an intellectual and spiritual elite. In contrast, folk religions tend to be more existential and reflect on the religious beliefs and practices of the common people—the folk. These religious expressions, often characterized as “animistic,” are widely diverse and tend to be informal, yet they greatly assist people who struggle with the realities of this world; helping them reflect on who they are, how they will survive, the meaning of life and what happens to them after they die. The contrast, then, between high and low religion is often manifest in how people worship; a ceremonial, corporate context with an emphasis on institutionalized forms of religious expression versus ritualistic expressions for meeting personalized need.

Similarly leaders in these disparate approaches to religion are seen very differently. Leaders of formal religion (represented by priests, pastors, educators and such) often follow institutional mandates and are considered unapproachable by the masses. These leaders focus on indirect communication through creeds, scriptures and theologies that adhere to orthodoxy. They are committed to the formal structures these documents were designed to maintain. In contrast, the shaman, medicine man and prophet are considered relevant, personable and able to assist humans in need. They seek to inspire direct contact with spiritual forces that can be encouraged to do the bidding of human beings. Thus magical approaches contrast with institutionalized approaches to produce a split religious experience that enables people to seek out the best solutions from whatever source possible in order to deal with life as they experience it.

These two forms of religious experience, however, are not mutually exclusive. Rather they overlap in such a way that many people manifest an external veneer of religious practice introduced by outsiders, while adhering to a deeply rooted indigenous set of dynamic beliefs and values. Human beings tend to be pragmatic and are interested in what works. Hence their utilitarian approach to religion in order to meet personal need by utilizing local expressions of relevance while at the same time seeking help from established, more public, world religions.



2. Christianity and Folk Religions.

 

Unfortunately, Christianity, with its beginnings in first-century Greco-Roman philosophy, accepted a Greek worldview with its contrast between the supernatural and the natural. Had it integrated the ancient Hebrew expression, reflected in Second Temple Judaism, of the Creator over and above, but pervading everything, Christian theology and apologetics might have been very different. In the dualistic view that resulted, spiritual beings and all things supernatural symbolize the religious concerns of a society whereas the natural is relegated to science. And since science (as expressed by an understanding of the universe from the cosmic to the microscopic) is able to solve human problems, religion becomes largely irrelevant. Thus people with a Western-influenced worldview (including Western, colonialist approaches to education in the world today) treat God as unnecessary to daily living. Science (based on sensory experience, experimentation and proof) deals with empiricism, using largely mechanical analogies. Religion, in contrast (based on faith rooted in personal opinions, visions and inner feelings) is left to handle spiritual matters, often using organic analogies.

Despite the Greco-Roman overlay, a majority of the world’s people see this expression of Christianity as extremely limited. They recognize a spiritual effect for almost everything that takes place. They see human beings as subject to spiritual laws and regulations that affect how the world works—nothing happens by accident. Often, the rationale for events in the human realm is a reflection of events in the cosmic or spiritual realm; life experience is attributed to the impact or availability of spiritual power.

This then explains how people can be good churchgoers, adhere to the outside religion because it fits with the introduced worldview, and yet can leave a church service only to stop by the local shaman on the way home to pick up an amulet, obtain a cure or receive spiritual guidance, and not see any contradiction. Nor is this holistic amalgamation of religious experience an issue solely in the non-Western world. Interestingly, personal beliefs and values drive most Westerners as well, allowing them to respond to certain superstitious family lore, and folk-remedies that often have nothing to do with science but which they perceive to work for them. Folk religion needs no explanation; it follows tradition and “works” for those who use it. Furthermore, it is seldom seen as contradictory to formal religious creeds and ceremonies—the two coexist, enabling people to deal with the vagaries of life.



3. Theological Implications.

 

Religion then, folk or otherwise, is empowered by other cultural institutions, which together reflect on how things should be and enable people to do what is necessary to realize their cultural expectations. With this as a given, what are the implications for theologians who seek to connect with the global environment of the twenty-first century and deal with these issues as they are addressed in human communities?

First, Christian theologians must recognize that as a cultural expression, religion develops largely from cultural experience. Do not confuse culture and religion (which emphasizes the spiritual elements within a society). Religious expression, then, must not be imposed on others since it will have little or no apparent relevance. The manifestations of Christianity based on Western cultural assumptions have dominated the world since the Enlightenment, were enhanced by colonialism and expanded by the Internet. This has produced religious dogma and a resulting systematic theology grounded in a Greco-Roman viewpoint that has little to do with the realities of life as understood by people throughout the majority world.

Second, a possible Christian response to widespread, yet diverse, expressions of folk religion is the exploration of issues people seek to address by means of religion and a reflection on how God responded to such issues in Scripture. In other words, how might a theology develop that enables people within a cultural context to handle the issues of life more effectively? Why must people seek out a local religious practitioner, who is often opposed to Christianity, when they should be able to interact in a Christian environment that recognizes local needs and concerns and enables people to express spirituality in relevant and meaningful ways? Human beings were designed for relationship with God and with other human beings, both vertical and horizontal relationships that bring meaning to people’s lives. Religion, then, should account for both elements.

Historically, formal religion has emphasized the vertical while folk religions stress horizontal relationships with spiritual forces pervading the interface between the two, what Hiebert called the “middle zone.” If religious expression is focused on meeting human need in relevant ways that are in keeping with expectations about God and human relationships with God, high and low religion will begin to coalesce, and relevance will return to both the ceremonial, corporate aspects of a religion and the personal, ritualized aspects of a person’s religious experience. As this takes place, people can develop a local theology in keeping with their culture and God’s expectations for them. Such theological understanding results in a deeper appreciation and awareness of God’s presence within a community of believers. These local theologies can contribute to more generalized theologies based on an appreciation for human commonality on the one hand and diverse cultural expression on the other. In so doing, greater crosscultural understanding ensues, and each community of believers learns from others and produces a broader view of God than any one expression can bring.

Throughout Scripture, God speaks into a wide variety of human contexts and thereby gives to us a supernatural perspective that is pan-human. This is ultimately reflected in Revelation 7:9-10 as representatives from every tongue and tribe and nation shout praises to the Lamb. People are there in their particularity praising God who was, who is and who will come, and this has meaning for them collectively and individually. It is important that theologians around the globe not make people into “professional” Christians. Rather they should seek to transform churches into living communities where the gospel is heard and applied to all of life. The Christian answer to folk religions is to bring them under the lordship of Christ so that he can transform people in their everyday lives. Christianity does deal with heaven and eternity, but it also answers the questions traditional folk religious raise. Its answers, however, must be rooted in a biblical, not an animistic, worldview (Hiebert, Shaw and Tiénou, 92).

See also HEALING AND DELIVERANCE; POPULAR RELIGIONS; SPIRITUAL WARFARE; VIRGIN OF GUADALUPE.
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FRANCKE, AUGUST HERMANN.
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FREEDOM, RELIGIOUS

 

Religious freedom is complex: religion is not a separate segment of human existence but is the fundamental shaper of human life, and false religious beliefs and acts can have disastrous consequences. This is one reason that historically most Christian churches have not advocated religious freedom, and several Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches still do not, at least as it is understood in the West. Many Anglicans and Lutherans accept established churches, while allowing freedom for others. The Roman Catholic Church did not in principle accept the idea of the equal legal treatment of religions until the Second *Vatican Council of the early 1960s. In recent centuries Protestants have often led in religious freedom, but it was not a major feature in the magisterial *Reformation, except among those being persecuted.

1. The Bible

2. The Early Church

3. Christian History

4. The Modern World


 


1. The Bible.

 

1.1. The Old Testament. Biblical teaching on religious freedom is also complex. The Ten Commandments open: “you shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an idol. . . . You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God” (Ex 20:3-5). This was not only a moral injunction; its violation could bring death (Ex 22:20). However, the Old Testament is not as negative about the subject as it might at first appear.

Religion and worship, whether true or false, are intimately tied to the way we live, a connection evident in Israel’s early history. The Israelites were not to worship or bow down to the Canaanite gods, “or follow their practices” (Ex 23:24), for “if you worship their gods, it will surely be a snare to you” (Ex 23:33). The idea of idolatry as a “snare” recurs (cf. Ex 34:12; Deut 12:30; Josh 23:13; Jdg 2:3; Ps 106:36; and cf. Heb 12:1). God’s judgment was because of what Israel did with their lives, not only their formal worship.

This was tied to Israel’s special vocation as a nation. The commandments were directed to “You,” the nation for whom God was jealous. Israel’s calling was to be a particular nation whose political and social order rested on trust in Yahweh, an order that would be radically disrupted if other religious ways of life intruded. But Israel’s neighbors, even those with religious practices specifically denounced in the Scriptures, were to be left in peace. Israel did not seek to impose its religion on others.

This freedom was extended, at least in part, to foreigners among Israel. After Exodus 22:20 announced capital punishment for Israelites who worshiped other gods, the next verses outlined the “law of the stranger”: “You shall not oppress a stranger, since you yourselves know the feelings of a stranger, for you also were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Ex 23:9; 22:21 NASB; compare also Lev 19:33-34). The grounds for the Israelites’ toleration of foreigners was that they themselves knew what it was like to be foreigners. In Egypt, despite their other sufferings, they had been permitted to practice their religion. If their experience in Egypt was the pattern, this suggests permission for a foreigner to practice his or her religion in Israel. There was an exception that would seem to prove the rule. Leviticus 20:2 says, “Any of the people of Israel, or of the aliens who reside in Israel, who give any of their offspring to Molech shall be put to death.” Here the death penalty specifically includes foreigners, since Molech worship involved child sacrifice and, while other worship might be tolerated, this could never be. Similarly, after the conquest of Canaan, the nations that remained were not to be destroyed or to be forcibly converted. They were simply not to be associated with, as, for example, by intermarriage. This suggests that if the internal life of the chosen nation was protected, then other religions were left alone. The commands against false religion were more clearly developed in Israel’s early history, when political and priestly functions were most closely intertwined but, even there, Israel’s goal was to preserve its place before God rather than to stamp out idolatry among others.

1.2. The New Testament. In the New Testament, religious freedom seems simply to be taken for granted. The crosscultural nature of Gentile and Jewish Christianity, together with missionary witness, apparently rested on the assumption that people were free regarding their faith. As the church was now also being separated from a specific land, there were no grounds for excluding other religions from a particular territory: the church, rather than any territory, was the bearer of the gospel. The church expanded through preaching, with no hint of coercion. Jesus and the disciples invited those who would follow him.



2. The Early Church.

 

In the early church, Christians were marginalized, which gave them self-interested reasons to appeal for religious freedom. However, Tertullian, Justin, Athenagoras, Lactantius and Origen also consistently advocated religious toleration as a matter of Christian principle. As the church spread, the Latin churches (as opposed to some Greek and later Slavic churches of the East) sought to keep the church and the political order distinct. Even when Constantine made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire, it was still understood that there were two distinct bodies: sacerdotium (“church”) and regnum (“state”). Both were seen as divine institutions but were understood to have distinct roles under God.



3. Christian History.

 

This differentiation into two realms had long-lasting effects. It was, of course, not clear what the proper boundaries between the two were: it was more of a framework of questions about pope and emperor than any clear answer to those questions. But despite continuing confusion and conflict, this division contributed to the later growth of religious toleration and of free societies. George Sabine correctly wrote, “The rise of the Christian Church, as a distinct institution entitled to govern the spiritual concerns of mankind in independence of the state, may not unreasonably be described as the most revolutionary event in the history of western Europe, in respect both to politics and to political thought” (Sabine, 180). Often the churches and the political orders did not directly advocate religious freedom. But the church, whatever its lust for civil control, had always to acknowledge that there was political power that it should not exercise, and the political orders had to acknowledge areas of human life properly beyond their reach. However much the boundaries were muddied and bloodied, there was an abiding sense that the spiritual core of human life was a realm beyond civil control. The culture was suffused with a belief that political and ecclesiastical jurisdictions were distinct and limited in their authority.

Questions of church and state were further complicated by the fragmentation of the Western church in the Reformation; there were now many more churches and states to fight about. The earliest Reformers did not directly advocate religious freedom, but they did renew an emphasis on the role of personal conscience and the freedom of faith. Their spiritual children, especially those in the free churches, took this up in an emphasis on freedom of conscience.

The *Anabaptist groups in particular formed the spring of one of the major streams of Western religious freedom. This tradition continued in Robert Browne, the founder of Congregationalism, and in the English Baptists, headed by Hanserd Knollys, while Roger Williams founded the town of Providence as a religious refuge. Their convictions have been accepted, though in different theological formulations, by other Protestant and Catholic churches and their spiritual offspring, most of whom now believe that treating different religious bodies equally before the law is not a compromise but is rather a Christian view of the political order. A state shaped by biblical faith should not give special privileges to any religious group, reflecting that under God governments have a limited task.



4. The Modern World.

 

These historical trends still show an effect in the modern world. Surveys of religious freedom indicate that traditionally Protestant areas tend to be among the freest in the world. Traditionally Catholic areas are now also very free, showing much improvement in the last forty years, some due to the end of Communist domination in Eastern Europe, but the teachings of the Second Vatican Council have also had a major effect, as is shown in the pervasive growth of religious freedom in Latin America. In *Eastern Orthodox areas, including Russia, Greece, Romania and Serbia, there is still discrimination against non-Orthodox, while in Oriental Orthodox areas such as Ethiopia, Eritrea and Armenia, discrimination can occasionally degenerate into religiously based violence.

There is some persecution of non-Christians in the name of Christ, such as by Serbians in Bosnia, or Russians in Chechnya. However, in general, the traditionally Christian areas of the world are among the most religiously free, including for non-Christians, while the church itself is heavily persecuted, the most widely persecuted body in the world. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, most of this persecution is taking place in three settings: in the remaining Communist and post-Communist countries, among religious nationalists in South Asia and in the Islamic world, which is growing and is the largest site of persecution. Christian communities in the countries and areas where such persecution occurs number about 230 million, while hundreds of millions more suffer from discrimination.

See also HUMAN RIGHTS; PERSECUTION AND MARTYRDOM; SECULARISM.
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FUNDAMENTALISM

 

The semantic development of the word fundamentalism during the last century has had the characteristics of a real explosion. There are lexical and taxonomical difficulties inherent to the use of the term. Particularly the media and popular journalism have applied it (especially as an adjective) to a wide diversity of movements, people and ideas. The Ayatollah Khomeini, the Southern Baptist Convention, the Opus Dei, Pat Robertson, Ralph Reed and the Christian Coalition, Hezbollah, Hamas, Zionism, and many others have been called or considered “fundamentalist.” The original context in which the term developed was American Protestant Christian fundamentalism. From this context and its specific characteristics, the term was associated with non-Western, non-Christian movements with very different distinctives.

From a phenomenological perspective, it is more appropriate to speak of “fundamentalisms” to stress the enormous diversity embraced by the term. This factor also explains why a strict definition of the phenomenon does not work. It is possible, however, to see certain “family resemblances” (Ludwig Wittgenstein) among the various movements around the world, though they spring from different religious traditions and geographical regions. These family resemblances sometimes appear as strategies of resistance (e.g., to modernization) or self-identification (e.g., in the face of cultural or economic elites) or bulwarks against cultural upheaval. In all of these cases (or in some combination of them) there is an enemy that in all forms of fundamentalism is named, mythicized/demonized and that becomes the force which provides the energy for struggle.

In lato sensu, fundamentalism can be defined as “a tendency, a habit of mind, found within religious communities and paradigmatically embodied in certain representative individuals and movements, which manifests itself as a strategy, or set of strategies, by which beleaguered believers attempt to preserve their distinctive identity as a people or group” (Marty and Appleby, 835). A stricto sensu definition is more difficult or even impossible to compose. Fundamentalism is a worldwide phenomenon. It appears to be advancing steadily in virtually every corner of the world. The purpose of this article is to understand the particularities of these fundamentalist or “fundamentalist-like” movements of diverse character.

1. Modern Christian Fundamentalism

2. Other Forms of Fundamentalism

3. Characteristics of Global Fundamentalism


 


1. Modern Christian Fundamentalism.

 

In the North American context, the word fundamentalism recalls a reactive Christian religious movement born out of a series of tracts published over a five-year period (1910-1915), called The Fundamentals. Though a reaction to modernity, it bore many modernist characteristics. While modernism chose to abandon tradition, fundamentalism tried to preserve the foundational Christian doctrines from the attacks of modern science and thought. As such, it denoted a whole body of evangelical doctrines of a conservative character, emphasizing the plenary verbal inspiration of the Bible and its infallibility and inerrancy in doctrinal, ethical and historical matters.

Christian fundamentalism is a truly modern movement: (1) It took *modernity to produce Christian fundamentalism. “Fundamentalism was the product of people who encountered modernity, did not like what they saw and regrouped or refashioned their faith.” (2) It centers in and relies on concepts of choice. Christian fundamentalism is innovative and inventive, emphasizing inerrancy and a dispensational premillennial *eschatology. (3) It is eclectic and holds an impulse toward “differentiation.” (4) It is at home with *technology, which it uses to preach against the scientific ethos that produced technology. (5) It demonstrates a unique capacity to live among people with various worldviews at the time it strongly holds its own (see Marty 1986, 133-35).

Modern Christian fundamentalists, as well as other fundamentalists, are more than reactive, to the point that they assume a “fighting” attitude. First, they fight back. Militancy is crucial to their identity as they struggle against modernity. Second, they fight for. They possess an extraordinary sense of their own foundations and of their principled character, as they struggle to defend a traditional worldview. Third, they fight with. That is, they reach back to real or presumed pasts in order to shape their present milieu, from practical or doctrinal “fundamentals.” Fourth, they fight against the agents of assault on all that they hold dear. Their enemies are evil, not merely mistaken. And finally, they fight under God. Their cause is transcendent, not merely temporal (see Marty and Appleby, ix-x).

Christian fundamentalism opposes radically the theory of evolution and in general any idea of development. Sobriety is a consistent element in Christian fundamentalism, as well as ethical strictness. The theory of inerrancy as the only possibility for the interpretation of Scriptures makes it anti-hermeneutical (that is, it is against interpretation as constructive). Christian fundamentalists see themselves as agents of God, who gives life and meaning to the movement. Accordingly, their understanding of history is teleological, that is, it moves toward a predictable end, the millennium.

Christian fundamentalism grew in disparate settings around the world, largely as a scattered set of teachings rather than as an organized movement. Particularly in the largest cities of North America, Latin America, South Saharan Africa and parts of Asia, many new immigrants suffering anomie and uprootedness were ripe for recruiting by enthusiastic revivalists. Dislodged from traditional religions and ethnic communities, these newcomers were more open to accept the message of salvation.



2. Other Forms of Fundamentalism.

 

Media coverage of events in the Middle East and the publicity surrounding “creationism” and the televangelists in the United States has had the effect of making fundamentalism appear to be a purely Islamic or Christian phenomenon. However, similar states of mind or religious options can also occur within other religious movements. The Haredim and Zionism are expressions of Jewish fundamentalism. This mentality is also found in Hinduism, Sikhism and in Theravanda Buddhism.

Fundamentalism, then, is more than a way of being a Christian or religious in the modern world. It can also be a worldview with a strong reawakened religious tint. As such, it attempts to restore a tradition of belief and action to its most fundamental elements. This attempt is reactive and goes against all that is regarded as later-day departures from the foundational elements (in a phenomenological and theological sense). The term, then, can be applied not only to Christian manifestations but also to other religious expressions.

These religious expressions of modern fundamentalism are enormously diverse. Though many of them oppose modern culture, they do not oppose it in the same way or oppose the same aspects. However, despite their diversity, most fundamentalist movements are similar in the fact that they define themselves in opposition to modernity.

They worry about the growing secularity of their host societies, fear that the rejection of God or some comparable conception of the divine is unleashing negative effects on the world, and argue that a concerted effort must be made to retain and revitalize commitment to sacred truths. For this reason fundamentalists have influenced debate well beyond their own circles about the character and fate of religion in the modern world. (Wuthnow, 456)




 

Interestingly, it seems that modern fundamentalisms are endemic to monotheistic religions. It is here that fundamentalism basically shows its attitude of denial—particularly of all forms of polytheism, pantheism and of corruptions, false interpretations, and departures from textual truths—and its religious vigilantism over society and culture. The consciously reawakened religiosity of the various forms of fundamentalism insists on a purified or truer understanding of the handed-down body of sacred symbolism. Affirmation and denial go hand-in-hand in an attempt to defend and protect the sacred text of any worldly, overly broad or liberal interpretations. What nonfundamentalists consider merely as context (human experience and history), the fundamentalist considers to be text (the inerrant Scripture), and what is merely text subject to interpretation for nonfundamentalists is nothing but context for the fundamentalist. As R. McKinley affirms, “The fundamentalist tries to fit the lived text of human experience within the divine context of the sacred text as eternal truth; the religious ‘liberal’ on the other hand tries to fit the humanly written, edited and compiled sacred text into the context of the world as experienced under differing social and historic conditions” (“Defining Fundamentalism,” 10).

The emergence of political, social and cultural manifestations of fundamentalism in the last three decades of the twentieth century has led to a more phenomenological approach to the understanding of these movements and their cultural logics. This approach has also given attention to the particular social and political contexts within which fundamentalism thrives. In other words, the theology of fundamentalism goes hand-in-hand with its sociology.



3. Characteristics of Global Fundamentalism.

 

It is impossible to make an exhaustive profile of global fundamentalism, since the movements differ widely. However, some common elements justify placing most of these movements, though arising from very different religious roots and cultures, under the umbrella of “fundamentalisms.” There is a typological spectrum in which different movements share some but not all of the elements. Some movements are nationalist, identifying the true believers with a particular nation and ethnicity; some are universalist, seeing the believers as a community scattered among many nations. While most fundamentalists seek political dominance of some sort, there are some who are apolitical, focusing on personal renewal and mystic experiences. Some groups adopt austere, ascetic life styles, denouncing corrupting luxury, while others proclaim and support a gospel of prosperity and worldly success. Nevertheless, taken as a whole, global fundamentalism manifests certain common characteristics.

Fundamentalism is a specific theological and religious movement with a variety of implications. It can be understood only in relation to particular times, places, events and figures. It should not be confused with a personality style, a mindset, a form of political militancy, a worldview or even a particular orientation toward the truth. Fundamentalism has always been shaped by its implicit dialogue with the world surrounding it, from a theological and religious perspective. It is true that fundamentalism can be analyzed simply as a political, cultural or psychological phenomenon. But it is basically a religious reality and should be considered as such. Fundamentalists relate to their religion not merely as reformers of institutional errors, but as reclaimers of basic and powerful truths. They seek to decide what parts of tradition to regard as essential to a religious sense of being in the world.

Fundamentalism is a kind of new or renewed theodicy—an explanation of God’s ways. Throughout the twentieth century, there were many movements looking for new theodicies to address the meaning and direction of human striving, against the everyday oppressions and ambiguities of modern life. Fundamentalisms, particularly those belonging to the great religions of the book, have been offering an abundant reservoir of moralistic, authoritative and sacred symbolism to cope with the contradictions of human existence. It is from this known body of articulated beliefs and sacred symbols that fundamentalist movements select the key elements to be regarded as truly foundational to the relationship between humans and divinity. The consequence of this approach is that reality is understood in opposing terms: light or darkness, true or false, right or wrong. Pluralism, relativity and criticism (scientific doubt) have no place in the fundamentalist’s mindset. Most fundamentalists have a Manichaean view of life as a struggle between the forces of light and the forces of darkness.

Fundamentalism in any form is as much about denial as it is about affirmation: It denies the moral and often even the cognitive validity of what it perceives as non-religious attitudes; it denies again the truth of other religions in contact with itself; and most importantly it even denies the truth of alternative interpretations of the sacred symbols and texts that it shares with other religions growing out of the same parent religion. (McKinley, 5)




 




The foundational quality of the sacred texts forbids alternative interpretations (to their own reading), because these interpretations are understood as historical departures from revealed truth. The authenticity and integrity of the common textual and symbolic heritage is considered fundamental to the relation between the human being and the divine. Their authority is not supposed to reside with the reader. Diverse interpretations than the one considered authoritative are estimated as heresy if not sacrilege. Fundamentalists insist upon divine guidance in the reading of sacred texts.

Fundamentalism is a multifaceted trend, always reactive or reactionary toward perceived challenges and menaces that are considered dangerous to the foundational values and beliefs. A key element is that fundamentalists “fight back” in the name of God or the sacred against modernity, relativism, secularism and pluralism. This reaction has a selective character, a selective retrieval of the tradition, choosing certain elements from the sacred past that are considered foundational/fundamental to the form of religiosity sustained. According to Marty and Appleby,These retrieved “fundamentals” are refined, modified, and sanctioned in a spirit of shrewd pragmatism: they are to serve as a bulwark against the encroachment of outsiders who threaten to draw the believers into a syncretistic, areligious, or irreligious cultural milieu. Moreover, these fundamentals are accompanied in the new religious portfolio by unprecedented claims and doctrinal innovations. By the strength of these innovations and the new supporting doctrines, the retrieved and updated fundamentals are meant to regain the same charismatic intensity today by which they originally forged communal identity from the formative revelatory religious experiences long ago. (Marty and Appleby, 835)




 




Fundamentalism is a movement of a separatist, exclusivist and sectarian character. In being reclaimers of sacred truths rather than mere reformers of institutionalized practice, fundamentalists tend toward some degree of separatism. Their foundational tenets are used to mark the limits between proper and alien, which results in sectarianism. In their militancy—that is, willingness to organize, demonstrate, fight or lobby for their causes—fundamentalist groups are prone to be exclusive and elitist. What earns groups the label of fundamentalist is thus largely their simple conviction that they have something to stand for and are willing to fight for it. In this sense, they are anything but static. “They are invented by people who know the modern world first hand. Inventive fundamentalists, threatened by modernity, fight back with ever-changing tools” (Marty, 1992).

Fundamentalism is oppositional, controversial and under the obligation to defend its own beliefs, which are assumed to be under permanent attack. Fundamentalists are militant, religious restorationists determined to battle the enemy for the sake of the greater good of the Almighty and the preservation of their own distinctive identity. The movement is absolutist, and so considers among its worst enemies rationalism, cultural relativism and ambiguity. As a consequence, it places a strong emphasis on authority and the source of such authority. This leads quite easily to diverse forms of authoritarianism.

Yet fundamentalism is more flexible than many think. This flexibility makes it readily adaptable. There is always a new cause that calls for allegiance. Although many fundamentalists argue that they are the descendants and preservers of long-standing traditions, they are not merely contemporary manifestations of something left over from the distant past. There is a notable capacity in fundamentalism to reconstruct itself again and again. It is a mistake to think that these movements are fossils, remnants of outmoded stages of human development that are destined to wane as people become enlightened, reasonable and scientific. Aggressive new fundamentalist movements are threatening old stabilities everywhere. Fundamentalism, however, only thrives in cultures that have been exposed to and confronted by the modern world; its distinctive feature is its angry dialogue with the modern world.

Fundamentalism is proving to be an attractive way of being religious around the world. “Studies of fundamentalists show that the religions that are growing are the hard-line ones. This calls into question most post-Enlightenment projections about the survival of religion and the question of which kinds might prosper in modern and postmodern times” (Marty, 1992, A56). Far from disappearing, fundamentalist movements are growing and persisting. They are mastering the use of modern technology to attract and inspire adherents. In their quest to transform the whole society, fundamentalists are opportunistic organizers and skillful exploiters of modern media of communication. They tend to create mass organizations, often based on local cells that bind the converted in tightly disciplined groups. These are tied together through hierarchical and centralized organizations, usually culminating in a small elite or one charismatic leader. They build large institutional empires, networks of schools, libraries and reading rooms, publishing houses, radio and television stations, hospitals and clinics, orphanages and other service facilities, and, finally, political parties.

Fundamentalism serves the real needs of many people. An explanation for its success is that it represents a true refuge for the masses and hope for the dispossessed. Fundamentalism has a message for people whose lives have been disrupted by the destruction of traditional society and who have been abandoned by the failed promises of the modern welfare state. One cannot understand the mass appeal of fundamentalism without recognizing that it meets the felt needs of people. Not only can it provide identity and give certainty amid cultural and social chaos, but also provide education, emergency food and medical aid, as well as forms of social security. Moreover, it can provide these services through grass-roots communities that give people a sense of belonging, in contrast to the alienating impersonalism of the welfare state, even when it is functioning.

Fundamentalism in all the major world religions tends to reinforce male-dominant gender roles. “From requiring women to wear veils, to encouraging them to cater to their husbands’ psychological and emotional needs, to barring them from ordination, the various fundamentalisms display much of the same attitude toward women” (Wuthnow, 457).

Fundamentalism is largely a phenomenon of the twentieth century. In many parts of the world it has been deeply conditioned by the breakup of colonial empires and the founding of new, independent nations. But it will endure and continue to be a vital feature of the world culture well into the twenty-first century. Its many manifestations around the world are well institutionalized. Its diversity, nationalist character and extraordinary capacity for adaptation will also assure its persistence. The simplicity of its tenets and its deep commitment to certain core teachings assure the allegiance of many people in the Majority World, where poverty, misery, illiteracy and oppression rule. As most people in the world continue to be torn apart by dysfunctional upbringing, marginalization, geographic uprooting, violence, insecurity and uncertain economic times, fundamentalism will continue to find committed followers.

See also EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; POPULAR RELIGIONS; SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION.
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GLOBALIZATION

 

Globalization refers to increasing worldwide interconnectedness. It is a widening, deepening and acceleration of interaction and interdependence among peoples, companies, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and governments. Key technological and economic innovations facilitate increased rates of communication and transportation across all sorts of traditional boundaries and barriers. People in any given part of the world are increasingly affected by decisions and actions in other parts of the world. They in turn have a greater sense of themselves and their culture within a global context.

Globalization is a cluster of processes and institutions that are transforming the organization of social relations and transactions everywhere. Globalization generates a variety of interregional and transcontinental relationships embodied in webs or networks of activity, interaction and exchange. The role and importance of the nation-state is changing to cope with more international structures and arrangements. People, ideas, physical artifacts and cultural patterns flow more quickly and more rapidly. Communities, states, NGOs, international institutions (such as the World Trade Organization [WTO], the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund [IMF]), multinational corporations, cultural associations (such as professional academic groups) and religious movements are knit together in overlapping and interacting networks of communication and common action or reaction. Governmental barriers regulating such flows and political policies facilitating the integration of markets across political boundaries are key markers of these processes.

1. Definition: What’s Going On Here?

2. Interpretation: How Do We Understand These Trends?

3. Ethical Evaluation: How Good or Bad Is Globalization for Fostering the Common Goods of Life?

4. Theological Reflection: How Do We Place These Trends in a Christian Framework?

5. Gaps: What Needs Serious Development in Theological Reflection?


 


1. Definition: What’s Going On Here?

 

Globalization is a complex phenomenon with multiple primary features and effects. The major ones include the following:

1.1. Deterritorialization. People interact and act without their physical location limiting them. Electronic commerce, television, the Internet and video conferences bring remote social actors into interaction. Social relations are stretched across space.

1.2. Interconnectedness. Events and decisions in one place intermesh with actors and events at distant locales. People and organizations collaborate and create effects at great distances. The impact of what happens far away is magnified. Social, economic, cultural and religious practices are placed next to other foreign ones. Immigration and technology bring distant cultures and societies face to face at the local level. Cultural expressions are exported across borders with mutual impacts and exchanges. More and more issues faced by states have to be handled by multilateral or collective initiatives.

1.3. Global Infrastructures. Technological and informational backbones carry more and more information and products globally. Institutional organizations and legal instrumentalities (such as treaties) have proliferated to regulate transnational activities. Much of this is centered in dominant metropolitan, global cities (such as New York, London, Beijing, Rio de Janeiro, Singapore, Johannesburg, Delhi or Tokyo) where international agents are headquartered. At the beginning of the twenty-first century there were 60,000 multinational companies with 820,000 subsidiaries accounting for 25 percent of the world production and 70 percent of world trade. International governmental organizations numbered 2,000 and international nongovernmental organizations 40,000.

1.4. Social Acceleration. High speed communication, transportation and information technologies create fast flows of data, capital and goods. The pace and velocity of social affairs is increasing exponentially.

1.5. Intensification of a Long-Term Process. Globalization has been underway for some time. It is a constitutive part of the modern world. Some see it as nearly coextensive with human history. Others point to earlier expansions such as the Roman, Chinese and Islamic civilizations. Since 1500 the major initiative has come from the West. But globalization appears to be intensified by new technologies in recent years. The possibilities for interconnectedness and social acceleration have dramatically increased.

1.6. Multipronged Impacts. Globalization moves at different rates with multiple effects in the various domains of human life. In economics it creates transnational flows of goods and capital. Financial markets now function round the clock and round the world. Globalization dramatically lifts gross domestic product in liberalized economies while exacerbating inequality within and between nations. Political life is marked by the rise and growing power of supra- or transnational organizations. Criminal and terrorist activities are globalized. Cultural artifacts and media channels are found worldwide. Transnational associations agitate over global issues (environment, human rights, women’s issues, health, warfare, etc.). Religions rub up against each other as the result of massive immigration but also because of the internationalization of education, production, the media and missionary work.



2. Interpretation: How Do We Understand These Trends?

 

2.1. Internationalists. The “Internationalists” see claims about globalization as exaggerated or even as no more than an ideological myth. For them globalization is not what is occurring. Rather, current trends embody no more than new forms of internationalization.

As a myth, “globalization” is the new dominant metanarrative of social science and the ideological cover for the imposition of corporate capitalism by the West. Globalization is the continuation of capitalist expansion. Three major financial and trading blocs (Europe, Asia-Pacific and North America) are emerging. The increased flow of trade, culture and money is simply a continuation of interactions between people and nations that go back over centuries. The major activity is still regional, controlled and dominated by the powerful states in the world system. We continue to exist in an “international,” not a global context.

This “globalization” was foreseen by Marx in the Communist Manifesto. He predicted capitalists would “nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, and establish connections everywhere” and produce “intercourse in every direction, universal interdependence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production” (487, 488). This does not produce a less state-centric, globalized world but one dominated by hegemonic capitalist state powers that control trade and finances and cultural production. It is the continuation of a process underway for at least 150 years.

2.2. Globalists. By contrast “globalists” see the current phase of history as a new era (what Friedman calls a “flat world”). We have moved beyond “internationalism” into a globalized world that is increasingly curtailing the power of separate states. We are all bound into one world and our fates are intertwined as never before.

New technologies first lowered transportation costs and now lower telecommunication costs (the Internet being the most dramatic example). Individuals (and corporations) collaborate and compete globally, bypassing much of the structures and restrictions of the state. The denationalization of economies through transnational networks of finance, production and trade increasingly sidelines states. Globalization holds the promise of lifting humanity beyond poverty and wars, creating a truly democratized world of universal rights and international cooperation. This new phase can be dated from the 1970s. The growth of transnational organizations, legal instruments and global media subsumes natural cultures, states and economies within a global order.

The optimists among “globalists” welcome this set of changes, seeing it as raising living standards, enriching parochial cultures by a richer world culture, bringing people together and creating the possibility for us all to become world citizens. The pessimists see globalization as homogenizing and diminishing cultural and national identities, affecting local and state sovereignty negatively, wreaking havoc on the environment, and generating a dynamic that drags down wages and working conditions.

2.3. Transformationalists. The “transformationalists” agree that globalization marks a significant change. But they do not see its outcomes as inevitable or as leading to homogenization of cultures or the diminishing of state sovereignty.

The trends are creating new economic, political, social and cultural realities. The direction is, however, not clearly toward a capitalist iron cage or a “flat world” utopia. We are moving into a new world order. Its features are still up for grabs. Which of its new technologies, treaties, new organizational structures, changed patterns of migration and new transnational instrumentalities will survive long term? We simply do not know.

State powers are being constrained by new transnational powers that are not fully accountable. Local cultures and contexts are affected but respond by creating “many globalizations” (“glocalization”). This creates contradictory effects on stratification, cultural homogenization and security depending upon the context. National and ethnic sentiments are as likely to be intensified as to be drawn into a cosmopolitan identification with a growing “universal” culture. Globalization’s effects are multiple and often depend upon the local response and context.

Globalization is still in its early stages. Much remains to be done to create new legal, institutional and organizational means for harnessing globalizing forces to the common good of all humans and the earth. But it is too late to turn back. The technologies and interchanges have brought about a fait accompli: we are already fated to rise or fall together as common inhabitants of an interdependent world.



3. Ethical Evaluation: How Good or Bad Is Globalization for Fostering the Common Goods of Life?

 

This is a very complex question. Its answer depends partly on where one sits within the current world order, the level of analysis and what one supposes is going on.

3.1. The Positive Picture. For some the picture is largely positive. Empirical data demonstrate an enormous lifting of hundreds of millions out of poverty as the result of market liberalization and the falling of trade barriers, especially in East and South Asia. At the same time, democratization of political orders has dramatically increased. The spread of formal education in order to compete in world markets has raised literacy rates and improved opportunities for women as well as men. Global exchanges and tourism are major industries, increasing global awareness and cultural understanding. Immigration continues to open many opportunities to a better life for millions.

A wide range of positive effects are notable: gains in productivity, widespread dissemination of information, broader access to products at lower cost, softening of long-standing hierarchies in many countries and technological advances. The reach of NGOs, global health initiatives (such as the extermination of small-pox), environmental movements, massive relief efforts after natural disasters and foreign direct investment in many countries are byproducts of globalization.

3.2. The Negative Picture. At the same time globalization devastates economies, enriches market-dominant minorities, deepens corruption, ravages environments and facilitates global trade in drugs, money-laundering, prostitution, smuggling, illegal arms trade, terrorism and other deleterious matters. The claims of globalization’s bad effects are lengthy: it destroys the livelihood of peasant farmers, deprives the poor of affordable medicines, lowers real wages and labor standards, increases economic insecurity, enshrines greed as the motive force of human action and destroys cultures. It is the servant of a rapacious capitalism and the hegemonic rich states that impose unjust and draconian conditions on the rest of the world.

The prevailing mode of globalization is credited with endangering democracy and cultural diversity. It promises abundance only by assaulting the earth’s capacity to support life and collides with the biosphere’s natural limits. It contributes to the destruction of species and their habitat. The ability of the earth to regenerate and deploy life-supporting systems is threatened at a global level. Labor, resources, intelligence, land and organizational assets are used to enrich the few at the expense of the many. The ideology of neoliberal economics brings about an idolatrous and disastrous worldview and social arrangements. Increasingly we live in a market society rather than in society with a market. The dominance of economics eviscerates and colonizes the other spheres of human life: religion, family, politics, education, civic life and artistic endeavors.



4. Theological Reflection: How Do We Place These Trends in a Christian Fra mework?

 

Theological response grows out of an understanding of how God is related to history, especially the history of the last two hundred years. Ethical issues are rooted in questions as to whether globalizing organizations and structures reflects basic norms of truth, justice and well-being. Do these processes result in greater regard for others, the poor and the resources of creation?

4.1. Movement of the Spirit. Globalization can be taken as a continuation of the unfolding of the Spirit in history, moving humanity toward a unified community of peace and prosperity. This view echoes nineteenth-century postmillennialism. The immanence of God in the movements of history is underlined. To use Hegel’s terms, the “world historical” individual (the leading society) strides through the world as the front edge of movement toward Absolute Spirit. The Omega point lures human civilization toward the denouement with a reunion with God and neighbor that will manifest itself in a world society. Globalization is a dialectical phase in the embodiment of the will of God being unfolded on earth.

Neoliberal economics and democratization, in this view, are dim yet real expressions of the coming order. In that coming world, virtue, hard work, creativity, lawfulness and abundance will characterize life. Work and productivity will supply everyone’s needs and affirm their dignity, overcoming the current limitations of poverty, oppressive hierarchies, lack of opportunity and technological weakness. Working with and through the various multilateral and global organizations, Christians can leaven the faults and weaknesses of the process so that it is guided more and more toward the inclusive-ness that is implicit in much of globalization’s intentions and that is mandated by the gospel.

While there are temptations to idolatry in globalization and the ideologies surrounding it, they are not essential. The current expressions of the movement of human society toward interdependence found in globalization are not “the end of history.” Nor can globalization be blamed for the illegal, corrupt and short-sighted actions that take advantage of its inherent possibilities. Globalization does not mandate ecological rape of the earth, international terrorism or traffic in human flesh. These are all matters of sin infecting all human structures and interactions. They call for repentance and regret as well as active resistance. Christians ought not abandon the arena to greed, hatred and corruption. The Christian and the church need to be engaged in leavening the politics, economics and cultural aspects that accompany and facilitate globalization. In addition, where it is clear that globalization (and corrupt or unwise governance) harms the marginal, impoverishes new groups, strengthens the feminization of poverty and so on, Christian relief and advocacy is called for in local contexts. These are not inevitable outcomes of globalization but simply new manifestations of longer-term, often endemic structural problems.

Those inclined to read globalization in a positive fashion tend also to hold a “cosmopolitan” ethic. At the secular level, this is rooted in the notion that there are universal, trans-cultural norms and ideals that should shape the evolving world order. Cosmopolitans see themselves as citizens of the world. The primary ethical responsibility is to the claims of a universal humanity, not to the obligations of family, gender, race, people, particular culture or national identity.

Cosmopolitans hold an ethic that seeks to specify and embody universal principles. Those principles, practices and institutions that cannot be shared universally are deficient and unjust. Globalization forces the question of the locus of legitimate authority and power as well as the sorts of social and cultural practices that should be sustained in a universal society. Clearly certain practices and arrangements must vanish in a cosmopolitan world. Global regulations and mechanisms will be able to limit the practices of culturally bounded groups as well as nation-states insofar as they cannot be universalized. Economic and environmental decisions, limitations built on ethnicity or gender, hierarchies of oppression and corrupt governance, market restrictions and irrational property definitions will all vanish.

Cosmopolitans minimize the role and importance of particular religions and religion in general. They see religion for the most part as something that cannot be universalized. Their ethic is also often rooted in a version of Western modernity that assumes individualistic patterns that are contrary to many of the community or group-based cultures of non-Western societies. So there are serious limitations to the cosmopolitan ethic.

Yet their universal ethic resonates with powerful Christian themes: the coming, universal *kingdom of God where there is neither male nor female, Greek nor barbarian, slave nor free. The notion of the holy catholic (universal) church carries with it a cosmopolitan theme, encompassing all peoples, tribes, nations and languages. The law and mind of Christ super-cede all other identities and priorities. These themes provide a tentative “yes” to globalization as expressing to some degree the will of the Creator and Redeemer of all.

4.2. Spirit of Babel. At the other end of the theological spectrum are those who see globalization as the spirit of Babel. It is the assertion of autonomous humanity against its Creator. The foundations of global capitalism are irredeemably rooted in humanistic ideals of self-sufficiency. The global village is simply a much larger arena for greed and oppression. The governing dynamic produces gross inequality (within and between nations), sustains high levels of tragic poverty and marginalizes the weak. It embodies the principalities and powers of injustice, self-interest and the hegemony of corporatist agents who are unaccountable for concrete suffering. It offers the allure of abundance while destroying the earthly basis that produces that abundance and sustains all life. It promises life while spreading global arms and war into every corner of the globe.

Such a critical view is found widely among the antiglobalist Christian and NGO circles. Liberation and other theologies highlight the potential for humanization within history. The responsibility of Christian communities is to facilitate humanization of life by example, advocacy and suffering. Globalization as a force for dehumanization and death in many of the poorer and weaker nations must be resisted. Globalization is driven by a false ideology, tantamount to a false religion. It is a juggernaut that practices ethnocide. It closes options, forcing both thinking and action into the mold that renders people helpless before the imperatives of neoliberal globalism. It falsely promises that all can be brought into the extravagant and wasteful lifestyle of the West and Asian “tigers.”

While there are aspects of globalization that challenge sinful hierarchy, limit the tyranny of nondemocratic rulers and use the need for education to lift women out of illiteracy, these also are not essential to the central thrust of globalization. One can have many of these features without the consumerist culture, the market-centric logic or transnational powers. IMF structural adjustment programs have devastated life and livelihood in many indebted, poor countries. The beneficiaries have been wealthy banks, bailed out of failed debt at the expense of the lives of millions. This is not the picture of a liberating, lifting force, but one at the beck and call of hegemonic capitalism, corporatist interests and dominant financial institutions. The controlling hand is not invisible: it is the hand of the few powerful and wealthy nations and the multinational corporations headquartered in them. What we have is not globalization but selective globalization. It creates diverging economic circumstances, not converging economic fortunes and futures.

Those who view globalization in negative terms often hold a “communitarian” ethic. In their view the cosmopolitans are utopian. Moral practice and discourse is always rooted in a bounded community with its own distinctive form of life. The categories and principles of political and social life are integral to a particular tradition. The values of those concrete communities take precedence over so-called universal values. The bounded community that properly governs itself and determines its future is a national community of fate. It takes precedence over universal requirements. What is represented as “universal” turns out, upon close inspection, to be a particular bounded community (the G8, the multinational corporations, the international banking cartels).

The communitarian underlines self-determination of such bounded communities with their distinctive forms of life. Cultures are rich assets that should be treasured and sustained. The homogenization of life under the juggernaut of globalization must be resisted in the name of the integrity of such communities. We should not give away local political and moral agency in the face of corporatist greed or neoliberal myths. The resistance to globalization is a matter of preserving actual freedom for real communities that currently exist.

In Christian thought the eschatological reality of the final human cultural diversity in the New Jerusalem suggests a communitarian note. The oneness in the final state is not homogeneous but affirms the rich diversity of language, ethnicity and human cultural differences. Most Christian political theology incorporates an acknowledgement of national integrity. Political power is limited not only by God but by other politically organized groups. The gospel itself is contextualized. The translatability of Scripture is one of the manifestations of God’s valuing of every language, tongue and people. To some extent this is a “no” to globalization in favor of localized, limited, bounded communities that provide more sustainable and traditioned ways of living.

4.3. Fallen but Good. A third stream of theological thought takes globalization as the expression of fallen but good emergency orders. Globalization is a mixture of the cultural mandate and human hubris. Christians need to be nuanced and selective in their approach to various elements of globalization. The elements of goodness (lifting of living standards, spread of technological advances, access to better medicine, destruction of oppressive hierarchies, the forcing of more competitive and democratic forms of governance, etc.) need to be affirmed and strengthened. By the same measure, insofar as globalization is the expression of self-sufficiency and self-aggrandizement or the globalizing of crime and conflict, it needs to be challenged. This is not an either-or but a both-and. Both a “yes” and “no” needs to be said to globalization.

Globalization is a “shelter” or “umbrella” concept. It contains a variety of associated yet disparate notions. Only when the term is contextualized can we know what specific aspect is being denoted and can address questions of fact, normative evaluation and theological status. For some it refers only to the liberalizing of market economies that gained great force in the last thirty-five years. For others it is a long-term trend of human history that has to do with changing political structures, sociocultural groups and traditions, communication technologies, transportation facilities, and economic markets over the last five hundred years. Much of the debate over the facets, status and normative evaluation of globalization is mired in the fuzzy way the term is used.

This middle position sees globalization as a real trend made up of a bundle of forces, processes and practices. Only by teasing these apart can one come to clarity as to what is going on and how good or bad it is for human and ecclesial life. Who would wish that the possibilities of modern medicine were curtailed within limited national boundaries or local regions? Could we think we might have better health care for the majority by de-globalizing science and medicine? At the same time, the hold that pharmaceutical multinationals have on drugs places many therapies beyond the reach of the poor. In like manner pharmaceuticals are motivated by profit to concentrate on the cure of diseases that afflict the wealthy. The diseases more common to 80 percent of the earth’s population (malaria, dysentery, river blindness, etc.) are given less than 10 percent of the research dollars.

Inasmuch as globalization is selective and disparate in its effects on nations, so must our evaluation be nuanced and selective. It is clear there are institutional gaps and an evolving global order that is not yet fully formed. The threat to the health of the earth is very real and directly related to greenhouse gasses. The bubble of affluence in highly developed countries could not be sustained were it to be spread to all people on the globe. The carrying capacity of the earth is nearing the threshold of crisis. It is not yet clear that technology will find solutions for the problems technology has created in the first place. Will the nations and nascent global institutions be able to outrun the disasters that are clearly on the horizon? What role will Christian thought and the Christian community have in shaping the agenda and direction of future globalization? These are large and still unanswered questions.

The patterns of suffering and destruction of the goods of creation are large and powerfully supported by major agents of globalization. The demand of moral witness cannot be avoided, either in local contexts or on the global stage. Globalization has meant ecclesial awareness of the diversity of the global church. The shift of the majority church from the northern to the southern hemisphere portends dramatic change in Christian theological and ethical reflection. More and more the future of theology is in the hands of non-Western, non-Northern Christian communities. Most of them are on the shadow side of globalization rather than its beneficiaries. Yet from both northern and southern churches, a “yes” and “no” needs to be spoken to globalization in word and deed.



5. Gaps: What Needs Serious Development in Theological Reflection?

 

Gaps exist in the institutions that facilitate globalization and moderate the ill effects of globalization. At the same time theological and Christian ethical reflection has yet to catch up to the dramatic changes brought about by globalization. Several may be highlighted to illustrate the gaps in Christian thought.

5.1. Theology of the Political Order. Is political theology too focused on nation-states? Are we now in an era where we must rethink the basis and grounding of Christian political theology? The notion of territorially bounded communities whose boundaries delineate lines of order, sovereignty and law (self-sufficient schemes of cooperation for all the essential purposes of human life) are a major focus of Christian political theory. This is usually seen as a normatively privileged arena since relations between states are essentially “lawless.” The domestic increasingly is subject to pressures and processes that are transnational (e.g., financial markets) over which they have very limited if any control. In addition, effects (e.g., environmental) are large enough that they affect many nations and the globe as a whole. The inequities between nations (poverty) are such that something has to be done. The cosmopolitan view argues for developing global normative structures and conceptual patterns; the communitarians doubt that there are any universal notions or sentiments substantial enough to apply “justice” beyond the bounded communities to which we owe our first and primary loyalties (family, tribe, nation). Democratic institutions presuppose deeply held feelings of trust, commitment and belonging that do not exist in transnational contexts. It is utopian to think we might be able to have supranational democracy (contra Habermas). Christian thought has a full cafeteria of issues to handle.

5.2. Theology of Economics. Too much Christian reflection is focused on microeconomics when much has to do with macroeconomic arrangements. Too much Christian discourse is deficient in the technicalities and data of modern finance and corporate realities. In addition there are issues of analogy. The condemnation of modern finance and money markets rests on the letter and spirit of Scriptural models of the meaning and function of money. But are they fair analogies? What relevance do the goals of the economic arrangements for an agrarian Israel in the Torah and prophetic literature have to do with a globalized market economy? By what analogies do we conclude Christian normative adequacy in modern economics? Too little ethical and theological reflection on money and economics is adequate to the complexity even of the biblical material.

5.3. Theology of the Environment. Globalization is in grave danger of creating a world order that is unsustainable. Global warming, the pollution of the environment and the nuclear threat are signs of creation groaning. Can we hope for a care of creation that corresponds to the Creator’s intention and love for this world? Do we yet have an environmental theology that comports well with the sciences that paint an increasingly clear and grave picture of globalization’s effects?

5.4. Ecclesiology and Vocation. What role does the redeemed community play in ameliorating the bad side effects of globalization—or fostering its positives? What role does it have in motivating and supporting its members into leadership in political movements, NGOs, the WTO, the World Bank, the IMF, the upper levels of international finance and so on? What are the motives, means and limits of public advocacy? Various traditions have quite distinct understandings of appropriate vocational roles in social change. But it is not clear that any of these ecclesiologies are adequate to meet the challenge and structures of globalization. Most were developed under contexts of nation-states and imperial conditions. Globalization raises new issues.

5.4.1. Catholic. Classic Catholic ecclesiology sees the church as integral to the social order. It is to produce a unity of civilization. Christ is the fulfiller of the best in human culture. In this model the church is responsible to be an active agent participating in and shaping the emerging global order. Its prelates will speak publicly; its leadership will produce study papers and articulate model policies; its members will seek roles that control major decision-making points in society and in the transnational institutions. Christianizing this facet of human culture is essential.

5.4.2. Lutheran. The *Lutheran, two-kingdom ecclesiology sees religious and civil affairs as separate. The roles of church and civic society are quite distinct. The one is the realm of grace, the Word of God and nonviolence. The other is the realm of reason, law and coercion. The Christian may feel called into the realm of economics, politics and other domains of globalization, but they are not “Christian” and cannot be made so. What they can be channeled toward is the service of neighbor by the rigorous use of reason and data.

5.4.3. Reformed Tradition. Those in the *Reformed tradition see transformation of human institutions and processes as part of the responsibility of the church. This may take the form of the social gospel (use of voluntarism, public witness and the democratic process), Christian realism or militant nonviolent direct action (Martin Luther King). What is essential is a church engaged in leavening society and culture, challenging what is sinful and nurturing what is a legitimate expression of the kingdom of God.

5.4.4. Anabaptist. The *Anabaptist ecclesiology stands with Christ against much of human culture, especially where it is infected with coercion. For some it means a withdrawn conventicle of true believers (such as the Amish). For others it entails a form of revolutionary subordinationism (John Howard Yoder). Roles are filled within “worldly” organizations and social orders in ways that are essentially subversive of their spirit and processes, undercutting coercive elements in them. The Christian community is not responsible to “redeem” society but simply to live in it but not of it, to witness to it, knowing we cannot essentially change its dynamic and direction. Anabaptists believe Catholic and Reformed *ecclesiology are both overoptimistic about the ability to change the world. Our prime responsibility is to see individuals brought to redemptive faith in Christ and folded into a separated, distinct community of practice that lives radically differently than the world.

See also CULTURE AND SOCIETY; ECUMENISM; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; TECHNOLOGY.
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GLOSSOLALIA

 

Glossolalia is a worldwide phenomenon, not restricted in historical, religious, racial, national, tribal, linguistic or cultural dimensions, that refers to the utterance of sounds, syllables or songs generally not attributed to any known language and not understood by the audience or the speaker. In most parts of Christianity, glossolalia is popularly known as “speaking in tongues,” and refers to an audible manifestation of the operation of the Holy Spirit through the medium of human speech that is included in a larger, transformational experience of the Spirit’s work in the life of individuals, the church and society. The emergence of Pentecostalism in the twentieth century initiated renewed and widespread interest in the wider church to develop an understanding of glossolalia from a large variety of perspectives. Ecumenical responses have ranged from outright rejection to enthusiastic attempts to promote and incorporate glossolalia in Christian faith and praxis.

1. Glossolalia in the New Testament

2. Theological Perspectives on Glossolalia


 


1. Glossolalia in the New Testament.

 

The term glossolalia is a nineteenth-century adoption and combination of the Greek words glōssa (“tongue” or “language”) and lalein (“to speak”) that appear with particular frequency in the New Testament writings of Luke and Paul (Acts 2:4, 11; 10:46; 19:6; 1 Cor 12:10, 28; 14:2, 4, 13, 27). Whereas Acts of the Apostles emphasizes the role of speaking in tongues as a form of God’s self-disclosure in public witness and the mission of the church (Acts 2:4-21; 10:44- 48; 19:1-6), 1 Corinthians discusses the subject in the context of spiritual gifts, private prayer and the life of the individual (1 Cor 12:27—13:3; 14:1-40). Biblical research has focused frequently on the difficulties in reconciling both views and has situated the occurrence of glossolalia in the larger evangelistic, doxological and ecumenical purposes of the apostolic church since Pentecost (Forbes). General agreement exists in the use of glossolalia as a technical term for the “speaking in tongues” of the New Testament, which portrays the phenomenon at the heart of the elimination of religious, social and cultural barriers in the church and in the world at the beginning of the worldwide spread of the Christian faith (Dunn).



2. Theological Perspectives on Glossolalia.

 

Considerable disagreement exists between the view that glossolalia ceased with the end of the apostolic church and the perspective that it is for the church today. Although present in groups more closely related to mainstream Christianity, such as the Roman Catholic Church, the established churches in Europe and North America have generally portrayed the praxis of glossolalia as socially unacceptable (McDonnell). Sustained theological studies did not emerge until the rise of North American Pentecostalism in the early twentieth century, which directed the study of glossolalia away from a purely descriptive exercise to the questions of function and meaning (Kelsey; Williams).

2.1. Pentecostal Perspectives. In Pentecostal theologies, the phenomenon of glossolalia is situated between the questions of divine sovereignty and human freedom and responsibility in light of the coming kingdom of God in the last days (see Acts 2:17). Against this eschatological background, Pentecostals view speaking in tongues as a fruit of the love and holiness of God poured out into the speaker who addresses a particular religious, sociopolitical, economic or cultural context for the purpose of transformation, liberation and renewal with the gospel. In North American Pentecostalism, the practice of glossolalia has been viewed largely from the biblical perspective of Luke-Acts and is frequently seen as the initial, physical evidence or sign of the baptism in the Holy Spirit (Williams). This perspective locates the meaning and function of glossolalia in the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit inherent in or subsequent to conversion, the personal holiness of the speaker, and a special endowment with power for witness to the gospel and the working of miracles. More recent studies, particularly in Europe and Latin America, tend toward greater emphasis on Paul’s perspective of glossolalia as a spiritual gift and point to the possible liturgical, sacramental and doxological exercises of speaking in tongues. This view highlights the practice of glossolalia as a language of praise and prayer as well as a prophetic expression of pain and agony in the midst of a suffering world that is confronted with the gospel and the imminent return of Jesus Christ (Mills).

2.2. Ecumenical Responses to Pentecostal Perspectives. The growth of Pentecostalism and the rise of charismatic movements during the twentieth century have led to a widespread toleration and acceptance of glossolalia. International dialogues and statements from various Christian groups show that the established mainline churches generally acknowledge the practice of glossolalia but do not promote its use in the liturgical worship of their congregations (McDonnell). Those rejecting the practice stress the dangers of enthusiasm, arrogance, division, exclusiveness, pride, self-edification, group pressure, problems of interpretation and the deliberate use of glossolalia for personal means. On the other hand, others highlight the contribution of glossolalia to personal growth, the promotion of fellowship, and greater sensitivity to the community and the church while emphasizing the responsibility for discernment and interpretation.

The charismatic renewal in the Roman Catholic Church portrays glossolalia primarily as a prayer language that expresses a person’s dedication to God (Bittlinger). The Gregorian chant, the rosary prayer and other meditative forms of prayer are seen as similar forms of vocal expressions in which the speaker declares in sounds and syllables the ineffable mystery of God and thereby is taken into the presence of that mystery as God’s Spirit prays in and with the human person. The Eastern Orthodox Church emphasizes the work of the Holy Spirit in baptism and regeneration and understands the baptism in the Holy Spirit primarily in the context of chrismation. Glossolalia are considered one of the minor spiritual gifts and a lower form of prayer, reserved for the private, devotional sphere of the Christian.

Documents on the charismatic renewal (McDonnell) show that Protestant and evangelical statements also emphasize the relationship between glossolalia and prayer. Lutherans view glossolalia as a speaking or singing carried out in love, worship, adoration or thanksgiving in sensitivity to the work of the Holy Spirit. Reformed theology relates the exercise of glossolalia primarily to the overcoming of societal problems and structural elements in church and world. Presbyterians highlight the interpretation and intelligibility of glossolalia in order to become a relevant practice in today’s churches. Wesleyan theology emphasizes the importance of the ethical and sanctifying work of God’s Spirit in glossolalia for the shared life of the whole church. Many of these interpretations seek to understand glossolalia without endorsing its practice. The beginning of the twenty-first century finds the phenomenon of glossolalia at the heart of international and interdisciplinary attempts to understand and integrate glossolalia in the faith and ecumenical praxis of the churches.

See also CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS; PENTECOSTALISM; PNEUMATOLOGY; PROPHECY.
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GNOSTICISM

 

Gnosticism is the modern term used for a religious and philosophical movement that originated in the first or second century AD, and was especially strong in the second and third centuries AD. It was considered heretical by both the majority of Christians at that time (proto-orthodox) as well as the majority of the pagan representatives of the Platonic philosophical traditions. The movement, though not a single, monolithic social-theological reality, emphasized a claim to special gnosis (“knowledge”); thus, the terms Gnostics and Gnosticism.

1. Definitions and Characteristics

2. Origins and History

3. Sources and Literature

4. Later Manifestations of Gnostic Phenomena

5. Theological Assessment and Conclusion


 


1. Definitions and Characteristics.

 

The church fathers sometimes referred to the Gnostics by the names of their leaders (e.g., Basilides; Valentinus) and by group designations based on names (e.g., Nicolaitans) or concepts (e.g., Ophites, based on the Greek term for serpent). The surviving primary Gnostic texts show no evidence of the term Gnostics as a self-designation; rather they use as identity markers terms and phrases drawn from their theological self-understandings (e.g., offspring of Seth; elect; enlightened ones; immovable race; the perfect).

The foundational conviction of the Gnostics is a radical anti-cosmic dualism in which all that is material—the world and the body—is seen as evil and as the creation of a lesser, inferior god. The inferior god arose through some mysterious tragic split within the ultimate realm (usually the Pleroma) of the ultimate, true God (often called Father-Mother or Father of All). In Christian Gnostic texts from the second century the inferior god is usually identified with the creator god of Genesis, who then clearly is not the ultimate, true God.

In addition, most Gnostic texts and systems reflect a belief in a proliferated array of intermediary beings who inhabit the cosmos between the Pleroma and the earthly realm of humanity. Though the Gnostics understood humanity to be trapped within the physical body, the human spirit is understood to be part of the ultimate spiritual reality (the Pleroma and/ or the ultimate God). This entrapment is usually understood as ignorance or sleep, but not as sin. In order for the human spirit to find salvation, it needs to be awakened and delivered from its ignorance by recovering the knowledge (gnōsis) of its true self as part of the Pleroma or ultimate God. Thus, the ultimate God sent a redeemer from the Pleroma to bring knowledge to imprisoned human spirits. Although this redeemer figure can be variously described in Gnostic texts (e.g., as Seth), the majority of the Christian Gnostic texts, of course, identify the redeemer figure with the Christ. Christ then taught the Gnostic “elect” through “revelation discourses” the truth about reality and salvation. Since the body is evil, Gnostics believed Christ’s human form was docetic (i.e., only appearing human), and thus did not actually die on the cross—a substitute died at the hands of the inferior god and its intermediary powers.

The Gnostics, according to their own writings, tended very strongly to an ascetic lifestyle. The denial of the reality and importance of the human body is the appropriate response for those who know the true character of salvation and the Pleroma. This motif may be the single most common denominator of all primary Gnostic texts. The church fathers often contended that Gnostics were libertines; this may well have described a social reality for some Gnostics, for it is logically possible for an ideology that believes that the body is fundamentally evil to lead not only to asceticism but also to indulgence of the body, since it is of no value.



2. Origins and History.

 

The church fathers regarded the Gnostic movement a second-century heresy within the Christian church that had its ultimate roots in Simon Magus (see Acts 8:9-24)—a view still widely held. The modern debate, fueled by the Nag Hammadi discoveries in 1945, has reopened the issue of origins. Some scholars argue that the Gnostic movement began in the first century as a non-Christian (and pre-Christian) movement.

In favor of the traditional view is the fact that all extant primary Gnostic texts were written in the second or third centuries AD; there are no known Gnostic texts from the first century. In addition, no known first-century texts (pagan, Jewish or Christian) refer clearly to what can be established as a Gnostic movement, text or system of ideas. On the other hand, there is indirect evidence that the Gnostic movement was actually formulated in the first century as an amalgam of a deviant Hellenistic Judaism and certain forms of the Platonic tradition and that this movement eventually attached itself to and found its truest home within the Christian church. This view takes with some seriousness the first-century Simon Magus tradition. Further, this view argues that the Gnostic movements described by the church fathers could not spring suddenly into existence; they betray evidence of a much longer period of development.

On this view, sometime early in the first century AD, probably within some sophisticated circle of Hellenistic Jewish scholars likely located in Alexandria, Egypt, Gnostic speculations about the nature of reality, the problem of evil, the character of God and the possibility of salvation emerged. According to the church fathers, the first-century AD figure of Simon Magus became a focal point for the development of the Gnostic movement. According to patristic sources, Simon’s prime disciple was Menander, who in turn influenced Saturninus and Basilides.

Basilides, a teacher in Alexandria before AD 150, taught a series of deities emanating from the ultimate God and creating the material world. Basilides had a docetic *Christology; it was Simon of Cyrene, not Jesus, who died on the cross. The other major Gnostic teacher, Valentinus, also emerged in Alexandria (going to Rome about AD 140), and was considered a brilliant thinker and candidate for Bishop of Rome. According to patristic sources, Valentinus’s construction of reality involved a series of thirty aeons emanating from the Pleroma, the last of which was Sophia, who in error produced the Demiurge who is equated with the creator god of Genesis.

Virtually nothing is known about the community organization of Gnostic churches. One Nag Hammadi text, Apocalypse of Peter (VII,3), refers to “those who are outside our number who name themselves bishop and also deacons, as if they have received their authority from God. . . . Those people are dry canals.” Whether this indicates anything about structures within the Gnostic communities is not at all clear, but it is evident that the Gnostics and their opponents were deeply involved in competing claims of authority.

At least some Gnostic communities apparently practiced certain liturgical rituals, including baptism and the Eucharist. The Nag Hammadi text The Gospel of Philip (II,3) refers to five mysteries: baptism, chrism, Eucharist, redemption and the bridal chamber. Due to the great number of female figures in their structures of deity and the prominent role of women—particularly Mary Magdalene—in many Gnostic texts, it has often been assumed that the Gnostics were more open to the participation of women in their religious life than in the majority of the church. This assumption, however, is very difficult to establish with any certainty.



3. Sources and Literature.

 

Prior to the 1945 discovery of the Gnostic writings near Nag Hammadi, Egypt, most of what was known about the ancient Gnostics came from attacks on them by church fathers (especially Irenaeus in Against Heresies [2nd century AD] and Epiphanius in Panarion [4th century AD]) and Neoplatonic philosophers (especially Plotinus in Enneads 2.9 [3rd century AD]).

The Nag Hammadi texts, discovered in 1945, are one of the most important finds of the twentieth century. We are now able to read directly Gnostic writings and attempt to understand them on their own terms. These contained 52 texts, yielding 40 new texts for study. These texts may have been a collection of orthodox monks who hid them when reading such texts was forbidden.

About one-half of the texts are apocalypses and/or revelation discourses that reveal the special knowledge (gnōsis) that belongs to the Gnostic elect. Other texts are Gospels, acts, epistles and various forms of wisdom literature. Some of the texts are not Gnostic at all; some reflect the pagan Hermetic tradition; some reflect the Thomas tradition in the early church.

The Nag Hammadi texts are extraordinarily important for the study of second-century AD Christian traditions and the growing divide between the proto-orthodox traditions (based largely on the New Testament texts and the earliest fathers) and the Gnostic traditions, which introduced their own literature and rejected the continuity of God from the Old Testament to the New Testament and the understanding of the incarnation, life and death of Jesus presented in the New Testament texts.

More recently another Gnostic text, the Gospel of Judas, has surfaced and been published. It was known to both Irenaeus and Epiphanius, and it exemplifies the classic Gnostic tradition (though it reveals nothing of historical value about Judas or Jesus).



4. Later Manifestations of Gnostic Phenomena.

 

In antiquity other manifestations of Gnosticism were the Mandaeans and the Manichaeans (against which Augustine wrote considerably). In the Middle Ages, the primary manifestations of the Gnostic phenomenon were the Paulicans (9th century), the Bogomils (10th-12th centuries) and the Cathars (11th-13th centuries). These movements are not genetically related to ancient Gnosticism but were influenced by Manichaeism. Some of the medieval mystical traditions in both Judaism and Islam also reflected some of the so-called gnostic ideas about the nature of reality.

No modern movements are genetically related to ancient Gnosticism or technically qualify as Gnosticism per se. But there are movements which express certain gnostic proclivities, such as the radical separation of matter and spirit. Further, some manifestations only draw on selected gnostic ideas for spiritual enrichment.

The philosopher-psychologist Carl G. Jung used gnostic ideas in his reflections on reality. It is sometimes suggested that authors such as Jacob Boehme (c. 1600) and William Blake (1757-1827) engaged in gnostic ideas. Movements such as Rosicrucianism and the Theosophical Society are also indebted to features of gnostic ideology. There are contemporary gnostic churches. Some contemporary Gnostic scholars, who are not in any way gnostics, nevertheless promote the spiritual values derived from reflection on ancient Gnostic texts.



5. Theological Assessment and Conclusion.

 

It should be understood that the Gnostics were struggling with genuine theological issues within the context of the second-century church: What is the relationship between God and the world? Why is there evil in the world? How should the Scriptures (= the Old Testament) be read? What is the role of the Christ in salvation, and what constitutes salvation? The proto-orthodox church was also seeking answers to these questions, and gave various answers.

What made Gnosticism unacceptable to the proto-orthodox was its belief that the God of the Bible was not the true and ultimate God. The orthodox conviction was that God did create the material world, giving value to life in the flesh. Thus, the incarnation of the human Christ was essential to salvation, which was a gift of the grace of God, appropriated through faith; salvation was not found in esoteric knowledge (gnosis) available only to the Gnostic elect.

In our own day, Gnostic tendencies still have an appeal. They seem to obviate the problem of evil and resonate with denials of the value of this earthly life. Such ideas and movements should be resisted in favor of the classical orthodox, scriptural approaches to the theological issues humanity and the church face.

See also MYSTERY RELIGIONS.
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GOD, DOCTRINE OF

 

From the mid-twentieth century the doctrine of God has encountered one challenge after another and is currently under vigorous debate. In keeping with the new dynamic worldview, *process theology and others came to critique the classical doctrine for its outdated, dualistic foundations; in 1960s “secular” and *“Death-of-God” theologies as well as political and more recently ecological or *green theologies have joined in the critique; women from various parts of the world with emerging *feminist consciousness came to question the propriety of addressing God as “Father”; and in general, theologians from Asia, Africa, and Latin America have wanted to make God-talk more contextual and relevant to their particular situations. The theology of religions discourse with the challenge of pluralistic views of God has become one of the most hotly debated topics in our time.

In sum, much of the energy for the debates in the contemporary doctrine of God comes from the critique of “classical theism.” This debated term simply denotes the way early Christian theology sought to express its faith in the biblical God with the help of Greco-Roman philosophical categories which later became solidified in the form of highly philosophical, speculative systems of medieval scholasticism and even later by post-Reformation Protestant orthodoxy and Roman Catholic theology. Contemporary complaints against classical theism have focused on the God of classical theism as an “Unmoved Mover,” while enjoying his own perfect fullness of being, distanced from the world, unaffected by the happenings of history, unrelated to Christian life (let alone social and political struggles) and so on. Therefore, it is understandable that[m]uch of the reinterpretation of the doctrine of God can be traced to a rising reaction against classical theism—the legacy of Hellenism that has left an indelible imprint on Christian theology. Here God is depicted as immutable, self-contained, all-sufficient, impassible, supremely detached from the world of pain and suffering. How can this kind of God be reconciled with the biblical God who earnestly cares for his people—even to the extent of taking their pain and guilt upon himself in the incarnation and atoning death of his Son? (Bloesch, 21)




 




How does this critique fare in light of the developments of traditions about God in Christian theology?

1. Biblical Perspectives on God.

2. The Historical Development of Classical Theism

3. The Attributes of God

4. Key Challenges and Issues in Contemporary Theology of God

5. Urgent Tasks and Challenges


 


1. Biblical Perspectives on God.

 

1.1. Old Testament. While it is true that the Old Testament teaching about Yahweh lays the foundation for all Christian God-talk, we also need to be mindful of the reminder by the Old Testament theologian Walter Brueggeman:because the OT does not (and never intends to) provide a coherent and comprehensive offer of God, this subject matter is more difficult, complex, and problematic than we might expect. For the most part, the Old Testament text gives us only hints, traces, fragments, and vignettes, with no suggestion of how all these elements might fit together, if indeed they do. What does emerge, in any case, is an awareness that the elusive but dominating Subject of the Old Testament cannot be comprehended in any preconceived categories. The God of the Old Testament does not easily conform to the expectations of Christian dogmatic theology, nor to the categories of any Hellenistic perennial philosophy. . . . The Character who will emerge from such a patient study at the end will still be elusive and more than a little surprising. (117, emphasis his)




 




The way the Bible talks about God is through stories, testimonies, symbols, metaphors and the like. God is the dominant subject of the Old Testament, but not in terms we would call doctrinal. Therefore, John Goldingay’s outlining of his Old Testament theology Israel’s Gospel, is appropriately based on the works of God—what God set in motion (created), started over, promised, delivered, sealed and so on.

Old Testament religion is uncompromisingly monotheistic, best illustrated in the famous shema, Israel’s “confession of faith”: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Deut 6:4 NIV). In the beginning of the Old Testament this one God is named as Elohim (Gen 1) and Yahweh (Gen 2). Elohim (plural form) is a more generic term for “god” common to Semitic languages. The root el occurs as a common noun (the god, god) and also as the proper name for a particular god as in El Elyon, “God Most High” (Gen 14:18-22). Other names include El Shaddai, “God Almighty” and Yahweh Sabaoth, “the Lord of Hosts” (angelic hosts or military powers?). The special name Adonai, rendered in most English Bibles as “LORD,” arose about 300 BC out of the Jewish reluctance to pronounce God’s name. This name was later translated into Greek as Kyrios (lit. “lord,” “master” or “sir”), the name used in the New Testament for God and occasionally for Jesus Christ.

The most peculiar and influential naming of God happens in Exodus 3:14: “I am who I am.” The origin and meaning of the divine name “Yahweh” has been the subject of much debate. The current scholarly consensus is that the name is connected with the verbal root hwy or hwh, meaning “to be.” The RSV reflects the uncertainty by offering an alternative translation of ʾehyeh ʾašer ʾehyeh in the margin: “I AM WHAT I AM” and “I WILL BE WHAT I WILL BE.” The best guess in light of the wider Old Testament theology seems to be that (at least) one of the main emphases of what is called the tetragrammaton is the constancy and dependability of God. It is less a numerical value—even though the oneness of God in the monotheism of the Hebraic religion is certainly a key component—than a stress on the idea that “God is always the same.” The related meaning of “I am He who Exists,” referring to the one really existing or eternal being, became one of the preferred interpretations in later Christian theology. More generally, Yahweh is the name for the covenant God, faithful and merciful one.

Creation is the first and most majestic act of the sovereign God of the Bible. Commenting on the meaning of the term baraʾ (Gen 1; Is 42:5-6) Brueggeman calls it, “the most majestic of terms of God’s action as Creator, a verb used with no other subject except Yahweh, the God of Israel. It is Yahweh, the God of Israel, who creates the heavens and the earth and all that is, who summons, orders, sustains, and governs all of reality” (146).

One way to classify the many metaphors used of Yahweh in the Old Testament is to speak of metaphors of governance, such as judge, king, warrior and father; and metaphors of sustenance, such as artist, healer, gardener-vine-dresser, mother and shepherd. The metaphors of governance pertain to power and sanctions, and their main purpose is to establish order; whereas the metaphors of sustenance speak of nurturing, caring and enhancing life (Brueggemann). A continuous struggle of the Old Testament faithful was to keep these two facets of Yahweh’s nature in balance, namely, that he is sovereign and powerful on the one hand, and caring and faithful on the other hand. Add to this Yahweh’s righteousness, holiness and jealousy, and you can understand why prophets such as Jeremiah and sufferers such as Job raise questions such as “How long, O Lord?” “Have you forsaken us?” Indeed much of the Old Testament theology of God arises out of struggle, doubts and complaints (e.g., Jer 10—20).

1.2. New Testament. The “identity of the God of the New Testament with Yahweh, the God of the Old Testament, is everywhere assumed by New Testament writers, though they never explicitly assign to Him the name Yahweh” (Argyle, 9). The New Testament adds features of its own to Old Testament theology, especially expanding on the ideas of God’s fatherhood and the kingdom of God. The New Testament also moves toward a fuller understanding of plurality in God—the movement toward trinitarian faith—but nowhere does the New Testament begin from scratch or reinvent the understanding of God. Jesus and his disciples, as well as the apostles, were basically nurtured in the synagogue, utilizing the categories and thought forms of the Old Testament Yahwistic faith. “Broadly speaking, we may say that the God of the New Testament is the God of the OT reinterpreted and more fully revealed in the light of the Person and Work of Jesus Christ” (Argyle, 10). The centrality of the person of Jesus Christ as the gateway to the idea of God in the New Testament is a decisive move in the New Testament (Jn 14:6).

While the Old Testament knows the idea of Yahweh as Father, in the life and teaching of Jesus the fatherhood of God becomes a key theme. Jesus’ filial relationship with his Father, in which he invites the believers to participate, lies at the center of much of the New Testament teaching about God. Similarly, while the Old Testament knows the idea of God as ruler, it is through the coming and teaching of Jesus that the idea of the kingdom of God becomes a key theme in New Testament theology (see Kärkkäinen, 39-45).



2. The Historical Development of Classical Theism.

 

Already in the New Testament, there are occasional attempts to express the narrative, dynamic view of God in Greek Hellenistic terms, such as 1 Timothy 1:17, which talks about God “the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God.” In the Apostolic Fathers, one notices a creative combination of biblical teachings and philosophical theology. Clement of Rome, for example, a Hellenistic-Jewish-Christian author, describes the harmonious operation of God’s world in language based on Stoic models. This reveals the growing tendency of the earliest Christian theology to venture into the sphere of philosophy to illumine the church’s faith. Clement of Alexandria describes God asThe invisible, who sees all things, 
Uncontained, who contains all things, 
Without needs, of whom all are in need and 
Because of whom they exist; 
Incomprehensible, eternal, imperishable; 
Unmade, who made all by the word of his 
power. (Miscellanies 6.39)




 




It is well known that the Apologists resorted to philosophical resources to both defend and further develop the biblical teaching about God. Justin Martyr’s Stoic-influenced Dialogue with Trypho is a good example. The defense of the transcendence of God was a pressing need for many early theologians such as Origen. Augustine defended and illustrated the transcendence of the Creator God with his view of time. Augustine was convinced that God did not create in time, but rather that God created time. Therefore, God is not bound to time. A corollary is that time is not eternal, while God is. In the spirit of emerging classical theism, Augustine also maintained that God is being—the absolute being, being in its fullness and perfection.

It is interesting, however, that early creeds such as Nicaea (325; in the current form it comes from the Council of Constantinople 381) affirm the belief in Father, God and Creator, without sophisticated analyses.

The subsequent history of classical theism’s interpretations of God is a fascinating story filled with diversity and variety (see Kärkkäinen, chaps. 3-8). In the Christian East we meet mystics such as the anonymous Pseudo-Dionysius with his On the Divine Names and Mystical Theology, a profound contemplation on God. The twelfth-century Gregory Palamas joined the long tradition of the Eastern Church by making a distinction between God’s “energies,” in which we can participate through deification, and the totally transcendent, unapproachable “essence” of God. Under the influence of neoPlatonism and particularly of Pseudo-Dionysius, the Western theologian John Scotus Erigena of the ninth century came to emphasize the transcendence and incomprehensibility of God. God is above all being, totally unknowable. He can neither be perceived nor conceived. We can know that God is, but not what God is. Nevertheless—and this distinguishes him from Eastern theologians—Erigena was much more interested in the immanence of God, so much so that he borders on a type of pantheism.

Several leading Christian thinkers, such as Anselm of Canterbury and Thomas Aquinas, devoted their best intellectual resources to defending the existence of God with an appeal to rational reasoning. As believing Christians, the apologetic efforts of these thinkers were less an attempt to “prove” the existence of God than to make talk about God’s existence an intellectually reasonable act. In the second book of his Proslogion (also known as Address), Anselm argues for the existence of God with the help of the “ontological argument”: God is that “which nothing greater can be conceived.” Thomas’s “five ways,” based on cosmological arguments (since they argue from the world), argue for the existence of God from the fact of movement (God as the first mover), causality (God as first cause), from the distinction between contingent being (world) and necessary being (God), from the various degrees of perfection (God being the most perfect), and from the order evident in the world (Summa theologiae 1.2.3).

The Protestant Reformers did not contribute much new for the doctrine of God. Martin Luther’s key contribution was the theology of the cross, which he first developed in his Heidelberg Disputation (1518). The theology of glory seeks for God in majesty, glory and power, whereas the theology of the cross seeks for God in humility, shame and weakness, in the crucified Christ. The former misses God who reveals himself in his “opposites.” Luther’s Reformed counterpart John Calvin joined the tradition in affirming a general knowledge of God apart from special revelation. Within every person is a natural awareness of divinity, as even the practice of idolatry testifies. The general knowledge of God is based on the sensus divinatis, a God-given means of awareness of God’s existence. For Calvin, creation as the “theater of God” points to God: God’s power is manifested through the beauty of creation and its order.

As with other theological topics, the eighteenth-century *Enlightenment introduced a major challenge to traditional belief in God. Whereas the French René Descartes still resorted to rational means of establishing the reasonableness of belief in God through his famous cogito ergo sum (“I think, therefore I am”), which posits a thinking subject, the existence of which is impossible without God and the created order, thinkers such as Immanuel Kant only found room for God in the realm of “practical reason.” That is, while Kant’s “theoretical reason” could not say anything much about the world beyond the phenomena, ethical or “practical reasoning” entails the existence of God (as well as the immortality of the soul). Massive attacks, however, were advanced during the Enlightenment to discredit either the rationality of the idea of God or at least the God of the Bible. Others, such as the idealist philosopher G. W. F. Hegel, championed a more generic idea of God based on philosophical speculation. With the rise of classical liberalism in the aftermath of the Enlightenment, theologians such as F. D. E. Schleiermacher came to speak of God in relation to humanity’s “feeling of absolute dependence” (of something beyond humanity).



3. The Attributes of God.

 

One aspect of the more systematic account of God that emerged as part of classical theism involves the teaching about the attributes of God. There are of course hints of these in the biblical canon—for example in Exodus 34:6-7: “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness”—though it is a long way from here to the kinds of comprehensive, philosophically based lists of attributes well known in Christian theology. In medieval times, this enterprise came to its zenith when, with the help of Aristotelian theology, highly sophisticated notions of attributes were developed. These included “pure actuality,” which, based on Aristotle’s distinction between potentiality, which still lacks perfection, and actuality, which embodies perfection, means that God is “finished” in all his features. The attributes of immutability and impassibility follow. The former suggests that God does not change, while the latter refers to the impossibility of God’s being acted upon. Often—but not always—immutability was interpreted in the sense that God cannot be “moved” in an emotional sense; when Scripture seems to suggest that God grieves or rejoices, it was thought to be a metaphor. Other classical attributes include the notion of “timelessness.” While not universally embraced by all classical theists, most of them saw it necessary to locate God outside time since time by definition denotes change. Other widely used attributes include “simplicity,” that God is not composed of parts like everything else that exists, and “necessity,” which implies it is impossible for God not to exist and that everything outside of God is dependent for its existence on God, not vice versa. Routinely also the attributes of “omnipotence” (all-powerful) and “omniscience” (all-knowing) were attached to the Christian God.

While there are definite differences between the approach to theology in the Christian West and the East—the latter advancing an apophatic theology that speaks of God in terms of negatives—the listing of attributes is not limited to Western minds such as Thomas Aquinas but also appears in some Eastern theologians such as John of Damascus. In his Exposition of the Orthodox Faith (1.8), the Damascene lists no fewer than eighteen distinct attributes of God, only two of which are grammatically positive. The attributes he lists may be further classified according to whether they refer to time (subdivided into time’s beginning and end), space, matter or quality. Thomas Aquinas lists the divine attributes as follows: simplicity, perfection, goodness, incomprehensibility, omnipresence, immutability, eternity and oneness (Summa theologiae Ia, q. 1-11). Later listings of attributes include the famous formulations of the Fourth Lateran Council (1215), repeated by Vatican I in 1870, and the Westminster Shorter Catechism, which asks, “What is God?” The answer is in the form of attributes: “God is a Spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.”

In medieval theology, there were sophisticated debates about the relationship between the attributes and the divine essence/substance. Differing views arose from two philosophical schools: realism, according to which “universals” have a separate existence apart from individual objects,” and nominalism, which begins with the supposition that reality consists only in individual objects. Realists held the opinion that the divine attributes are “real,” they exist even apart from the divine substance, but that having been ascribed to God, they really describe who God is. Nominalists opined that our describing of divine attributes does not really describe the divine substance. A mediating position, called “modified realism,” agreed with nominalists that attributes do not exist independently but also agreed with realists that they do exist when part of God’s substance. God is the unity of his attributes. The theological significance of modified realism is that it considers the attributes of God together as one composite whole, meaning, for example, that the love of God cannot be considered in isolation from other attributes of God, say, wrath or omniscience.

In contemporary theology the nominalistrealist debate is not an issue since we have moved from a dualistic worldview (substance [that which is essential] and attributes [that which is optional]) to a dynamic, relational one. Yet the basic insight of modified realism is still valid. Attributes in contemporary understanding remind us of two crucial insights: First, they talk about God’s relation to the world and are therefore best discussed in the context of the *Trinity. Second, rather than intellectual configurations, they are doxological statements, related to our worship and giving honor to God, who reaches out to us for our salvation. Rather than being mainly noetic statements about a “static” God, attributes are doxological statements of praise to God, who relates to the world, on the basis of which we can say something about God.

Attributes have often been classified in contemporary theology into “communicable” and “incommunicable” categories. The former attributes God shares with us, even though in God they are perfect, such as God’s spiritual, intellectual and moral nature, knowledge, wisdom, goodness and so on. The latter category includes God’s self-existence, immutability, infinity and unity. W. Pannenberg (1991, chap. 6) classifies attributes in two categories: (1) infinity, which includes holiness, eternity, omnipresence and omnipotence, and (2) love, which includes goodness, mercy, righteousness, faithfulness, patience, wisdom. The infinity means in each case (of the first category) both opposition and embrace, for example in holiness: God’s holiness both opposes and embraces everything that is not holy, otherwise the notion of infinity would fall apart if there were something that would limit it.



4. Key Challenges and Issues in Contemporary Theology of God.

 

Much contemporary discussion of the doctrine of God inherits its agenda from a critical response to classical theism. While it is impossible here to describe adequately the contemporary proliferation of views, it may be helpful to list some key movements and theologians, the views of which will be discussed elsewhere in the dictionary.

Neo-orthodoxy, especially Karl Barth, offered a massive critique of classical liberalism’s immanentist tendencies, where all talk about God became an exercise of human interpretation of the feeling of the absolute dependency. Barth wanted to rehabilitate the talk about the transcendence and “otherness” of God (see Barthianism).

Religious pluralism, especially John Hick, has challenged the exclusive nature of the Christian God and has argued that any religious talk about God should move toward a generic “Ultimate Reality” type of deity that would encompass both personal and impersonal features, and thus ideas from various religions.

The process theology movement, under the leadership of Charles Hartshorne and John Cobb Jr., among others, has offered an intriguing revision of the Christian doctrine of God based on the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead. In that outlook, the idea of God’s transcendence is being radically revised: God becomes an “actual entity” among other actual entities, albeit “bigger” and “more influential.”

In evangelical theology, Clark Pinnock and others have advocated the idea of open theism or free will theism, which attempts to make the view of God more responsive and less deterministic, with a somewhat “open future” ahead of us (see Open Theism).

Women theologians, whether feminists (white women), *womanists (African American women), *mujeristas (Hispanic/Latina women), or women from Africa, Asia and Latin America, have offered interpretations based on their particular experiences as well as cultural, sociological, historical and religious contexts (see Feminist Theologies).

More generally, theologians from Africa, Asia and Latin America have attempted the same on the bases of their experiences and histories.

*Liberation theologians from Latin America (Leonardo Boff, Juan Segundo and others) as well as liberationists in the United States, especially African American/*black theologians (James Cone and others) have issued a call to consider the role of God in social and political realms.

In the 1960s, a more “secular” interpretation of God and theology arose. Harvey Cox and others argued for the need to make the doctrine of God less transcendent and more this-worldly. The roots of that movement go back to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who argued for God’s transcendence as “the beyond in the midst of life,” in other words, God’s being as “embedded” in the experience of everyday life. A more radical version was the so-called *“Death of God,” movement (T. Altizer and others) who advocated the idea of God’s death, either literally or figuratively.

The so-called theology of hope movement which interpreted God’s transcendence in relation to time rather than space, wanted to place the future at the center of theology. Initiated by Wolhart Pannenberg and Jürgen Moltmann in the 1960s, these two came to represent quite different theological programs subsequently (see Hope, Theology of).

Along with this diversity of views, certain individual theologians need to be acknowledged in the contemporary scene. Coming from neo-orthodox, existentialist and liberal traditions, the German Paul Tillich developed a unique interpretation of God based on ontology, the branch of philosophy which inquires into the nature of being. According to Tillich, the foundational question has to do with the threat of non-being. God becomes for him the Ground of Being. Since God is the “ground,” he cannot be on the same level of existence as everything else. In that qualified sense God does not exist, a statement which of course does not denote atheism but on the contrary seeks to safeguard the role of God as being the one who saves us from the threat of non-being. While achieving his main goal, Tillich, for humanity, had to pay too high a price: not only did he have to deny the literal existence of God but also the “personal” nature of God, since that would limit God too much. Tillich also moved close to religious pluralism later in his life after a personal encounter with *Buddhism.

Another German theologian, Roman Catholic Hans Küng, has offered the most significant theological apologetics in contemporary theology in his dialogue with atheistic views. In his Does God Exist? a monumental philosophical-theological work, Küng admits that all arguments of the eminent atheists “are certainly adequate to raise doubts about the existence of God but not to make God’s non-existence unquestionable.” Similarly, projections for the end of religion “involve an ultimately unsubstantiated extrapolation into the future” (Küng, 329). For him, atheism is no neutral position, it too lives by an undemonstrable faith, whether in human nature, society or science. Consequently, the answer to atheism must tackle with all seriousness these two foundational, interrelated questions: “Does God exist? . . . [and] Who is God?” (Küng, xxi). Modern atheism demands an account of our belief in God. Too often Christian theology has resorted to “a theological withdrawal strategy” that talks about God in terms of need or commitment but overlooks the question of the truth of Christian faith. Even though Küng takes up the challenge of atheism and nihilism, he does not have very high hopes for the classical proofs of God. The Anselmian reasoning from the greatest Being may be able to prove the existence of the idea of God, but it can never prove his actual existence. And the cosmological proofs are always susceptible to more than one reading. Even if God’s existence could be proved, it does not necessarily lead to the Christian God of the Bible. That is why the God of the philosophers is not necessarily identical with the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. After all, both denial and affirmation of God are possible.

In contemporary theology, the *Lutheran theologian Pannenberg and *Reformed theologian Moltmann have made most significant contributions at the ecumenical and international level. For Pannenberg, the task of systematic theology is the exposition of Christian doctrine in a way that leads to a coherent presentation in harmony with what we know of God and reality as a whole. In this enterprise, the doctrine of God is the center of all his theology; God is the “all-determining reality.” Since Pannenberg defines God as the “power on which all finite reality depends” or as “the power of the future,” it means that in the final analysis, the truth of Christian claims about God—and thus of theological claims—awaits final confirmation (or lack of it) at the end of times. In the meantime, religious history is the competition between gods, as to who at the end will be manifested as the true God. In light of the resurrection of Jesus, the Christians already have a “proleptic” confidence in the God of the Bible. While skeptical about the efforts of classical *apologetics—since all *systematic theology should have the pursuit of the truthfulness of Christian statements about God as the main goal—Pannenberg however strongly warns Christian theology to give up philosophical argumentation for God. Paralleling the biblical use of both generic (Elohim) and covenant (Yahweh) terms for God, Christian theology should continue painstaking dialogue with philosophers.

Similarly to Pannenberg, Moltmann emphasizes the futurity of God. The God who raised Jesus from the dead, and so showed his faithfulness, is the God with “future as the essence of his being.” Moltmann’s main contributions to the contemporary discourse about God include several themes, especially the importance of suffering and the cross (see The Crucified God). Borrowing from Luther’s theology of the cross, Moltmann feels compelled to deny classical theism’s idea of divine impassibility. He wonders how Christian faith could understand Christ’s passion as being the revelation of God if the deity cannot suffer. The Christian God is revealed in the suffering and shame of the cross. The cross distinguishes God from other gods. This God is different from the passionless God of Greek metaphysical notions, Moltmann argues. If God is love, love means engagement and involvement. In this trinitarian doctrine, Moltmann develops panentheism, a mutually dependent relationship between the world and God, the end of which is the eschatological coming of God to indwell his creation. Similar to Pannenberg, some key aspects of the doctrine of God are being developed as part of the doctrine of the Trinity.



5. Urgent Tasks and Challenges.

 

The question of the possibility of suffering is perhaps the most hotly debated issue in the contemporary theology of God. Theologians such as Moltmann, many liberationists and several women theologians have strongly critiqued the timidity of the tradition to speak of any suffering in God. Another key challenge has to do with the question of inclusivism: how do we speak about and address God, for example, in Christian worship, in a way that includes both men and women? Women theologians have offered several alternatives, from the total replacement of “Father” terminology with female or other nonmale designations to the balancing of male language with female ways of addressing God. In short, a major challenge—and opportunity—for the Christian doctrine of God is to continue dialogue with the ever-changing, dynamic worldview of postmodern times. Some theologians, such as Pannenberg, see great promises in the contemporary scene; he has painstakingly dialogued with scientists, for example, about his idea of God as spirit. Finally, a major challenge to Christian theology of God comes from other religions and religious pluralism more generally. How does one affirm the biblical and Christian tradition’s view of God vis-à-vis a heightening religious exchange?

See also ATHEISM; CHRISTOLOGY; DEATH OF GOD; OPEN THEISM; PNEUMATOLOGY; PROCESS THEOLOGY; TRINITY, TRIUNE GOD.
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GOSPEL

 

The gospel is the dynamic center of the biblical narrative, the heart of the Christian faith. The term means to announce good news as well as the content of the good news, that is, God’s redemptive action in Jesus Christ for the *salvation of humankind. In Genesis 3 humankind rebels and commits the primal sin against God. Thereafter men and women are alienated from God. The remainder of the Bible tells of God’s unceasing effort, embodied in a series of covenants, to restore humankind to relationship with God. This is called God’s plan of salvation. The dominant theme of the Old Testament prophecies is the coming messianic age when God’s people will finally experience salvation. Rooted in basic Old Testament themes, the New Testament takes up the narrative of this final divine initiative being realized in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus who is Messiah.

1. Old Testament

2. New Testament

3. The Gospel and Human Culture


 


1. Old Testament.

 

The Old Testament uses bśr of the messenger who brings news of a military victory. When the Philistines learned that Saul had been killed in battle they “sent messengers throughout the land . . . to carry the good news to the houses of their idols and to the people” (1 Sam 31:9; cf. 2 Sam 4:10, 1 Kings 1:42). But news from the battlefront was not necessarily “good” as when messengers brought word to David of Absalom’s death (2 Sam 18:19-33). When the news was positive, the people celebrated deliverance from their enemies. In Psalms 68:11 the psalmist calls the people to a great celebration because God had led the people to victory (cf. Ps 40:9). Isaiah 40—66 speaks of the “voice” or herald from Zion who will proclaim to the whole world God’s universal victory over human rebellion and sin (Is 52:7). Psalm 96:2-3 urges the people to “tell of [God’s] salvation from day to day. Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all the peoples.” This news is of universal scope; it is for all people. The Gentiles will join the people of God in recognizing that the decisive hour of history has come. Yahweh is sovereign over all (Is 60). These themes of eschatological expectation, the ingathering of the Gentiles, and the new order of shalom all point to the coming messianic age the Messiah will inaugurate (Is 52:7). The prophet Isaiah proclaimed that the people of God were to be a “light to the nations” (Is 42:6; 49:6; 60:3), showing the way to salvation. W. Swartley (2006) shows the importance of Isaiah 52:7 in shaping Jesus’ ministry. In this programmatic statement Isaiah brings together eschatological expectation, the ingathering of the Gentiles, and the message of salvation, righteousness and peace.



2. New Testament.

 

Jesus began his public ministry by “proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” (Mk 1:15; cf. Mt 4:17). Like the messengers in ancient Israel that brought news of the defeat of the enemy, Jesus announces that God’s in-breaking reign marks the beginning of a new order. Jesus brings this “good news” that the long-anticipated messianic age is now beginning, and he is revealed as the Messiah, the Savior.

The Greek euangelion occurs frequently in the New Testament: in Mark’s Gospel eight times, Matthew’s Gospel four, Acts twice, once each in 1 Peter and Revelation, and sixty times in the Pauline writings. Although the term is used sparingly in the Gospels, it is implied. Jesus proclaims a message from God concerning the dawning messianic age, but by his words and deeds Jesus is the good news. He speaks God’s word to the people; he is the message he proclaims. In Luke-Acts the verb “to proclaim the good news” (euangelizomai) occurs twenty-five times, most notably in Luke 4:18 (quoting Is 61:1-2) where Jesus declares his mission: proclaiming the gospel, the kingdom and peace.

His frequent use of gospel indicates that both Paul and his listeners understood this to refer to what God had done in Jesus Christ. In 1 Corinthians 9:14 Paul speaks of the gospel as message. In 2 Corinthians he refers to a colaborer “who is famous among all the churches for his proclaiming the good news” (2 Cor 8:18; cf. Phil 4:3, 15). Twice Paul summarizes the content of the gospel. In Romans 1:1-6 he links the Christ event with Old Testament prophecies; Jesus’ messianic credentials were vindicated through the resurrection and is now acclaimed “Jesus Christ our Lord.” The second summary emphasizes the crucial historical events that make up the gospel narrative (1 Cor 15:1-28). These are more than historical facts, however; God has acted in and through them on behalf of all people everywhere.

In the New Testament euangelion is used in various ways. Especially for Paul this term summarizes the content of the Christian message. It also refers to the good news of Jesus Christ (Mk 1:1; 2 Cor 4:4, 9:13, 10:14) as well as “the good news of God” (Mk 1:14; 1 Thess 2:2, 8, 9). Paul sometimes speaks of “my” or “our” gospel (2 Cor 4:3; 1 Thess 1:5; 2 Thess 2:14). The gospel is a universal message: “The good news must first be proclaimed to all nations” (Mk 13:10; cf. Mk 16:15 and Acts 15:7).

The New Testament defines the proper relationship between the gospel and humankind. No human has devised the gospel (Gal 1:11-12). It is God’s Word to humankind. Men and women are urged to believe the gospel because it is of decisive importance (Mk 1:15). Once we come under the power of the gospel we are compelled to “proclaim” it to others (Rom 15:19; 1 Cor 9:14, 18; 2 Cor 10:14; 11:7; Gal 2:2). We do not choose to proclaim the gospel on our own; God lays this obligation on us (1 Cor 9:16; 1 Thess 2:4). Jesus emphasized that nothing is as important as the gospel; commitment to the gospel is more important than life itself (Mk 8:35; 10:29; cf. Rom 1:16). We are called to serve the gospel in the world (Rom 1:1; 15:16; Phil 1:12; 2:22; 4:3; 1 Thess 3:2). This service is a privilege and duty. Like Paul, we may be called to defend the gospel (Phil 1:7, 15). Human actions can hinder the influence of the gospel by twisting or distorting it (1 Cor 9:12; 2 Cor 11:4; Gal 1:6-7). Men and women can reject or miss the gospel (Rom 10:16-17; 2 Thess 1:7-8; 1 Pet 4:17).

Through Jesus the Messiah, God does for us what we cannot do for ourselves: God provides the means whereby men and women are restored to relationship with God (2 Cor 5:11-21). Our responsibility is to respond to God’s gracious provision; it is by faith in God’s work in Jesus that we are saved (Rom 3:21-26).



3. The Gospel and Human Culture.

 

Every person receives the gospel through a particular culture—the language(s) and customs we are taught. This linguistic-cultural filter conditions the information we receive. The emergence of modern culture in the seventeenth century changed the Western linguistic-cultural filter in important ways that have affected the way the gospel is understood. Modern culture separated fact and value. A fact was what could be examined and established through “scientific” investigation. This is objective truth and the basis for public discourse, whereas a value is a subjective idea that cannot be proven, a matter of private opinion. Religion was relegated to the subjective realm. A second important characteristic was the emphasis on the rational self.

Starting in the seventeenth century, the pietist-evangelical awakening sought to renew a church marked by widespread nominality by emphasizing individual *conversion and subjective experience. By the nineteenth century the revival message was increasingly characterized by a twofold reductionism: (1) the gospel was interpreted primarily in terms of personal salvation and preparation for heaven, and (2) it was an evangelistic formula. Instead of the gospel of the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus, modern evangelicalism focused on the individual and personal salvation. Jesus called men and women to repent and embrace the *kingdom of God. He discipled them to live out God’s new order based on the Sermon on the Mount and the parables of the kingdom (see Discipleship). Personal salvation was not to be separated from the larger movement of the kingdom of God. The disciple was called to live out God’s righteousness /justice.

By the 1970s a movement was under way to recover the whole gospel. Shaped by group-oriented cultures, the churches of Asia, Africa and Latin America increasingly rejected this distortion. Biblical scholars engaged in a new reading of the biblical text and recognized the distortions introduced by modern culture. The urgency of responding to the evils of racism, poverty, injustice and oppression in many cultures continue to challenge Christians to reclaim the whole message of the gospel.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; KINGDOM OF GOD; SALVATION.
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GRACE.
See SALVATION.

 

GREAT SCHISM.
See EASTERN ORTHODOX THEOLOGY.





GREEN THEOLOGY

 

In the world today we sometimes hear of “green business” or “green building” or “green curriculum.” These terms refer to businesses and construction firms and schools that take their environmental responsibility seriously. But what is “green theology”? Green theology is Christian theology that takes seriously the natural world and our responsibility as part of it. As with *liberation theology and *feminist theology, which focus especially on God’s (and our) concern for the poor and for women, respectively, green theology focuses on God’s (and our) concern and care for the natural world—including humans but focusing especially on nonhuman creatures.

1. Roots of Green Theology

2. Fundamentals of Green Theology


 


1. Roots of Green Theology.

 

More often called environmental theology or ecological theology, green theology gained prominence in the last half of the twentieth century with the growing awareness of various kinds of ecological degradation. Many date the rise in North American environmental consciousness to the publication of Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring in 1962. There were, however, Christians writing of the need to reflect theologically on the natural world prior to that, most notably the pioneering Lutheran pastor and theologian Joseph Sittler, who penned essays on this theme already in the early 1950s and who delivered what became a famous address on ecological theology at a 1962 gathering of the World Council of Churches in New Delhi, India. Much of the writing in the late 1960s and early 1970s focused on the controversial 1967 article “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis” by historian Lynn White Jr. White argues that Christian theology is largely to blame for the ecological problems of the day because certain of its doctrines underwrote the rise of modern science and technology, which are responsible for the contemporary ecological crisis. What is not as well known is that White, in that very same article, also argues for reappropriating certain figures within Christianity, for example, St. Francis of Assisi, as a way to address the challenges of the day.

Since the days of pioneering ecological theologians like Sittler, many others—Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox—have seen the need to articulate Christian faith in light of ecological challenges. Some are prompted by the increasing severity of air pollution or acid rain, species extinction or global warming. For others it is hunger, poverty and homelessness, and their often underlying environmental causes, that motivate attention to green theology. For yet others rereading the Bible and reviewing the Christian tradition has revealed lost wisdom that speaks to matters of ecological and social concern. And for some their love of “all things wild and wonderful, all creatures great and small” guides their reflection on God the Creator and Sustainer and Redeemer of all creation. The reasons vary, but all converge on a common need to acknowledge the creation-wide scope of God’s care and concern.



2. Fundamentals of Green Theology.

 

What exactly is green theology? Though sometimes confused, green theology is not the same as the doctrine of creation. Green theology concerns not just the articulation of beliefs about creation and providence, but is sustained reflection on all the typical themes of Christian theology—creation, humanity, Christ, salvation, church, the future—from the point of view of our calling to be earthkeepers. In brief, green theology argues that since God is “green,” then we should be green. Since God cares for marmots and mountains and meadows, then we ought also to care for such things.

So, for example, the Genesis 1—2 creation narrative speaks of God creating habitats and inhabitants, and making the human as an earth creature (ʾadam from ʾadama). Humans are not the climax of creation; the sabbath is. Humans are important, but so are other creatures. Indeed, our human calling is to serve and protect (ʿabad and sāmar) the garden that is the earth. We are to rule, yes, but as God rules—with justice and love and peace. God, in short, is a grand homemaker, fashioning a habitable home for creatures of all sorts. We humans are of great value, but other creatures also have value in God’s eyes. And our job is to so conduct the symphony of creation (Psalm 104) that it sings praises to God with much gusto and delight and to God’s glory.

So, too, at the other end of history, the eschatological vision found in the last chapters of Revelation does not portray individual souls whisked off into heaven after the fiery destruction of the earth. Rather, it envisions a renewed heaven and renewed earth. Indeed, the two become one—a heavenly earth in which all is sacred; there are no longer any tears of grief or sorrow, and all peoples bring their cultural treasures into the holy city—a city into which flows the river of life and in which grows the tree of life, whose leaves are for the healing of the nations. This city and this heavenly earth are purified and perfected. The very last chapters of the Bible portray a stunning vision of God as the great Redeemer and Renovator and of creation as a place of shalom.

Ecological or green theology thus speaks of the human calling as stewardship or caring for creation or earthkeeping. While these terms have somewhat different shades of meaning, the central point in common is that we humans are supposed to care for the earth and its plethora of creatures. That is our God-given calling. And the earth is our home. We belong here, and long to live on an earth renewed and redeemed by God and God’s grace.

See also CREATION AND ECOLOGY.
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GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS.
See PATRISTIC THEOLOGY.
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GUADALUPE, OUR LADY OF

 

According to Mexican tradition, a dark-skinned woman, dressed in pink with a turquoise veil, appeared at Tepeyac, north of Mexico City, in 1531 to indigenous Juan Diego. She sent the reluctant Juan to ask the bishop to build a temple in her honor, but his requests were denied. When Juan avoided Guadalupe because his uncle was dying, she appeared and told him not to be afraid because his uncle was cured. As a sign, she gave him roses, which he took to the bishop in his tilma (tunic). When he displayed the flowers, her image appeared on his tilma. In response, the bishop built a chapel honoring Guadalupe. The Spaniards, unable to understand the indigenous name for the woman, called her “Guadalupe.” The title “Our Lady of Guadalupe” designates her as an appearance of the Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus.

Today the original picture of Our Lady of Guadalupe is displayed at Tepeyac in a modern church built in her honor. Her image is ubiquitous throughout Mexico where she is considered part of Mexican identity and origins. Before her appearance, few of the indigenous joined the Catholic religion of their Spanish conquerors. After Guadalupe’s appearance, she inspired many followers, who joined the Catholic Church. Guadalupan devotion remains strong and is evident throughout Latin America and the United States. The image has become a symbol that combines religious, political and ethnic meanings.

D. A. Brading, in his book on the tradition, argues that the earliest document is Miguel Sánchez’s Image of the Virgin Mary, Mother of Guadalupe (1648). Believing that Guadalupe is of colonial Spanish origins, Stafford Poole maintains that until Sánchez published his book over one hundred years after the apparition, no documents mention indigenous Juan Diego. His argument rejects the notion of early indigenous belief in Our Lady of Guadalupe and goes against other scholars, including Brading, who note that indigenous belief in Our Lady of Guadalupe must have been an early part of the tradition since Laso de la Vega published his account in Nahuatl sometime between the mid-sixteenth century and the mid-seventeenth century. Brading believes that the earliest documents are Sánchez’s Image of the Virgin Mary and Laso de la Vega’s book, Nican mopohua, which is assumed to be based on a Nahuatl text.

After John Paul II’s 1979 visit to the Basilica of Guadalupe, the Mexican hierarchy opened discussion on Juan Diego as they began the process for his canonization. In 1990, John Paul went to Mexico and proclaimed Juan Diego’s beatification, the first step for sainthood. Meanwhile, Poole’s scholarship raised questions about Juan Diego’s existence and more controversy irrupted. The abbot of Tepeyac, Guillermo Schulenberg Prado, opposed the beatification and stated that no documentation exists for belief in Juan Diego. In March 1999, John Paul honored Guadalupe as the patroness of the Americas, thus showing his support at a time some scholars questioned the veneration and called it superstition. In 2002, John Paul canonized Juan Diego.

See INVOCATION, VENERATION OF THE SAINTS; MARY, MARIOLOGY.
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HEALING AND DELIVERANCE

 

The phenomenon of miraculous healing and deliverance in the church took on new proportions globally in the twentieth century. Not that it did not exist in earlier centuries, for it has been argued that healing and deliverance were integral parts of ministry in the first three centuries of the early church. And throughout church history, various movements have focused on the more supernatural aspects of ministry such as healing and exorcism. Here we shall look briefly at the contemporary development of healing and deliverance in church and mission practice and then examine biblical perspectives, some related theological issues and reflections on pastoral practice.

1. Developments in the Twentieth Century

2. Biblical Perspectives

3. Theological Considerations

4. Implications for Mission and Pastoral Care


 


1. Developments in the Twentieth Century.

 

With the advent of the *Pentecostal movement at the dawn of the twentieth century and the charismatic movement in the 1960s, healing and deliverance have become important dimensions of mission and church life. These have been expressed in different forms.

1.1. The Pentecostal Movement. Pentecostalism began in 1906 as a movement of the Holy Spirit that emphasized, among many things, faith healing and exorcism as important dimensions of ministry. The movement focused on speaking in tongues (see Glossolalia), the existence of demons in the lives of people, and the manifestation of the power of God in ministry through anointed evangelists and healers. Within the movement, key figures such as Kathryn Kuhlman, Oral Roberts and William Branham gave prominence to these in the mid-twentieth century. They, in turn, influenced various smaller neo-Pentecostal movements in the United States and beyond. Some of these were led by individual evangelists who developed their own following through mass rallies and the use of the media, especially television.

1.2. The Charismatic Movement. In the 1960s, a new wave of revivalism broke out in mainline denominations, particularly in the United States (see Charismatic Movements). This had global impact on all the major denominations. The Roman Catholic Church was also not left out as charismatic revivalism broke out within its ranks in many places. Key figures such as Dennis Bennett and Francis MacNutt, through their emphasis on healing and deliverance, contributed to renewed interest and practice of these modes of pastoral care and evangelism.

Along with this came many popular evangelists who claimed to be miraculous healers and exorcists. Benny Hinn, with his “miracle crusades,” has claimed that it was always God’s will to heal. A German evangelist, Reinhard Bonke, purportedly raised a dead pastor in December 2001 and has conducted large crusades in many parts of Africa.

Peter Wagner and others also initiated what has been called the third wave of Pentecostalism /neo-Pentecostalism to give emphasis to “strategic-level” *spiritual warfare against “territorial spirits” having control over geographical, political and social entities. This served to transfer some of the interest in the demonic from the personal realm to more public realms, with some diminution of interest in demon possession and exorcism.

1.3. Non-Western Movements. While many of the above healing and deliverance movements originated in the West and were eventually exported globally, other similar movements were more indigenous to the non-Western world.

Soon after World War I, indigenous religious movements emerged in several parts of Africa as prophetic independent churches (see African Initiated Churches). An example is the Aladura Prayer Movement in Nigeria that practiced prayer for the healing of physical and mental illnesses, and for protection against witchcraft. This movement grew rapidly in the 1920s and 1930s. Another major movement was centered around Simon Kimbangu in the Congo, who became famous as a healer and was reputed to have performed miracles similar to those found in the Gospels. The church that grew from this movement has been called the “largest independent church on the continent” by Harvey Cox. Another well-known healer was William Wade Harris in West Africa. Revival also swept Rwanda, Uganda and other parts of Africa.

Later, after the mid-twentieth century, there emerged indigenous African versions of the Pentecostal and charismatic movements. These various churches emphasized healing and deliverance, an emphasis that found a ready home within African cultures.

In Asia, the names of John Sung and Sadhu Sundar Singh have been associated with indigenous revival movements that were associated with signs and wonders, sometimes involving healing and deliverance. As an evangelist and revivalist, John Sung had a tremendous ministry in East and Southeast Asia in the 1930s and 1940s, the effects of which are still felt today. Though he did not seek to be known as a faith healer, Sung’s ministry was associated with several healings. Sung believed in the power of prayer and exercised a ministry that reflected it. Sundar Singh was an Indian Christian evangelist and mystic who had a well-known ministry in South Asia and in many other parts of the world. Dressed as an Indian ascetic, Sundar Singh spoke about the importance of presenting the living water of the gospel in an “Indian cup.” He had healing gifts and encountered evil spirits in his unusual ministry, though he avoided publicizing his healing ministry.

1.4. Liturgical Traditions. In the older churches, such as the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches, healing and exorcism have been liturgically preserved over the years, though without the Pentecostal or charismatic modes of ministry (except for phenomena such as Lourdes and the recent charismatic inroads into the Roman Catholic Church). For example, in the baptismal ritual, there is a section for exorcism. This reflects the continuing practice of healing and exorcism in the early church, especially in the first two centuries.

1.5. Other Movements. In the second half of the twentieth century, new movements emphasizing inner healing emerged through the writings of Ruth Carter Stapleton and David Seamands. These movements combined depth psychological and spiritual models to bring about healing to individuals. They argue that there is a connection between illness, psychological wounds and, sometimes, the demonic. Hence healing, psychological counseling and deliverance prayer are all brought together in an extended arsenal of therapeutic techniques.

Neil Anderson is well known for his writings on breaking free from bondages. He has linked addictions, bondages and the activity of demons operating within a person’s life. Healing and deliverance come about through renunciation, resulting in psychological and spiritual freedom.

Others, such as Kenneth McAll, have promoted the idea of bondages existing down generational lines, whether or not linked to demonic activity. Such generational bondages are broken by prayer and deliverance.



2. Biblical Perspectives.

 

The case for the practice of healing and deliverance can be argued from Scripture, though with some qualifications and nuances.

2.1. The Gospels. The Synoptic Gospels provide the strongest arguments for such practices. Mark has Jesus beginning his public ministry in Capernaum on a busy sabbath day. Jesus is described as preaching and teaching in the synagogue, delivering a man who was demonized, and healing the sick (Mk 1:21-34). He did each of these in his various roles as prophet, king and priest, respectively. The threefold ministry characterized the ministry of Jesus as he prepared himself to go to the cross. The three aspects are also found in the Nazareth manifesto in Luke 4:18: proclaiming good news to the poor, freeing the captives, giving sight to the blind and letting the oppressed go free.

When Jesus sent his disciples out to do ministry, he instructed them to do the same—preaching, healing and delivering (Lk 9:1-2). In the same way the Father had sent Jesus, so the risen Christ sends his disciples (Jn 20:21). However Matthew describes the risen Christ’s instructions to his disciples solely in terms of teaching (Mt 28:18-20). This follows Matthew’s own perspective on exorcism in the ministry of Jesus. As Graham Twelftree (Christ Triumphant) has shown, among the Gospel writers, Luke is the most consistent in underlining the importance of exorcism, but he is also the least clear in drawing a distinction between healing and exorcism (Lk 4:38-41; 13:10-17). He views sickness as a subset of the broader rubric of demonic activity. In Mark, Christ’s first miracle is an exorcism (Mk 1:21-28), and four of his thirteen healing accounts are exorcisms. While this seems to give emphasis to exorcism, its importance decreases as the Gospel progresses. Mark portrays Jesus as one who conquers disease, demons and death (Mk 5:1-43). Matthew more clearly seems to play down the importance of exorcism (Mt 4:24; cf. Mk 1:32-34; 3:11); his first reference to exorcism is negative (Mt 7:22).

John does not mention any exorcisms in his Gospel. For him, Christ’s defeat of Satan was preeminently done through the cross (contrast Jn 14:30; 16:11 with Mt 12:24-29; Mk 3:22-27; Lk 11:15-22). While the Synoptic Gospels do create a legitimate place for exorcism and healing, they tend to limit it by seeing the healing miracles and exorcism ministry of Jesus as special to Jesus in demonstrating who he was and by laying a greater emphasis on the cross as the place where Jesus decisively defeats the evil one and his demons.

There is adequate evidence that the healings and exorcisms described in the Gospels were real and that they were not simply accommodation to cultural ideas about illness and demons. It is true that the Old Testament is relatively silent about demons and Satan. This was probably due to the strong monotheism in Old Testament theologies, where God’s sovereignty is demonstrated in both the good and bad that we experience in life; God can send health and disease. During the intertestamental period, Persian influence helped to shape a more developed demonology and exorcism practices, with the notion that evil spirits, besides carrying out the plans of God (Job 1—2), also acted against God more independently. That Jesus incorporated some of these in his ministry means that he accepted them. However there were major differences in the popular demonologies and exorcisms in his day and the actual teaching and ministry of Jesus. For instance, with Jesus there is a distinct absence of magical paraphernalia and techniques, nor is there struggle or violence. His focus was also elsewhere—in fulfilling his Father’s work rather than searching for demons, who were seen more as a nuisance rather than as a key focus of Jesus.

2.2. The Pauline Epistles. Paul further develops this emphasis in his epistles by seeing the focus of the work of Christ as *salvation, where *discipleship is mainly understood as overcoming the flesh and the world, living in the power of the Spirit and growing in Christian character. He prefers terms such as principalities and powers rather than demons (Rom 8:38; 1 Cor 15:24; Col 2:8-15). The term demons appears only in 1 Corinthians 10:20-22. Nowhere in his epistles does Paul describe or prescribe exorcism, though Luke tells us that he was not inexperienced in exorcism (Acts 16:16-18, in the case of the demonized slave girl on Philippi). By doing so, greater significance is given to larger and more significant evils as compared to demon-possessed people (1 Cor 2:6-8). Even in the lives of individuals, the chief problem is sin and bondage to it; the solution is to live out one’s baptismal identity (Rom 6). And this is because, for Paul, all the powers and demons are dealt with decisively at the cross (Rom 16:20; Phil 2:9-11; Col 2:8-15). And for the Christian and the church, it is the indwelling Holy Spirit who makes this victory visible as they unmask and overcome the final attempts of the already defeated evil forces (Rom 8:3-9; Eph 6:10-18).

Sickness, for Paul, is recognized as part of the fallen state of creation (2 Cor 4:17). It could in some cases arise as a judgment from God to chasten someone who has sinned (1 Cor 11:27- 32), in which case repentance could bring about healing. It could also be used by Satan as when Paul described what was possibly a medical condition as a “messenger from Satan” (2 Cor 12:7). Though God did not heal him, Paul saw that positively as fulfilling God’s larger purposes, as part of his suffering designed for him to mature in Christ and to grow in Christian character (2 Cor 11:23—12:10). Though Paul himself had occasion to perform miraculous healing (Acts 19:11-12; 28:9), he did not seem to promote the ministry of itinerant full-time healers. The charismata (gifts) of healing suggest that an individual may be given gifts of healing at different times and that healing was to be carried out in the context of Christian community. Furthermore, Paul did not expect God to heal in every situation. This echoes the teachings and ministry of Jesus who did not heal everyone even though he had the opportunity to do so. Paul’s teaching is also congruent with that of Jesus in that Jesus, while noting the link between sin and disease in some cases (Jn 5:14), also delinked the connection in other cases (Jn 9:3). The New Testament writers do expect healings to continue in the church, though their value in bringing about faith would be limited (Lk 16:31) and they are lesser in importance than conversion and salvation (Lk 10:20).

2.3. Summary. The biblical data neither supports the view that the miracles of healing and exorcism ceased after the apostolic age nor the view that they are expected to continue in the same manner and frequency at all times of church history. Such miracles are to be expected, especially where there are new missionary inroads into new territories, but they are not to be expected to be the norm.



3. Theological Considerations.

 

There are several theological issues we need to reflect upon to help us understand healing and deliverance better and to shape theologically sound and pastorally effective responses. Some of these are discussed below.

3.1. Epistemology and Cosmology. Modern understanding of illness has eroded biblical and traditional views of disease, healing and exorcism. This has been largely due to the rise of modern science and the use of scientific models to explain human behavior and experience. In part, this has been immensely helpful in deepening our understanding of human functioning. However, the almost total erosion of earlier worldviews has not been helpful in many places.

For Christians, Scripture as revelation remains a primary source of faith and understanding and for creating and maintaining a biblical worldview. This worldview often resonates with traditional cultural worldviews in many parts of the world where the response to the spiritual world has been expressed in two ways: one philosophical and the other pragmatic. The philosophical approach to the spiritual realm has been concerned with reflections on God, heaven, the meaning of life and so on. This philosophical dimension is seen in many of the Asian religious traditions. However, the more popular way of conceiving and relating to the spiritual realm has been pragmatic in nature. Anthropologist Paul Hiebert has called this the “middle level,” or middle zone. For him, many traditional cultures have worldviews with three zones. The upper zone has to do with heaven and God. The lower zone represents the material world we live in. The middle zone is the world of spirits, which is believed to closely interact with the material world.

Hiebert has argued that modern science and the process of modernization, especially evident in Western societies, have eroded the middle zone from traditional worldviews. This leaves us with the upper zone and the lower zone: heaven and earth, without the middle zone where the spirits were once believed to dwell. Further secularization has also made heaven more distant, and eventually irrelevant (see Folk Religion).

The spirit world is said to be populated by both good and evil spirits. In European history, before the *Enlightenment when the spirit world still held a significant place in people’s worldview, certain diseases and abnormal behavior were attributed to evil spirits. This medieval demonology was challenged and replaced with the psychological discovery that accompanied the Enlightenment, as H. Ellenberger has demonstrated in his detailed description of this transition. In his book The Discovery of the Unconscious, Ellenberger declares that medieval demonology is the mother of modern depth psychology. This secularization process, with the demystification of the unknown and intangible, resulted in the erasure of the spirit world from the popular consciousness and experience of the modern Western person. This was followed, in the twentieth century, with the dimming of a belief in heaven and in the existence of God. In many ways, the focus in modern times has narrowed to the lower zone only. Therefore, as many sociologists have said, modernization and secularization have resulted in the loss of any belief in a spirit world, or even heaven.

Traditional epistemologies have been undermined for a long time by the powerful presence of modern science following the Enlightenment. Philosophical rationalism has been enthroned over ideologies and hermeneutics. In this process, the spirit world as understood by traditional societies and non-Western communities has been dismissed. Human problems have been understood in terms of modern science. And yet the church still declares its belief in “one God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth and of all things visible and invisible.” There is a need to reconcile the modern mind with the ancient faith embodied in Scripture and tradition. At the same time these primary sources of our faith should also help to prevent us from developing a spiritualistic worldview (traditional spiritism as well as forms of neopaganism that have emerged in highly secularized societies) which dismisses scientific data from the worlds of medicine, psychology and the social sciences that help to deepen our understanding. If all truth is God’s truth, and if we live embodied lives embedded in social and spiritual realms, then our worldview shaped by Scripture must also be able to engage positively with scientific data and theories, such as the placebo effect in psychosomatic medicine and dissociative states in psychiatry.

A related issue is the nature of human beings. The Christian teaching that human beings have both material and nonmaterial dimensions means that our understanding of health and illness must take this view seriously and inform our responses to illness and human dysfunction. A holistic approach to understanding the way human beings function will help us to avoid reductionist strategies, whether they come from science or spiritism.

3.2. Theodicy and Suffering. The question of why evil and *suffering exist in the world is an ancient one (see Evil, Problem of). The biblical answer points to sinful human beings and evil spirits as primary reasons while leaving some place for mystery. Both the secularist dismissal of the demonic and the superstitious obsession with the demonic amount to a reductionist and inadequate view of the existence of evil and suffering in the world, and the needed response to them. First, in their more deterministic forms, such reductionist approaches often lead to the abdication of personal responsibility and the placing of the blame for evil and suffering in the wrong places (familial and social circumstances or, on the other hand, demons). Second, such a reductionist perspective leads to a myopic view of evil, leading proponents to look for evil in the wrong places, missing the presence of evil where it matters.

In the Christian tradition, the enemies of the soul have been identified as a triumvirate—the world, the flesh and the devil. Evil, suffering and personal and social dysfunctions have multiple sources and loci, often connected intricately with one another. Hence, the devil (and the demons) often colludes with the flesh and the world, producing sick souls and sick societies. The soul and society thus become the arena of the battle with the devil, but the devil is not always responsible for the evil and suffering we see in the world and in individuals—for human sin and rebellion is the primary cause. Hence often, as Paul indicated in his epistles, our battle is with our own sinfulness—which we overcome through faith and struggle and obedience to Christ—and with the sinful and unjust structures in the world built and maintained by sinful human beings, which are to be resisted prophetically and set right. However, in both of these battles, rejecting the presence of radical evil—the devil and his minions—would lead to an incomplete understanding and response to evil and suffering. A complete and effective response would understand pathology and evil in the psychological, social and spiritual realms, as well as the collusions that exist between these.

One must also accept the legitimate place of suffering in Christian *discipleship and spiritual growth. Denial of this reality would result in easy spiritual solutions to avoid suffering by all means. The “health and wealth” gospel is an example of an escapist and therefore unchristian strategy to deal with evil and suffering. In this context, healing and exorcism can be seen in the same escapist framework. But this does not mean that we should not be concerned about suffering, not do something to alleviate it and challenge the evil that may be associated with it. We certainly must do that, in a biblical way that shows theological and pastoral integrity. We must also not dismiss too quickly the possibility that God may deliver people who are suffering in contexts where they are helpless victims of evil structures. For example, where health care is not available because of unjust and corrupt practices, or it is priced out of reach of the poor, an increased incidence of miraculous healing may be a sign of both divine justice and compassion. Still, the more common expression of such divine activity has been in the form of mission hospitals, public health programs run by nonprofit organizations and the like. Healing and deliverance achieved through normal medicine and counseling are still the more common forms of grace, and no less important or divine or even miraculous than the more spectacular kinds.

3.3. Faith and Superstition. Both faith and superstition are responses to what is unknown and uncertain, a realm beyond our control. The main difference is that one relies primarily on trust and relationship while the other relies primarily on technique and tools.

If we uncritically embrace traditional spirit worldviews, then we face the danger of continuing superstitions that are unhelpful at best, and even evil at worst. This is because of the close relationship between techniques and how the spirit world has been managed. J. Ellul, an ardent critic of the modern worship of technique, sees the problem as not so much *atheism (no god) but technique (new god). Technique has the potential to dehumanize us. Spiritual techniques that have to do with the manipulation of the spirit world have the same potential for dehumanizing people.

It is for this reason that we need to adopt a critical approach to the traditional spirit worldviews—one that is not metaphysical or epistemological, but rather ethical in nature. In other words, we must avoid blaming the spirits when we should in fact be taking responsibility ourselves. Traditional spirit worldviews see a close connection between human suffering and misfortune and the spirit world. People may pass the blame easily to an invisible world. At the individual level, this may be seen in the way exorcism can be an unhelpful substitute for moral counseling. At the societal level, the language of the spirit world may unhelpfully smother the much needed language of social responsibility. In a large worldwide study on spirit possession, E. Bourguignon notes that there is a correlation between the incidence of spirit possession and the existence of social injustice. Where the latter was more clearly evident, the former was also more prevalent. In such circumstances, can exorcism rituals address clearly and effectively the social injustices that exist? Here, superstition would serve to legitimize social injustices and evils, and thus must be discarded. The techniques of the spirit world must not be allowed to displace the theology of social responsibility. Herein lies the danger of superstition associated with the spirit world.



4. Implications for Mission and Pastoral Care.

 

There are four possible responses that can influence pastoral and missional responses.

4.1. Rejection of the Spirit Worldview. One possible response is to dismiss the spirit world as superstitious myth and to not use it in diagnostic as well as therapeutic processes. In the modern counseling movement and the environment of scientific paradigms it is easy to do this. The implication here is that the pastoral caregiver who dismisses the spirit world and the counselee’s explanations in terms of connections between his or her suffering and the dynamics of the spirit world will drive the counselee away to seek help from a more traditional healer who may be more sympathetic to the counselee’s perception and understanding.

Rodney Henry argues that this has been the case among many Filipino Christians. The missionaries who brought Christianity tended to dismiss the spirit worldview of the Filipino culture. This resulted in people attending church to deal with their concerns regarding the upper zone (God, heaven, eternity) while consulting traditional healers and mediums for the daily problems of life in areas such as health, domestic relationships and finances. This produced a split-level Christianity. The same situation can be seen in the way people with psychological problems consult both mediums and psychiatrists at the same time in many parts of the world. Psychological explanations can be rejected by someone who believes strongly that his or her problem can only be resolved by dealing with the spirit world.

4.2. Uncritical Acceptance of the Spirit Worldview. On the other hand, it is possible to take another perspective, and to “go native” by uncritically accepting the traditional spirit worldview of a particular community or individual. The problem here relates to our earlier discussion concerning superstition and technique. The language of the spirit worldview, in its most helpful form, may be an antidote to the arrogance of modern psychological and scientific languages which casually dismiss the spirit worldview. However, such traditional languages may also be vehicles that trap people and communities in routine patterns of personal and collective denial and unjust structures.

To embrace such traditional languages of the spirit world may be to leave people in their bondages. The pastoral caregiver must thus be careful not to abandon a constructively critical etic view of a particular culture in order to uncritically embrace the dominant emic view of spirits. This is particularly so in reference to an ethical perspective of the spirit worldview and how it operates in a community. The pastoral caregiver’s obsession to find a therapeutic outlet for the affected individual may blind him or her to the larger communal and ethical dimensions. Take for instance I. M. Lewis’s famous studies on the zar cult in North Africa. He found that women are often spirit possessed because they live in a male-dominated society. In that society women have no recourse to seek justice and fair treatment. The only socially sanctioned way they can protest against the injustices they suffer is to become “spirit possessed,” a state which allows them to vent their frustrations without being punished for it. In this case, spirit possession masks an underlying social ethical problem. The perspective of social responsibility will go beyond limited therapeutic goals to look at larger social issues which are conveyed through personal suffering described in the language of the spirit worldview.

The pastoral caregiver must thus have a broader ethical and social view of what she or he hears and observes instead of uncritical acceptance in the name of tolerance and cultural sensitivity.

4.3. Accommodation. One way for the pastoral caregiver to respond is to reject the epistemology of the spirit worldview ontologically but to still use it functionally for therapeutic reasons. Here, the pastor is sensitive to the cultural dynamics and accepts the role of belief systems in the genesis, development and resolution of human problems. Therefore accepting the belief systems of the counselee while not at the same time believing in it personally, the pastor goes along with the counselee’s description and explanation and uses this language therapeutically to produce a placebo effect or something similar to it, which would result in the resolution of the problem.

Sudhir Kakar, an Indian psychiatrist, describes how the whole family is involved when a member of the family becomes spirit possessed. The person is brought to a temple and the whole family stays in the temple complex or near it. The affected person goes through certain religious rites and at the end the person’s problems will be resolved. One could accept this functionally and use a similar approach, believing that the problem is resolved not so much by the religious rituals directly but through the process of family rebonding which is necessitated by the person’s illness. To use psychological and systems language to explain what is going on may not be helpful as it confuses the family members. Rather, it can be argued that their belief systems can be accommodated within a more subversive strategic therapeutic approach.

Many new discussions on intercultural pastoral care do take this approach of accommodation where the language of interaction is the language of the spirit worldview of the person who is disturbed while the language of private analysis and therapeutic strategy on the part of the pastoral caregiver is a more critical psychological and sociological language. The great disadvantage of this position is that it may sound too patronizing, as if the traditional beliefs of the sufferer are suspect while the beliefs of the pastoral caregiver are more refined and nearer to reality and truth.

4.4. Critical Openness. This is different from the above perspective in that it does not totally reject the spirit worldview from an ontological point of view. It respects the traditional view that there may be something true about it. It also may or may not use this worldview in a functional way to produce therapeutic results as in the above position.

There is much value in this position for pastoral caregivers, especially in the non-Western world. Many in these contexts are brought up in cultures where belief in the spirit world is accepted in a matter-of-fact way. Healthcare professionals, however, with their training in medicine and psychology, have a problem because these disciplines have not shown an openness to the traditional and cultural ways of perceiving and understanding reality, health and illness. Put in another way, this position reflects how caregivers try to resolve their own identity as helpers in societies that are undergoing rapid change and have both traditional and modern elements.

4.5. Conclusion. Do we believe in the spirit world? If so, what do we believe about the spirit world? How does this affect the way we help people in distress? What does it do to us too? These are questions we have to deal with. This calls for an open mindset without losing our critical faculties. Such a stance, of course, is not easy; it is much easier to totally reject or uncritically accept the spirit worldview in many contexts. The same can be said for the way we approach illness and health. What factors produce ill health? How do we use both scientific and religious knowledge? What roles do biology, psychology, society and the spirit world play in causing ill-health? How then do we respond to those suffering from illness? All these issues call for the disciplines of observation, understanding and reflection, guided by a biblical worldview.

See also FOLK RELIGION; MIRACLES; POWER, POWERS; SPIRITUAL WARFARE.
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HEAVEN

 

Heaven is commonly characterized as a place “up there,” where God dwells and those who are saved go when they die. But on closer scrutiny, Scripture itself provides a multifaceted vision of a new heaven and new earth in which the community of the redeemed experiences the loving presence of the triune God and a new life that transcends our present imagining.

1. Old Testament

2. New Testament

3. Christian Tradition

4. Contemporary and Global Theology


 


1. Old Testament.

 

The picture we gain of heaven from the Old Testament is that it is part of the created order, with heaven and earth being two aspects of a whole (Gen 1:1; cf. Is 66:1, 17, 22). In fact, the schema of six days of creation in Genesis 1:1—2:3, capped by the seventh day of rest (a pattern mirrored in the six-fold command for building of the tabernacle in Ex 30:11, 17, 22, 34; 33:1, 12, and underscored by Ex 33:17), is reflective of the ancient Near Eastern tradition of divine house building, in which a victorious god builds a temple-house and then celebrates. In the creation narrative of Genesis, God creates the heaven and earth as his cosmic temple-house, and then takes up residence within it. The created order has two interlocking dimensions, a heavenly and an earthly one, and these two particularly intersect in sacred places (e.g., Eden, Bethel, Sinai), and most notably in the Israelite sanctuary designed and authorized by Yahweh. This sanctuary, at first portable and then situated on Zion, has an outer court, a holy place, and a holy of holies, representing God’s throne room. Thus the worldview of Israel is symbolized in the sanctuary. While heaven is God’s throne, the earth is his footstool, represented by the Ark of the Covenant in the holy of holies. The presence of God in the midst of Israel is a dynamic presence, with immanent and transcendent aspects, and the two interlocking in subtle ways. The portrayal of heaven, then, is an image-filled, dramatic representation of the ultimate nature of reality, capable of being rendered by the writers of Scripture with theological sophistication and subtle differences.

In Isaiah we find the notion that heaven is God’s dwelling place, where he is enthroned (Is 63:15; Eccles 5:2) and surrounded by his heavenly council of spiritual beings (cf. Ps 2:4; 1 Kings 22:19). On the other hand, it is acknowledged that even heaven cannot contain God (Is 66:1; cf. 1 Kings 8:27). This heavenly realm is periodically accessed by the prophets, who act as spokespersons on earth for the divine council in heaven (Is 6; Jer 23:18, 22; 1 Kings 22:19). While in the psalms, for example, heaven is symbolized as being “up,” and God looks “down” from heaven (Ps 14:2; 80:14; 102:19), we should not treat this imagery with a flat-footed literalism nor relegate it to primitivism, but weigh it for its symbolism. For a Westernized culture, this aspect of heaven has been appropriately recast by N. T. Wright as a sort of “control room” of the cosmos, or the CEO’s office (Wright 2007, 111). And like the rest of the created order, heaven is not a static reality. According to the Isaianic promise, there will be a renewal of heaven and earth, a new creation (Is 65:17; 66:22).

There is in the Old Testament no prevailing notion that heaven is a place where God’s people join him when they die. While a prophet such as Elijah is taken up to heaven in a whirl-wind (2 Kings 2:1, 11), this is a mysterious event that bypasses the death of the prophet (cf. Enoch in Gen 5:24) and is not paradigmatic for the people of God. It is generally acknowledged that a certain ambiguity surrounds the Old Testament hope of an afterlife for the people of God. While sheol is the resting place for some, it is not clear that it is the destiny of the righteous when they die (see Johnston). At best the Old Testament presents us with glimmers of the righteous enjoying an afterlife of ongoing communion with God, but this motif is mingled with the hope of national “resurrection,” or restoration (Johnston, 237-39). The clearest Old Testament text is Daniel 12:2-3, which speaks of those who “sleep” in the dust awakening to either everlasting life or to shame and contempt, and with the wise shining “like the brightness of the sky” and the righteous “like the stars forever and ever.” But apart from investing this text with meaning from the New Testament, it remains hopeful but ambiguous.



2. New Testament.

 

As we turn the page from the Old Testament to the New Testament, we also span a period of historical development of the picture of heaven within Judaism, and a more complex picture has emerged. Further reflection (including on Dan 12:2-3) and literary traditions—as well as broader cultural influences, such as Hellenism—have transformed the imagery of heaven. By the first century AD, Jewish apocalyptic literature had speculated as to the geography of heaven, perceiving it as a layered reality (perhaps encouraged by the Hebrew term for heaven, sāmayim, which is plural in form) populated by a greater variety of spiritual beings and holding various secrets of reality and of history, which might be disclosed to seers. Apocalyptic writings, reputedly written or conveyed by ascended figures such as Enoch, Elijah and Moses (all of whom departed this life by extraordinary means), mediate these secrets to humankind (cf. Dream of Scipio in Roman literature). Against this backdrop, the apostolic writings of the New Testament are, with the exception of the book of Revelation, notably reticent in their rendering of heaven.

In the Gospels one of the most distinctive heavenly images occurs in the Fourth Gospel. There Jesus speaks of going to prepare a place for his disciples, a place of “many mansions” or “many rooms” in his Father’s house (Jn 14:2). The image is frequently understood as speaking of eternal housing accommodations. But as commentators have pointed out, the term monē can mean “inn” or temporary abode. Jesus is speaking of his joining the Father and the fact that his followers will be joined with him in the Father. The imagery may be based on the Jerusalem temple, with its many rooms, itself a model of the heavenly temple. Thus the heavenly temple has places of accommodation with Christ and the Father, where the dead may find abiding places while they await the resurrection (Wright 2003, 446). It is a promise of union with Christ and thus with the Father, a life with God after earthly life. But it does not preclude a resurrected life in a new creation.

Interestingly, Paul speaks of a visionary experience that takes him to the “Third Heaven” (2 Cor 12:2-4), an experience that resonates with what we know of Jewish mysticism of his day (one ascends through seven heavens to the heavenly throne of God; see Laansma) as well as with the image of Paul as a prophet. More significant is Philippians 3:20-21, with its emphasis on the Philippians’ “citizenship in heaven above.” This is not to be confused with a Platonic body-soul dualism, for heaven is immediately qualified as the place from which the Savior will come to transform “the body of our humiliation to be conformed to the body of his glory.” For citizens of the Roman colony of Philippi, this citizenship would correspond with their own Roman citizenship, which remained in effect despite their geographical distance from the capitol of the empire. When Paul says in 2 Corinthians 5:1-5 that “we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens,” he does not mean that the Corinthians must go to heaven for eternity in order to lay claim to house/body. Rather, it is a heavenly body kept in the heavens until such time that they are to be clothed with it.

Finally, the “heavenlies” of Ephesians is the spiritual sphere where Christ reigns with the Father (Eph 1:20), where spiritual powers of darkness may be found (Eph 3:10), and where believers—truly united with Christ—already experience “every spiritual blessing” (Eph 1:3). Again, it is not an eschatological destination, for Paul makes clear that while immediately after death believers will be “with the Lord,” in due course—at the resurrection—they will have transformed bodies (1 Cor 15:35-55). The “all things” in heaven and earth that have been reconciled (Col 1:20) will be “set free from bondage and decay” (Rom 8:21) and drawn into the cosmic renewal and lordship of the New Adam (1 Cor 15:25-27; cf. Ps 8:6). Paul’s eschatological hope is permeated by the theme of new creation.

The same may be said for the book of Hebrews. Hebrews 11:13-16 speaks of the righteous pilgrims as aspiring to a better country, “a heavenly one,” a city prepared for them. But as the writer goes on to clarify, this is the “heavenly Jerusalem,” where the righteous are assembled (Heb 12:22-24), presumably awaiting the kingdom, a heaven and earth that “cannot be shaken” (Heb 12:26-28), the “city that is to come” (Heb 13:14). There is every reason to believe that Hebrews has the same eschatological picture in mind as Paul’s. As N. T. Wright has put it, it is a view of “life after life after death,” the first life being “with the Lord” and the following being life in the new creation, a renewed heaven and earth (Wright 2003, 30-31).

The Seer of Revelation portrays a richly imaged vision of the heavenly world, “a rebirth of images” (borrowing Austin Farrer’s book title) from the Old Testament. Pulling back the curtain of earthly reality, we see the Father and Son reigning in heaven, surrounded by a court of heavenly beings and a host of martyrs. But heavenly existence is not the final state of things (there is even “war in heaven,” Rev 12:7), for the Seer sees “a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away.” This new, transformed creation, symbolized in the “new Jerusalem,” descends from heaven to earth (Rev 21:1-2).

We conclude that Scripture does not support the common perception that “going to heaven when we die” sums up the eternal state of believers, if by heaven we mean a “celestial” existence. For those who die short of the eschatological consummation, there is life “with the Lord” followed by life in a new creation, which is equally “with the Lord” (1 Thess 4:17).



3. Christian Tradition.

 

Throughout two millennia of church history, a variety of heavenly motifs have gained favor in various periods and places: the New Jerusalem, the pleasures of paradise, the healing of brokenness, the celebration of the great feast, the rest at the end of the spiritual pilgrimage, the removal of tears of sadness, the everlasting reunion of family and loved ones, and the beatific vision of God with its splendor of worship. These motifs are authentic vectors of scriptural imagery of heaven, though their particular historical expressions must be continually weighed by at least three scriptural principles.

3.1. Theocentric Rather Than Anthropocentric. At the consummation of Christ’s work, God will be “all in all” (1 Cor 15:28). The sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers and their heirs argued that the most authentic Christian visions of heaven/new creation are theocentric. The “chief end of man,” as the Shorter Westminster Catechism says, is “to glorify God and enjoy him forever.” Richard Baxter’s The Saints’ Everlasting Rest (1650) classically drove this point home with its vision of ceaseless spiritual worship. But in the new creation we can rightly hope for a full expanse of activities carried out for the glory of *God, untainted by sinful motives. The teaching of the Reformers had precedent in the concept of the “beatific vision,” developed by the medieval scholastics. As part of the Roman Catholic magisterium, this doctrine speaks of the central joy of heaven as “seeing” the triune God in an unmediated, “face-to-face” encounter with the mystery of deity (Mt 5:8; 18:10; 1 Cor 13:12; 1 Jn 3:2). In Eastern Orthodoxy the concept of theosis, or *deification, a recovery of the full image and likeness of God (2 Pet 1:4)—and thus union with God—is central to the heavenly hope.

In the ascension of Christ we see the resurrected Christ taking a representative portion of the new creation (his transformed body) into heaven. As T. F. Torrance has put it, “Whatever else ‘heaven’ is for us it is the ‘place’ where Christ is in God. Hence we can speak of Christ as having a ‘heavenly place’ in God. . . . Nevertheless through his Spirit Jesus Christ bestows his presence upon us in the Church, so that the Church on earth, in the continuing space-time of this world, is the ‘place’ where God and man are appointed to meet” (Torrance, 129; cf. Barth CD IV/2, p. 153). The eschatological “heaven” is the fulfillment of this present union with Christ “in the heavenlies.”

3.2. Communal Rather Than Individualistic. The biblical vision of the destiny of the righteous has to do with individuals, but it is individuals in community, bound by a fabric of perfect love. The vision of a New Jerusalem, an eternal city, implies men and women in fellowship, and a society that fulfills the divine ideal of *community. Thus individualistic dreams, or even those centered on the nuclear family or tribe or ethnicity or national identity, must give way to a broadly encompassing vision of a “great multitude . . . from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb” (Rev 7:9).

3.3. Creational Rather Than Platonic or Ethereal. In Christian parlance “heaven” has too often evoked notions of a purely spiritual existence. But as we have seen, the biblical vision of the eschatological future is creational—a new creation consisting of a new heaven and new earth. If we refer to this full and ultimate future reality by the term heaven, it is best to keep in mind, and remind our listeners, that we are speaking of a divine restoration and transformation of the creation. Just as the true Christian hope is defined by resurrection (a transformed bodily existence) rather than the ongoing existence of an immortal soul without a body, so too the sphere of that existence is creational, though transformed in ways we cannot now grasp. Associated with this is the implication that “heaven” will not be an “eternal day off,” but one in which a wide variety of endeavors are creatively engaged and offered to God in worshipful service.



4. Contemporary and Global Theology.

 

Generally speaking, the modern, scientifically informed mind has difficulty taking the biblical language of heaven at strictly face value, though it is debatable to what extent the ancients actually did so either. While some evangelical theologians continue to maintain that heaven is “a definite location somewhere in the space-time universe” (Grudem, 617; cf. 1158-59; so too Edwards, 141), many take the biblical language as pointing to something that transcends our familiar spatial and temporal categories. T. F. Torrance, for example, warns against thinking of heaven as a “container” somewhere: “Space and time are relational and variational concepts defined in accordance with the nature of the force that gives them their field of determination” (Torrance, 130). Thus, in the West some have translated the biblical language of heaven into something like an “alternative dimension” of the created order. Heaven is not “up there” but perhaps “right beside” us. This manner of speaking resonates with at least an aspect of the multivalent biblical language of heaven. We can affirm with John Polkinghorne that in the biblical language, “We are not stuck with an embarrassing remnant of an outdated cosmology (a realm above the blue dome of the sky), but instead we are offered a concept of symbolic richness” (Polkinghorne, 80).

Because of this symbolic richness, the church must not jettison the biblical imagery in favor of metaphysical or “scientific” abstractions, or reigning cosmological theories, but continue to accept the biblical imagery as part of the divinely given language and grammar of its faith and worship. This recognition of the symbolic richness of heaven should be distinguished from a view such as Paul Tillich’s interpretation of “heaven” as “eternal life,” which is reduced to an existential “eternal now” that gives trans-temporal meaning to life today but has no reality beyond that. As Anthony C. Thiselton comments, “Symbols both resonate with the depths of the self at a precognitive level, and point beyond themselves to what may transcend conceptual formulation” (Thiselton, 574).

In thinking of heaven there is indeed much that “may transcend conceptual formulation.” A testimony to this is that perhaps the most influential book on heaven in the twentieth century was C. S. Lewis’s imaginative work The Great Divorce, which has been translated into many languages. It is important to bear in mind that the biblical imagery offers us facets of a mystery, sometimes in paradoxical fashion—silence and song, garden and city, heaven and earth, individuals and community, and so on (Russell, 187). We are not offered fragmented pieces of a mural that we might piece together so much as vectors of hope. Each culture receives the biblical vision of heaven within the context of its own heritage of traditions and imagery of the divine world and afterlife. The biblical language itself, while having privileged canonical status, is the product of revelation that is inclusive of divinely inspired and “baptized” imagination. Israel, Judaism and the early Christians utilized elements of the mythic symbolism of their times and inherited traditions, transforming them in light of God’s progressive revelation. It is thus theologically legitimate that each culture incorporate aspects of its cultural heritage into its vision of heaven. However, these aspects need to be weighed and tested against the essential values and trajectory of the biblical view of heaven.

It is instructive to remember that some early Christians too easily adopted the Greek idea of a body-soul dualism and the immortality of the soul, and in so doing corrupted the biblical view of the resurrection of the body and its positive value as the creation of God. But culturally specific images of worship, paradise, family reunion and the good life, for example, are all candidates for inclusion in Christian language, music and visual representations of heaven. And cultures that traditionally have a much more immediate sense of the closeness of “the other world,” might have much to teach other Christians (particularly in the West), who struggle to comprehend the biblical view of heaven and the “heavenlies.” Surely if the nations are to bring the best of their wealth into the New Zion (Is 60:5, 11; Rev 21:24, 26), it is a fitting sign of the eschaton that Christians from all nations bring the best of their cultural imagery to the Christian vision of the new heaven and new earth.

See also ESCHATOLOGY; HELL; KINGDOM OF GOD.
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HELL

 

Hell is the destiny of unrepentant sinners; it is the terrible alternative to *heaven. The Christian tradition has agreed that there are only these two possible destinies for human beings, although we will discern some differences of understanding concerning the purpose and duration of hell. (It should be noted that the Roman Catholic doctrine of purgatory does not refer to a third alternative destiny. It is, rather, the final stage in preparing the redeemed for their life in heaven.) Three questions will shape our study: What is the purpose of hell? What is the nature of the experience of hell? How long does the conscious experience of hell last?

1. The Purpose of Hell

2. The Nature of the Experience of Hell

3. The Duration of the Experience of Hell 


 


1. The Purpose of Hell.

 

The classical understanding of the church has been that hell is the way that God has chosen to glorify himself in the just punishment of the wicked. The divine purpose of hell is, therefore, not remedial or restorative but retributive; hell is designed to reestablish God’s good and righteous rule (Rom 2:5, 11) and to hold sinners accountable for their willful rebellion. In recent years, however, some theologians have viewed hell primarily as the fate chosen by libertarianly free agents who prefer it to the *worship of God. From this perspective, the sufferings of those in hell are not a punishment imposed upon them by an unforgiving God, but are the result of people’s free decision to remain alienated from God, a decision that God honors. These two emphases are not necessarily mutually exclusive.

A quite different perception of the purpose of hell is held by *universalists, who believe that everyone will ultimately be saved. For them, hell is purgatorial; it is the means by which God extends the opportunity for repentance until everyone has repented.



2. The Nature of the Experience of Hell.

 

The Old Testament spoke of sheol as the location of the dead, but this generally designated the grave or a gloomy region where both the righteous (Jacob: Gen 37:35; Job: Job 14:13; David: Ps 49:15; and even Jesus: Ps 16:10; cf. Acts 2:27, 31) and the unrighteous went after death. The Old Testament was much less clear than the New Testament about distinctions between the wicked and the righteous in death, though hints of judgment may be seen in Isaiah 66:24 and Daniel 12:2. In the New Testament, on the other hand, hell (spoken of in the Gospels as gehenna) is clearly a place of punishment (Mt 25:41; Mk 9:43-48), as distinct from hades, which was often just the grave (Mt 16:18; Lk 16:23; Acts 2:27, 31; Rev 1:18; 20:13). Hell is frequently identified as a raging or unquenchable fire (Mt 3:12; 5:22; 8:12; 13:42, 49-50; 25:31-46; Heb 10:26-27; Rev 19:20; 20:10, 14-15), but it is also described as a place of outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth (Mt 8:12; 22:1-14; 25:30; Jude 6), as a bottomless pit (Rev 9:1-2), as a prison (Mt 5:25-26), as destruction (Mt 7:13-14; Phil 1:27-28; 3:18-19; 1 Thess 5:3; 2 Thess 1:9; Jas 4:12; 2 Pet 3:7), as punishment (Mt 25:46; 2 Thess 1:9; 2 Pet 2:9; Heb 10:29) or the experience of God’s judgment or condemnation (Jn 5:24-29) and of his wrath (Rom 2:5-9). To be consigned to hell is to perish (Lk 13:3, 5; Jn 3:16; 1 Cor 1:18; 2 Cor 2:14-16; 4:3; 2 Thess 2:10), to be crushed by the stone over which sinners stumble, the Messiah (Lk 20:18), and to receive the wages of sin which is death (Rom 6:23; 2 Cor 7:10) or the “second death” (Rev 20:6, 14).

Christians have sometimes taken the pictures of hell very literally and emphasized the physical pain of condemned sinners. These days, however, it is widely granted that the images of hell should be recognized as metaphors; indeed, attempts to hold together images such as fire and outer darkness create unnecessary difficulties if they are understood literally. Three features of hell stand out in the New Testament statements about it: punishment, destruction and exclusion. Interpretations differ in the emphasis they give to one or more of these factors, but it is important to give each one adequate attention.

Those who are sent to hell are excluded from Christ (Mt 7:21-23; 25:12, 41; Lk 13:25; 2 Thess 1:8-10; Rev 22:14-15), which may be the point of the picture of “outer darkness” (Mt 8:12); they do not inherit the *kingdom of God (1 Cor 6:9; Gal 5:19-21; Eph 5:5; Col 3:6), but experience instead the wrath of God (Rom 2:8; Eph 5:6; Col 3:6; 1 Thess 1:10). Given the importance of the resurrection of the body in Christian *eschatology, the pain of hell must be physical as well as spiritual, but perhaps its greatest agony is the pangs of conscience and the despair which produces “weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Mt 8:12; 13:50; Mk 9:43-44, 47-48; Lk 16:23, 28; Rom 2:8-9; Jude 13; Rev 14:10; 21:8). In hell, there will be degrees of punishment and the experience will be appropriate to the nature of the sinner’s wrongdoing (cf. Mt 10:15; 11:22-24; 12:41, 42; Lk 10:13-15; 11:29-32; 12:47- 48; 20:17; Rom 2:5-9; Rev 2:23). This will be a final abandonment to the sinfulness chosen by sinners (Rom 1:24, 26, 28; Rev 22:11). Yet, despite the terribleness of this experience, the inhabitants of hell will prefer to be there rather than to be with God in heaven. This indicates the completeness of the perversion that sin wreaks in the life of beings created for fellowship with God.



3. The Duration of the Experience of Hell.

 

Four major answers have been given to the question of how long people experience hell: (1) *Universalism: people experience the suffering of hell until they repent, at which time they are admitted to heaven. (2) Immediate annihilationism: immortality in the next life is only given to the righteous; God’s judgment upon the wicked is death and so they are not resurrected. (3) Ultimate annihilationism: after an appropriate time of punishment for their sin, the wicked are destroyed or annihilated by God. (4) Traditionalism: the wicked consciously suffer the pains of hell forever. (We identify the fourth view as “traditionalism” because it has been so widely accepted throughout the history of the church and because both universalism and annihilationism were condemned at the Fifth Ecumenical Council of Constantinople in 553.) Except for universalism, which is described in the article on universalism, a description of these views follow.

3.1. Immediate Annihilationism. During the *Reformation period, Faustus Socinus (1539- 1604) and some Anabaptists held this view, and it has been adopted by the Jehovah’s Witnesses but has not otherwise been widely accepted. Recently, however, a detailed historical and biblical argument has been made for this position by D. Powys, who concludes “tentatively” that “the unrighteous will have no life after death, save possibly to be raised temporarily to be condemned. The unrighteous, whoever they prove to be, will find that God respects them in death as in life—true to their own choice they will have no part in the restored kingdom of God, indeed, severed from the source of life, they will be no more” (Powys, 416).

3.2. Ultimate Annihilationism. Ultimate annihilationism is arguably the largest challenge to the traditional understanding of hell among Christians who accept the authority of the Bible. It was defended by a number of nineteenth-century scholars (R. Whately, H. Constable, E. White, R. F. Weymouth) and has been affirmed by a number of well-respected evangelical theologians in recent years (including B. Atkinson, E. Froom, E. Fudge, M. Green, H. E. Guillebaud, P. E. Hughes, C. Pinnock, J. Stott, S. Travis and J. Wenham). It is also the traditional position of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.

Although no two annihilationists will present their case in exactly the same way, the following arguments are very common: (1) It is morally inconceivable that the God described in the Bible should punish (torment or torture) people forever, so annihilation presents God more attractively to unbelievers. To punish endlessly the sins of finite beings would be unjust. (2) The traditional belief in eternal conscious punishment has been heavily influenced by the Greek philosophical concept of the inherent immortality of souls. This is not taught by the Bible, which describes immortality as God’s gift, particularly to the righteous. Because of the importance of this argument, many proponents of this position identify their view as “conditionalism” rather than “annihilationism.” (3) Human freedom is libertarian (i.e., people have the power of contrary choice) and so God cannot secure the salvation of all but he accepts the decision of the persistently unrepentant. (4) The dominant biblical teaching concerning the final destiny of the wicked is that they will be destroyed. (5) Biblical references to the “eternity” of punishment describe its quality and finality rather than endless duration. As an adjective, “eternal” has a different meaning in regard to life than it does in regard to death. Hell is eternal in that the effects of God’s judgment are endless; no one consigned to hell ever leaves it; when the last sinner has paid the appropriate penalty, “death will be no more” (Rev 21:4); it will be the last enemy destroyed (1 Cor 15:24-26, 54-57). (6) The final victory of God rules out the endless rebellion of sinners within God’s creation. On this point, annihilationists appeal to the same texts that universalists use in support of universal salvation, but they disagree about the means by which active rebellion against God is brought to an end.

3.3. Traditionalism: Eternal Conscious Punishment. Since this is the classic or historic position of the church it is unnecessary to identify major proponents of this understanding. The arguments in support of this view can best be seen through a summary of the key responses to attempts by universalists and ultimate annihilationists to revise the tradition.

3.3.1. Response to Universalism. (1) A critical assumption of universalists is that people have a continuing opportunity to repent, even after death and after the day of judgment, but the Bible indicates that salvation is not possible after death or the final judgment (Heb 9:27; cf. Mt 25:13, 46; Mk 13:32-37; 2 Cor 5:10; 2 Thess 1:9; Rev 21:8). Consequently, those who consistently rebel against God during the time when repentance is possible are permanently removed from any experience of his grace. (2) To assert that God’s love necessitates universal salvation would jeopardize God’s freedom. This is evident in the context of statements concerning God’s universal salvific will where we also find an affirmation of judgment (Rom 11:32, cf. Rom 9:27-28; 14:10; 1 Cor 15:22-24; Col 1:19- 23; 1 Tim 2:3-6, cf. 1 Tim 5:9, 24).

(3) Although sin is finite in that it is committed by a finite creature in a finite period of time, the standard of punishment is the intrinsic nature of sin rather than the limitedness of the creature who sins. (4) The “lake of fire” (Rev 20:10), which is hell, is not to be equated with the cleansing fire of 1 Corinthians 3:15, which designates God’s disciplinary work in this life. (5) Passages that teach God’s final victory do not entail universal salvation. Although every knee will finally bow to Christ and confess that Jesus is Lord (Phil 2:9-11), this is the final subjugation of all God’s enemies and does not entail repentance, for which the opportunity is then past. The universal reconciliation of all things to Christ (Col 1:20) again includes the pacification of God’s enemies, including the hostile spiritual powers, but it does not entail their salvation.

(6) The texts which speak of God as willing to save all, and Paul’s “second Adam” texts, do not teach that every individual is eventually saved, although their precise meaning is explained differently within key theological frameworks. Classic *Arminians assert that God willed to save all but that the effective application of Christ’s atoning work to all has reference only to original sin and that it must be appropriated by individuals in order to bring about remission of their actual sins. God has done all that is necessary in Christ and the Spirit to make this possible, but free creatures must decide whether or not to respond to God’s gracious invitation. “Four point” Calvinists usually speak of Christ’s universal atonement as provisional; it is intended as a remission of all sin, original and actual, but only provisionally, so that its effectiveness is experienced only by those to whom God efficaciously gives faith. “Five point” Calvinists explain that the universal references do not refer to each and every individual; Christ’s death is effective for all those for whom it was intended, and it is the only means of salvation for all humans, equally applicable to Jews and Gentiles (i.e. for “all kinds” of people), but its saving effects were intended only for those whom God chose in Christ. Despite the difference between these understandings within the broad Christian tradition, all are agreed that it is only those who are “in Christ” who are made alive in Christ (Rom 5:18; 1 Cor 15:22-23).

(7) Universal salvation is incoherent with libertarian freedom. Some universalists have recognized this and opted for compatibilism (the view that God is all-determining but that creatures are morally responsible), but many others continue to assert that humans are libertarianly free. Traditionalists argue that the punishment of hell is not going to produce repentance any more than the experience of God’s wrath did while people were still alive. (8) The concern that believers in heaven will be unhappy if their loved ones are in hell is not a valid argument for universalism. When we are perfected and able to see things from God’s perspective we will rejoice in all of God’s perfections, including his just judgment of those who have rebelled against him. On the other hand, we are not in a position now to state how God will be affected by the judgment of unrepentant sinners. God is not a hedonist who maximizes his pleasure, so that even he has “no pleasure in the death of the wicked” (Ezek 33:11), but this does not undermine his own perfect harmony because of the satisfaction that perfect justice brings to the righteous judge. As J. Sanders observes, “It is possible even now to live with loss. Perhaps we will be given the ability in the new creation to live with loss just as God does” (Parry and Partridge, 173). We are not now able to describe our feelings in heaven, but we can rest assured that even though Scripture teaches us that God will not save everyone, we will be perfectly blessed when we see things clearly from God’s perspective.

3.3.2. Response to Ultimate Annihilationism. (1) Many contemporary believers in eternal conscious punishment do not accept the Platonic view that souls are inherently immortal; they acknowledge that creatures exist only because God sustains them and that God can destroy both body and soul, but they insist that Scripture teaches the endless punishment of the wicked. The continued existence of condemned sinners is not the “life” which God gives only to those who are reconciled with him, but that does not mean that the wicked are annihilated. (2) Scripture speaks of the punishment of the wicked as being of the same duration as the blessing of the righteous, i.e., eternal (aiōnios), or forever and ever (Is 33:14; 66:24; Jer 17:4; Mt 18:8; 25:41,46; Mk 9:43-48; 2 Thess 1:9; Jude 7; Rev 14:11; 20:10), and nothing in the context of these passages indicates that the word “eternal” has a different meaning in the two cases.

(3) In response to the charge that endless punishment would be an infinite penalty for a finite sin, the point made above to universalists applies again, but traditionalists also observe that sinners continue to be consciously punished because they continue to rebel against God or because they are not repentant, even when they are subdued. (4) The goodness and love of God are not compromised by his holiness and the exercise of his justice. It is because God is eternal that our experience of his love, either as fellowship or as wrath, lasts forever (Rev 4:9, cf. Rom 14:11). (5) An exegetical problem occurs when annihilationists force a chronological lapse of time into New Testament passages in order to make a distinction between passages that speak of punishment and those which speak of destruction, which would allow for a time of suffering prior to annihilation.

(6) The terms translated “destroy” (apol lumi, olethros, phtheirō) do not necessarily indicate annihilation, although it is a possibility in some instances. Even in the instances when “eternal” has a qualitative rather than a temporal sense, referring to destruction that lasts “for an age,” the age referred to is the age to come, which has no end. (7) In regard to death being “no more” (Rev 21:4), the point is that death is now outside the new heavens and new earth, thrown into the lake of fire and not a part of the creation that replaces the old creation in which death is so large a factor since sin. (8) As to the final victory of God, the comments above in response to universalism also address the annihilationist concerns.

See also HEAVEN; SALVATION; UNIVERSALISM.
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HERESY

 

The Greek root of the word heresy means “to choose” and in its original sense referred to the choice of a philosophical school, teacher or approach in the pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. For Christianity, however, the matter of heresy has been far more vexing. Conscious of its claim to truth and unity in Jesus Christ, from its onset Christianity has struggled with contending factions and ideas that have at times threatened the church’s unity, teaching and credibility. Paradoxically the catalyst for heresy in Christianity has been its global spread. New cultural contexts and linguistic idioms led missionaries and converts to make sense of the *gospel by tethering it to the rich social, cultural, historical and intellectual resources of their surroundings. The ensuing translation and enculturation of the faith has been the intellectual seedbed of its deepest theological insights as well as site of troubling departures from the teaching of the apostles. Understanding the nature of heresy and drawing the tenuous line to demarcate it from orthodoxy has been characteristic of global Christianity. In what follows we will set out a basic definition of heresy, a brief discussion of why some have rejected the category of heresy in the modern age, and finally why concern for orthodoxy and heresy is being revived as a critical tool particularly of the churches in the non-Western world. 

1. Heresy: A Working Definition

2. The Heresy of Heresy in Modernity

3. Heresy Reconsidered


 


1. Heresy: A Working Definition.

 

Though the meaning and application of heresy have fluctuated over time, its development has followed the evolving self-understanding of the church and its central teaching from which can be discerned heresy’s basic character.

In its literal and technical sense heresy is a matter of the church. It refers to the dissemination of errant doctrine by an individual or sect within the church that fundamentally contradicts or corrupts the redemptive truth of the gospel. Concern with heresy dates back to the churches of the New Testament and is given voice in 2 Peter’s warning against false teachers that lead others astray and bring the way of truth into disrepute (2 Pet 2:1-2). First John’s censure of a proto-Gnostic faction that “went out from us,” denying that Jesus Christ had “come in the flesh” (1 Jn 2:19; 4:2) underlies the church’s assertion that heresy itself, and not the action of the church, is what cuts oneself off from the body of Christ, and the church’s invocation of heresy is simply the subsequent recognition of that separation.

In identifying and condemning heresy, the church draws a doctrinal boundary. In effect it says “thus far and no further.” Two types of doctrinal trespass represent crossing that line: material heresy and formal heresy. Material heresy refers to doctrinal error that arises out of ignorance of sound doctrine that can be remedied through proper instruction and ecclesial discipline. Formal heresy, however, is far more serious in that it represents fully informed doctrinal error stubbornly clung to, which in the end leads to schism.

Not all doctrinal error is considered heresy. The church has traditionally recognized that mission, translation, interpretation and local perception require a fair degree of flexibility in *doctrine, dissent and freedom of conscience if the truth of the gospel is to be understood and applied in successive ages and new cultures. Nonetheless, when fundamental tenets of the gospel are confused or contradicted, the question of heresy arises.

Historically and theologically, the most notable heresies have been those that have rendered Christ unable to redeem or humanity irredeemable. Failure to properly balance the mediatory nature of Christ’s humanity and divinity gave rise to the heresies of docetism and adoptionism. Whereas docetism so emphasizes Christ’s divinity that it displaces his humanity and thus denies Jesus’ ability to represent humankind and thus secure redemption, adoptionism denies Christ’s divine nature, thus reducing him to the object of redemption rather than its divine source. Wrestling with these two opposite heresies has served to form and develop Nicene orthodoxy that cut a middle path between these two heresies through its affirmation of Christ’s divinity and humanity (see Christology; Ecumenical Councils). Paradoxically this brings out the perverse benefit of heresy. Heresy forces the church to better understand and clarify what are the essential truths of the gospel and their relevance for Christian faith in any given age.

Regarded as perverse novelty or alien intrusion, the threat of heresy lies in its distortion of the gospel that threatens to mutate Christian faith into something other than itself. That said, the very missionary nature of the church makes it vulnerable to potential doctrinal variance. Dissemination of the gospel requires translation and interpretation into the language, culture and cosmology of the culture to which the gospel is brought. Subsequent enculturation of faith into the new cultural and linguistic idiom opens new avenues for the development of doctrine. Nonetheless, it is a thin line not easily discerned that distinguishes creative contextualization from illicit syncretism that would efface it.

Heresy is the most serious charge rendered by the church against errant doctrine and applies strictly to ecclesiastical matters. Therefore, heresy has been a matter initiated and administered by the church. Nonetheless, in actual practice who has the right to discern when the line of heresy has been crossed and what are the attendant consequences have proved increasingly devilish over time. Initially heresy was addressed by councils such as the Council of Nicaea, yet even here it would be several centuries and several subsequent councils later before the decisions rendered at Nicaea were resolved theologically. The divide of Eastern and Western Christendom and the later profusion of sects and denominations produced by the Protestant Reformation have further complicated the recognition and adjudication of heresy to the point where some question whether heresy has any meaning in the modern age.



2. The Heresy of Heresy in Modernity.

 

Increasing theological pluralism has made addressing heresy difficult at best. Further, given the sordid history of heresy trials, the cruel punishments meted out to so-called heretics, and the devastating wars fought to defend truth, many would maintain that charges of heresy are now inappropriate and uncouth. Such was the determination when in 1966 the charge of heresy against Episcopal Bishop James Pike was dropped by a committee of three bishops, five theologians and two social scientists who came to the conclusion that heresy trials are futile and anachronistic: no longer appropriate in the modern age.

Such dismissals of heresy have not been limited to liberal mainline denominations interested in preserving unity in spite of their wide theological divergence. The rise of global Christianity has led to sharp disagreements over what constitutes orthodoxy, heresy or syncretism. Traditionally, missionaries or the locals they had trained have had the power to render judgment on the relative orthodoxy of local adaptations of Christian faith. As critics have noted, this has left the criterion of orthodoxy and heresy outside the local culture. Not only do charges of syncretism and heresy chafe indigenous church leaders, too often such indictments only prolong European or North American theological and ecclesial control over the indigenous churches and church leaders.

This has led many Christians outside the West to react negatively to talk of syncretism and heresy. As A. Walls has noted, “Syncretism is somebody else’s indigenization, is it not? Nobody ever actually says, ‘I am a syncretist.’ It is always something that somebody else does.” Entailed in Wall’s comments is the suggestion that orthodoxy ought to be more a matter of direction rather than content. Accordingly too often the charges of heresy treat orthodoxy as a culturally fixed body of doctrine that one either affirms or denies, rather than a direction toward or away from Christ.

Changing conceptions of doctrine have also challenged the theological basis of heresy claims. Some argue that doctrine’s historical, provisional and imperfect character as human reflection on varied spiritual and religious experience makes the charge of heresy arbitrary at best and fundamentally immoral at worst.



3. Heresy Reconsidered.

 

Though heresy may be out of theological fashion in academic and missiological circles, recent developments in cultural studies resonate with the dynamic and developing character of orthodoxy and heresy. Rather than a static framework that determines a people’s worldview, traditions, history, symbols and artifacts, culture is increasingly viewed as an arena of conflict, change and progressive transformation. Similarly, the dynamic understanding of doctrine suggests that it is more than mere imposition of a given culture upon the church. Rather, the hurly burly of orthodoxy and heresy is the creative and competitive arena wherein Christians of all stripes and cultures struggle to understand and articulate the faith in a manner appropriate to their idiom and age.

Recognition of orthodoxy’s situated and dynamic character provides insight as to why the church in the non-Western world is rediscovering the necessity of theological definition and continuity even as it draws from its own cultural and ideational resources. Today, churches outside the West wrestle with orthodoxy and heresy as active players in the dynamic unfolding of the gospel. Non-Western church leaders have increasingly begun to condemn as heresy what they regard as unscriptural innovations of their European and North American forebears.

Though contentious, these theological struggles represent the church coming of age in the Global South. They portend new insight into the truth of the gospel not only in its local setting but globally as well. It further suggests that theological education in the church will seek continuity with the trajectory of orthodoxy even as it plumbs the depths of its own resources to address relevant issues that arise. Given the history of the church and its current expansion in the non-Western world, matters of orthodoxy and heresy will continue to loom large, and this is a development that should be welcomed.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; DOGMA; DOCTRINE; ECUMENICAL COUNCILS.
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HERMENEUTICS

 

Hermeneutics, from the Greek verb hermeneuein, meaning “to express, explain, translate or interpret,” describes the art or theory of interpretation that has as its goal understanding. From Aristotle’s De interpretatione to the philosophical and literary treatises of postmodernity, the word has been used to designate one aspect or another of interpretation, translation and explanation. As a discipline, hermeneutics is concerned with the study of the phenomenon, theories and methods entailed in the interpretation of both texts and other aesthetic (nonlinguistic) objects. The term hermeneutics appears to have been first used by J. C. Dannhauer in his 1645 book, Hermeneutica sacra sive methodus exponendarum sacrarum litterarum, though related terms had been used by both Plato and Aristotle, albeit somewhat differently.

The hermeneutic tradition goes back to late antiquity and ancient Greek philosophy with the interpretation of the Homeric epics. Hermeneutics was practiced very early, particularly in the interpretation of religious texts by the priestly and royal classes of antiquity. Hermes is the messenger of the gods in Greek mythology, tasked with the responsibility of interpreting the will of the gods. It is not surprising, given this literary resonance, that hermeneutics has always been associated with the understanding of sacred texts.

The scope of hermeneutics in contemporary philosophy has since broadened beyond textual interpretation to encompass discussions about the nature and conditions of human understanding and contextual theories of meaning and truth. Since hermeneutics is concerned with understanding texts, it naturally leads to questions about the problem of understanding itself, which in turn raises questions about the nature of language and its use. And insofar as Christian theology is inextricably tied to the interpretation of the Bible, the hermeneutical issues pertaining to the problem of understanding and the nature of language become an integral part of theological and biblical studies.

1. Interpretation of the Bible

2. Hermeneutical Philosophy

3. Hermeneutics and the Globalization of Theology


 


1. Interpretation of the Bible.

 

The Jews’ interpretation of the Torah, Talmud and Midrashim finds its counterpart in the early Jewish Christians’ attempt to interpret the Hebrew Scriptures from the standpoint of their encounter with Jesus Christ. The emergence of the New Testament was in part the result of the Christological hermeneutics of the apostolic writers. In doing this, they were following in the hermeneutical footsteps of Jesus who offered revisionary readings of the Hebrew Scriptures in the light of his own life and ministry. Hermeneutics already played an integral part in the birth of Christianity.

Jewish hermeneutics bequeathed to the first Christian interpreters the fundamental problem on whether Scripture ought to be understood literally or allegorically. Responses to this question soon coalesced around the centers of Antioch and Alexandria. Without pressing the distinction too sharply, the Antiochene approach opts for a more literal and historical reading of Scripture in contradistinction to the more allegorical approach of the Alexandrians. Allegorical exegesis seeks to discover the intention of the Spirit behind the words of Scripture with the aim of relating the biblical texts to life. The Antiochene approach on the other hand rejects the idea of hidden meanings in Scripture and argues that the spiritual sense of Scripture must be sought in its literal and historical sense.

The eventual decline of the allegorical method coincided with the rise of Scholasticism with its emphasis on the use of reason and the search for more objective and rational grounds in interpretation. Interest in the study of the Bible in the original languages in the late medieval period paved the way for the *Reformation’s rediscovery of the authority of the Bible. Rather than follow blindly the traditions of the church, the Reformers looked to the Bible as the final authority. Theirs was a hermeneutics of faith. Two hermeneutical insights figured among the Reformers: (1) the need for the Holy Spirit’s illumination in understanding Scripture and (2) the perspicuity of Scripture, whereby the Bible’s overall message is clear and can be understood. The upshot of these guiding principles is to wrest the Bible from the hands of church officials and place it in the hands of ordinary Christians.

The freeing of the mind to study the Bible unimpeded by the limitations of ecclesiastical traditionalism was however not an unvarnished blessing. The birth of rationalism in the Renaissance meant that the mind that applies itself to the study of the Bible is also capable of standing in judgment of its truth. This elevation of human reason, along with the emergence of theological liberalism in the nineteenth century, led in time to the kind of critical historical method that emphasizes the human authorship of the Bible at the expense of its divine and revelatory provenance. One may demur from the anti-supernaturalism that characterizes such biblical scholarship, but there is no denying that the critical attention paid to the grammatical, historical and cultural dimensions of biblical texts has contributed immensely to the art of biblical interpretation. We now have in the arsenal of the biblical interpreter a plethora of methodological tools or approaches variedly designated as “criticisms,” for example, textual criticism, historical criticism, redaction criticism, canonical criticism and so on.

Theories of biblical interpretation tend to coagulate around the three foci of author, text and reader, and it is in the interplay between these elements that hermeneutical understanding takes place. Questions as to whether meaning resides in the text, behind or in front of the text continue to exercise interpreters. Whether one gives priority to the author’s intended meaning, the form and structure of the text, or the contextual framework and concerns of the interpreter depends largely on the kinds of philosophical commitments that one brings to the task of hermeneutics.



2. Hermeneutical Philosophy.

 

2.1. Schleiermacher. The development of the discipline of hermeneutics took a decisive turn with Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834). Regarded as the father of contemporary hermeneutics, he articulates a coherent universal hermeneutics that applies not just to the understanding of difficult texts or any single type of texts (e.g., biblical or ancient texts), but also to linguistic meaning in general. To Schleiermacher, hermeneutics is a single discipline that concerns the interpretation of all texts, regardless of genre or doctrinal content. He locates hermeneutics within the larger problem of human understanding, and makes it into a transcendental discipline that seeks to explore the conditions under which understanding of texts is possible.

Schleiermacher acknowledges his indebtedness to the classicists Friedrich August Wolf (1759-1824) and Friedrich Ast (1778-1841) in developing his hermeneutical theory. Like them, Schleiermacher suggests that a text should be understood at different levels and argues for the use of grammatical and psychological or technical methods of interpretation. The former seeks the sense of the text within the language convention shared by the author and his readers, and is concerned with the structure, terminology and literary form of the text. The latter is a reconstructive act in which the interpreter seeks to reverse the process of composition and arrive at the originating thought or situation in the life-world of the author. Along with other romantic philosophers of his time, Schleiermacher regards this imaginary and intuitive grasp of the individuality of the author through his writings as a divinatory act. Logical deduction is not the only hermeneutical tool that one uses; the capacity to “divine” or enter imaginatively into the world of the author is needed as well. Though more than rational, the divinatory process that Schleiermacher propounds is never merely subjective. While he speaks of “psychological,” he does not mean by this the elevation of inner intentions over the meaning of words that is publicly and intersubjectively established. The divinatory is always done in conjunction with the philological. To understand is in Schleiermacher’s view to reconstruct the author’s thought through his text and discern his intention. It is to Schleiermacher’s credit that he offers a more nuanced view on the locus of textual meaning. Instead of confining it either to the author’s intention or the language used, he suggests that textual meaning is seen in the interaction between author and text.

For Schleiermacher, the interpreter is necessarily caught up at each level of interpretation in a “hermeneutical circle” whereby one’s understanding of the meaning of the whole is dependent on one’s understanding of the parts and vice versa. Understanding necessarily begins with an assumption or pre-understanding of the whole. This intuitive anticipation of the whole is then revised as one comes to understand the component parts of the text. By the same token, one’s understanding of the particular is in turn shaped by one’s pre-understanding of the whole. It is in the back and forth between the whole and the part that understanding takes place.

2.2. Dilthey. Schleiermacher’s philosophy of understanding found a permanent place in the philosophical tradition of Europe largely through the mediation of Wilhelm Dilthey (1831-1911). Dilthey extended Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics to include interpretation not just of texts but also of actions, past events, products and institutions. He included in its purview the interpretation of history and of the human person. Dilthey was exercised over the difference between the natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften) and the social or human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften), and found an answer in hermeneutics. While the natural sciences seek to explain (erklären) the world, that explanation must be joined by a theory on how the world is given to us through symbolically mediated practices and lived experiences, things which are provided by the human sciences. Whereas the natural sciences explain, the human sciences seek to understand (verstehen). Taking on board Hegel’s notion of “historical understanding,” Dilthey insists on the historical nature of understanding in the “human sciences” and points to the historical situatedness of both interpreter and the object of interpretation. He appeals to “life” rather than “thought” alone as the key category in hermeneutical thinking, and his contribution to hermeneutics is to ground it in a general theory of human life and existence. In this, he paved the way for the turn to ontology in hermeneutics that came to full flowering in Heidegger.

2.3. Heidegger. The notion of the historical situatedness entailed in understanding took a radical ontological turn in Martin Heidegger (1889-1976). According to Heidegger, hermeneutics is more than just deciphering linguistic communication or finding a methodological basis for the human sciences. Hermeneutics is about the most basic conditions of a person’s being in the world. Building on Dilthey’s view of texts as expressions of life that can be grasped through the “lived experience” and self-understanding of the interpreter, Heidegger contends that investigations into what life entails necessarily raises the question of ontology: what is the nature of Being? Existence, he argues, is such that one is invariably “thrown” into a pre-given “world” and is inescapably caught up in the state of Dasein or the state of “being there” or “being-in-the-world.” He calls this the hermeneutics of facticity, meaning that the interpreter is invariably implicated in the very act of interpretation, for one always understands from out of a particular existential or historical context. For Heidegger, questions about the meaning of a text are wrapped up with questions about the meaning of life. By focussing on the interpreter’s part in understanding, Heidegger infuses hermeneutics with a concern larger than just historical and textual considerations.

The greater attention paid to the historical nature of knowledge since Heidegger has resulted in a reassessment of the claims of scientism. There is no value-free technology or history-free science, and the supposedly objective work carried out by mathematicians and scientists is invariably carried out from within certain pre-given social and historical contexts. In this sense, science has become necessarily hermeneutical, a point that figures later in the hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer. Before examining Gadamer’s contributions, we will consider the application of Heidegger’s existential philosophy to New Testament interpretation undertaken by his one-time colleague at the University of Marburg, Rudolf Bultmann.

2.4. Bultmann (1884-1976). As a critical scholar and churchman, Rudolf Bultmann sought to make the Christian message come alive for his contemporaries. He found in Heidegger’s existentialism the key to unlock the significance of the New Testament for the modern world. Bultmann argues that humans are differentiated from all other creatures because they are decision makers. It is in making decisions that people are true to their essence. By submitting tamely to dead traditions or any other legalistic ethical systems and failing to be true to oneself as a decision maker is to be “inauthentic.” This, Bultmann contends, is what it means to be a “sinner” and to live under the judgment of “death,” in the parlance of the New Testament. Heidegger’s notion of the truly “authentic” person as one who faces up to reality and lives in freedom serves as his operative hermeneutical presupposition. To decide is to be future oriented, and to be radically open to the future is to be saved, for salvation is none other than the transition from inauthenticity to authenticity. This Heideggerian framework serves as “pre-understanding” in Bultmann’s hermeneutics.

For Bultmann, hermeneutics is not about detailed exegesis but an inquiry into the meaning of language as existential address. Preaching occupies an important place in his hermeneutics, for it is through the kergyma or preached word that hearers are summoned to the possibility of a new existence. For this confrontation with the kergyma to take place, the interpreter must move beyond the primitive and mythological ideas of the New Testament. Bultmann famously remarked that people who live in an age of light bulbs could not possibly believe in miracles. Since history is closed to supernatural intervention, there can be no room for prophecy, incarnation, miracles, resurrection and the return of Christ. These, and concepts such as the shedding of blood for the atonement of sin, eternal life and so forth, have to be “demythologized,” or reinterpreted in existential terms. For Bultmann, the mythological language of the New Testament distorts the true subject matter of faith by objectifying it. Through the process of demythologizing, Bultmann hopes to allow the reality behind the mythological language to find a more adequate expression.

2.5. The New Hermeneutic. Following in the wake Bultmann is the “new hermeneutic” represented by Ernst Fuchs (1903-1983) and Gerhard Ebeling (1912-2001), who sought to develop Bultmann’s critical methodology into a comprehensive hermeneutical approach. Fuchs and Ebeling contend that since access to reality is via language and not apart from it, the language of the New Testament is itself part of the reality. In seeking the reality “behind” mythological language, one fails to reckon with the fact that reality does not exist apart from its linguistic expression. It is this inextricable relationship between reality and language that distinguishes the approach of the new hermeneutic. Language itself is interpretation and the language act itself is inescapably hermeneutical.

Fuchs and Ebeling apply explicitly Heidegger’s insights on the emergence of being through language to the New Testament, particularly the words of Jesus. For them, hermeneutics is not a matter of simply understanding individual words but of understanding the “word,” a term that is used not without ambiguity. Sometimes it refers to the Word of God that breaks forth in preaching; other times it denotes existential truth that reveals itself in speech. The language of Jesus precipitates a “word-happening” or “speech event” that confronts readers today and awakens in them true faith by shattering their way of looking at the world and calling them to authentic living. There is a constant oscillation between the biblical text and the knowing self. The self that begins by questioning the text as subject is in turn addressed as object by the text. In this scheme, salvation is conceived in terms of the self coming to itself. The language of self-understanding is the language of existence before God.

According to the new hermeneutic, the task of hermeneutics is not so much to set forth principles by which the biblical texts/authors may be understood but an investigation into the hermeneutical nature and existential possibilities entailed in speech. While it is salutary to accentuate the eventfulness of the linguistic encounter with Jesus, critics suggest that this is often emphasized at the expense of a historical-critical engagement with the text. The upshot of this is the absence of a criterion by which the interpreter’s subjectivity (“what is true for me”) is differentiated from the truth that confronts the self from the text (“what is true”).

2.6. Gadamer. Heidegger’s insights on the necessary temporality of existence and the historicality of understanding are developed further by his student Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002). Like Heidegger, Gadamer regards hermeneutics as more ontology than methodology. His Truth and Method (1960) is a sustained critique of the Enlightenment preoccupation with “method.” Gadamer dismisses as naive the Cartesian assumption that methods of science can disclose all truth. Following Heidegger, he argues that understanding must take into account the interpreter’s prior situatedness within a given historical tradition. One lives and reads always within the flux of history. There is no neutral objective platform upon which one interprets, for interpretation presupposes a “horizon” or a historically determined “preunderstanding.” He clarifies the ontic nature of understanding by appealing to the experience of art and games. A work of art stands over its viewers and draws them out of their existence. Its meaning has no independent subsistence apart from its relation to the viewer. In a game the rules form the presuppositional stance that determines the goals and what counts as appropriate moves. It is this framework of the game, not the players’ subjectivity, that determines “meaning” and “reality” for the players.

The interpreter’s situatedness in history is captured in what Gadamer calls a “historically effected consciousness” (wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein) or a historically engendered consciousness that comes out of the past and is situated in the present and open to the future. The fact that one interprets always within one’s historical situatedness and tradition does not preclude the possibility of understanding, for one’s “pre-judgments” or “prejudices” (Vorurteile) constitutes a historical reality of which the interpreter is a part. He affirms the constitutive role of pre-understanding in understanding, and calls for a nonpejorative view of prejudice and authority. Rather than being impediments to understanding, one’s “pre-judgments” and situatedness are the conditions of understanding. In interpretation one needs to make transparent one’s fore-understanding, which stems from the tradition in which one stands.

Understanding emerges as the interpreter brings his “horizon” or tradition-conditioned pre-understanding into dialogue with the otherness of the text in a move Gadamer describes as a “fusion of horizons.” This “fusion” however does not mean a dissolving of the tension between the interpreter’s horizon and that of the text; rather it highlights the fact that understanding always involves the emergence of a shared truth. In Gadamer’s view, interpretation is never just about reproducing a meaning that is objectively there in the text. Interpretation is always productive in the sense that something new is born as the interpreter engages with the text. Understanding emerges as the horizon of the interpreter is expanded. Whether Gadamer allows any room for the critique of one’s inherited tradition is a debatable point among his detractors and admirers.

2.7. Ricoeur. Whereas questions of philosophy, language and ontology occupied Heidegger and Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005) steered hermeneutics back to the primary issues of interpreting texts. Like Gadamer, Ricoeur’s output is prodigious and characteristically interdisciplinary. Ranging between disciplines as diverse as philosophy, psychology, literary theory, history, religious studies and biblical interpretation, Ricoeur seeks an ontology of the self by means of hermeneutical reflection. To him, self-understanding is via textual interpretation. Rejecting the Cartesian individualistic notion of a free and indubitable cogito as the starting point of knowledge, he suggests that knowledge is intersubjectively given and is mediated through language, particularly through symbols. He is widely known for his aphorism that “the symbol gives rise to thought.”

Ricoeur’s focus on the text and its elucidation of self-understanding leads him to go beyond the historical-critical preoccupation with “the world behind the text” to an interest in the literary “world of the text” and the way the text engages and transforms the situation of the reader, that is, “the world in front of the text.” The written text is not just a window to the past or a self-contained entity. As one engages with the text, it projects a world and transforms the world of the reader. For Ricoeur, this is particularly the case with metaphors and narratives, both of which do not simply depict empirical reality as open up new ways of seeing or encountering reality. Hermeneutics thus is more concerned about a text’s trajectory of meaning possibilities than it is in probing the author’s original discourse. One must move from simply accepting by faith what the text says to what Ricoeur considers a second naiveté, whereby one hears again what the text says by means of interpretation. While he contends that self-understanding emerges through the disclosure of language, Ricoeur is not unaware that language can also conceal and serve as a vehicle for ideological interests. He recognizes the possibility of self-deception and suggests that hermeneutics must be ready to suspect as well as listen. To Ricoeur, “suspicion and retrieval” necessarily go together; “destroying idols” and “listening to symbols” form the double task of hermeneutics.

2.8. Other (Postmodern) Voices and Issues in Contemporary Hermeneutics. The emphasis on the historicality of understanding in the hermeneutics tradition represented by Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger and Gadamer continues in a sense the march of historical consciousness begun in the nineteenth century. Postmodernity’s love affair with historical contingency may be seen as the radicalization of the historicist tendency already latent in the Enlightenment. The vexing problem of the relationship between faith and history that occupied theology throughout much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has, in a sense, its counterpart in modern hermeneutics. One key issue facing hermeneutics after Gadamer and Ricoeur is the possibility and role of metacriticism—in other words, is it possible to determine what counts as meaningful readings and productive effects of texts within particular contexts, and if such a possibility exists, what criteria does one use and how does one critically rank such criteria? As Thiselton characterizes it in his New Horizons in Hermeneutics, among the different developments in the post-Gadamerian era are theories that gravitate either in the direction of (1) a context-relative and sociopragmatic hermeneutics where meanings and effects have a primary “for me and my community” focus or (2) a metacritical and sociocritical hermeneutics that gives attention to the search for a transcontextual basis upon which comparative evaluation of contextual criteria for interpretation may be carried out.

Sociocritical hermeneutics finds expressions for instance in the various types of liberation hermeneutics (feminist, Latin American, black, etc.) that seek to unmask the presence of oppressive power interests behind the use of texts. This unmasking of interests in hermeneutics is characteristic of the critical theory of Jürgen Habermas (1929-), who along with Karl-Otto Apel (1922-) seeks to develop an explicitly sociopolitical hermeneutics that engages in emancipatory critique on the basis of transcontextual criteria of meaning and truth. While Habermas agrees with Gadamer that dialogue is critical to understanding, he nevertheless thinks there are societal impediments that block and distort communication. What often determine the horizons of understanding, Habermas suggests, is social or power interests on the part of interpreters and the hermeneutical communities they represent.

On the other end of the spectrum are those like philosopher Richard Rorty (1931-2007) and literary theorist Stanley Fish (1938-) who think that hermeneutics can never mount a transcontextual critique since all criteria are relative to what is perceived to count as criteria within specified social communities. Hermeneutics can only provide a pragmatic account of the reading effects of texts on particular social contexts. The relativization of truth that one sees in Rorty finds an echo in the kind of sociopragmatic hermeneutics that radicalizes the role of the hermeneutical community in determining meaning. This sits well with the kind of radical postmodern reader-response theories that eschew the notion of stable textual meaning and emphasize instead the reader’s role in determining what counts as meaning.

The interdisciplinary nature of hermeneutics ensures that there is constant traffic between developments in philosophy, literary theory, linguistics, theology and biblical studies. An area of interface that has already yielded much fruit is the appeal to the speech-act theory of J. L. Austin and J. R. Searle by both biblical scholars and philosophical theologians (e.g., Wolterstorff, Thiselton and Vanhoozer) to explicate the performative force of Scripture and the communicative nature of Scripture.

The philosophical turn in hermeneutics since Schleiermacher has not only influenced developments in biblical interpretation but also given rise to an ostensibly theological approach to interpretation. The longstanding interface between philosophy and theology has found a new meeting place in hermeneutics, judging from the growing body of works on theological hermeneutics. While the connection between theological assumptions and biblical interpretation is not new, the correlation of theology and hermeneutics has in recent times been given greater prominence. Theological hermeneutics entails either bringing Christian doctrines to bear on the challenge of understanding both text and the human condition, or demonstrating the impact of biblical interpretation on Christian theology. More than just appropriating general hermeneutics, for biblical interpretation, theological hermeneutics asks how and to what extent biblical interpretation and the Christian theological framework address hermeneutics in general.



3. Hermeneutics and the Globalization of T heolog y.

 

The hermeneutical insights on the nature and dynamics of human understanding are rich in implications for theological reflection within the context of a globalized Christianity.

3.1. The Historical Situatedness of All Theological Expressions. Hermeneutics sensitizes one to the contingent and contextual nature of all human ideas. Theological expressions are no exceptions. Any claim to universality is necessarily made from somewhere in time and space. All theologies are by definition contextual theologies. Given the historical dominance of theology in the West, it is easy to think of its formulations as normative and to regard all other non-Western theologies as contextual theologies. This fails to recognize that the adjective contextual applies to all theologies, Western or otherwise. Awareness of one’s situatedness is a necessary starting point for theologization. Being aware of one’s prejudices (both in the Gadamerian sense of pre-judgments and the Habermasian sense of interests) is a prelude to positive theological dialogue and construction. On a positive note, to do theology in context is to construct with raw materials drawn from one’s cultural context and to grapple with the concerns and challenges peculiar to one’s context. Theology done in different parts of the world will therefore look and sound different. This not only enriches the global dialogue among theological communities, but also provides opportunities for mutual learning on how to be theologically responsive to one’s contextual concerns.

3.2. Fidelity to Tradition and the Enlargement of Theological Understanding Through Multilateral Dialogue. Just as understanding presupposes pre-understanding and interpretation takes place from within the particular tradition, so theological reflection takes place not in a vacuum but in dialogue with the one’s inherited tradition. To be sure, theology as a historical discipline is complex and Christian tradition is a multifaceted phenomenon comprising many strands. Nevertheless one cannot ignore or bypass the rich theological heritage that has been bequeathed to us for better or worse by our theological ancestors, the majority of whom hailed from Christianity in the West. The notion of the hermeneutical circle applies to theological construction as well. Just as the understanding of the text as a whole is inseparable from the understanding of the individual parts, and vice versa, so any new formulation put forth by theologians today is always held in tension with tradition or all that had gone before in history.

Understanding grows as the horizon of the interpreter is expanded and reconfigured in dialogue with the object of interpretation. This Gadamerian insight, when applied to the process of theological formulation, helps us see that theological ideas, however contextually relevant and targeted, are always subject to correction and change. The acts of interpreting Scripture, appropriating and extending received tradition, and articulating God’s truth entailed in theological construction are ongoing activities that are oriented toward eschatological consummation. Recognizing the provisionality of all theological constructs ought to engender a greater sense of modesty and humility among Christian scholars.

3.3. Embracing the Otherness of the Other en Route to the Globalization of Koinonia. Attending to the otherness of the other as a prelude to understanding is an integral part of the hermeneutical mindset. Such a habit is certainly pertinent in view of the increasing globalization of Christianity where more and different representative voices from around the world find their way to the table of theological interaction. It is important in such a situation that partners in theological dialogue allow themselves to be confronted by the strangeness of the new, and to learn to listen to that which is genuinely different. A hasty dismissal or a premature collapsing of the other’s contribution into one’s own categories serves only to abort the birth of new theological insights. The habits of hermeneutical engagement do, in this sense, have something to contribute to the practice of theological reflection.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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HINDUISM

 

Hinduism has a complex history and theology, dating back to third millennium BC. Around 2500 BC the nomadic Aryans entered the Indian subcontinent probably from the Middle East Asian region. The newcomers (Aryans) marked their entry with the destruction of a thriving civilization on the banks of the Indus and the introduction of new beliefs and customs to the agrarian community of the Indus valley. The interaction of the Aryans with the Indus valley peoples initiated a spiritual process that has contributed to divergent strands that today are collectively referred to as Hinduism.

The word Hindu is derived from a Persian term, Sindhu, the Persian name for the Indus River. It originally did not have religious significance but only a geographical connotation, used by outsiders to distinguish the people who lived in that region. In the fourth century BC Herodotus, the Greek traveler, used the term Hindu for the people of India. Only in recent centuries, during the period of Western colonization, did the word Hinduism become the name of the religion of the majority of Indians. As might be expected then, religion is not simply a matter of faith for Hindus, but an all-pervasive reality that embraces individual, social, cultural and religious life alike, which means religion is inextricably interwoven with every aspect of the life of its adherents. Generally, Hindus are not bothered about the name of their religion. However, the name Sanathana dharma is used widely.
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1. Sanathana Dharma.

 

The word Sanathana bears the meaning “eternal,” and dharma, from the root dhr, carries the meaning “to hold” or “to maintain.” Hence, Sanathana dharma is that which holds or maintains the universe in its real form and shape, or the principle that helps the universe keep its original form and profile. Sanathana dharma is understood to encompass the eternal laws of nature, ethical principles and the supposition of ultimate being; the eternal and divine ordering of the cosmos as revealed in the Vedas, the sacred texts of the Hindus.

Defining Hinduism is not an easy task. Its diverse aspects—belief in monotheism, *polytheism, pantheism, *monism and even *atheism—have their due recognition in Hinduism. Hero worship, demon worship, *ancestor worship, worship of both living and nonliving beings, worship of nature and natural objects are all woven together as an integrated whole in Hinduism. It caters satisfactorily to the needs of both educated and uneducated communities. Thus Hinduism continues to exist as “a museum of beliefs,” in the words of Jawaharlal Nehru, the first prime minister of India. It is everything to everybody. The faith rooted in the knowledge of the absolute, simple faith of the village people based on devotion to the personal deity and the much simpler tribal faiths are all parts of Hinduism. Unlike other religions, Hinduism has no prophet or divine personality identified as its founder, no specific place as the place of its origin, no particular date of origin and, as there are several scriptures, it does not claim any specific book as the authoritative scripture for the salvation of its adherents. Taking divergent forms, it embraces multiple religious patterns and accepts a wide range of scriptures and divine personalities for guidance.



2. The Beginnings.

 

The excavations in the Indus valley led scholars to assume the relationship of an earlier civilization to modern Hinduism. The discovery of an advanced bathing tank and drainage system in one of the excavated sites points to the emphasis on ritual cleaning, which is very prevalent in Hinduism today. Terracotta seals bearing female and male figures unearthed in the Indus valley suggest other integral features of present-day Hinduism; the female deity (goddess) worship and Siva worship have their origin in the pre-Aryan civilization of the Indus valley. Yoga, worship of the phallic symbols and image worship that are prominent in contemporary Hinduism are also the contributions of the Indus valley culture. Aryans brought with them the traditions of fire worship, ancestor worship and the worship of the heavenly ones. Many of the great gods who later became national deities were shaped out of the powers of nature venerated in tribal faiths. Thus, gradually, Hinduism evolved as a religion through integration and assimilation of several factors from different streams of culture and faith.



3. Sacred Books.

 

Hinduism has a wide range of sacred books that fall into two categories: Sruti (that which is revealed or heard) and Smriti (that which is remembered). Sruti, consisting of four Vedas, is considered the imperishable and impersonal knowledge revealed to the ancient sages. They are of divine origin and contain eternal truths. Smriti, consisting of numerous books (not including the Vedas), are considered as secondary scripture of Hinduism, which were once revealed but later forgotten due to human error. Later they were remembered and put in written form. Therefore, they have only a secondary authority.

Veda comes from the Sanskrit root vid meaning “knowledge”; it is divine knowledge or sacred knowledge from above. Not only the contents but also the sounds of the words are considered sacred. Rig Veda is the oldest and the most original among the four Vedas, datable to around 1500 BC. It contains praise hymns to different deities. At least some parts of it were brought to India by the migrating Aryans. Sama Veda, the next in order, is largely a copy of the Rig Veda and is used specifically for Soma sacrifice. As rituals became more and more elaborate, the functions of different priests came to be clearly demarcated, and thus Sama Veda comprises a handbook of the chants used by a particular group of priests called Udgatr at the Soma sacrifice. The verses are taken almost invariably from the eighth and ninth chapters of Rig Veda. The Yajur Veda is a more original compilation of ritual material drawn partly from the Rig vedic hymns. It is prepared basically to cater to the needs of the priests in the newly developed sacrifices and rituals. The name Yajur, from which the second Veda (Yajur Veda) takes its name, derives from the word yajus, meaning formulae that are muttered. Hence, Yajur Veda contains the formulas to be chanted by the officiating priests and the assistants in the sacrifices, and not chanted like Rig vedic hymns. The last and the fourth, the Atharva Veda, was not included in the original Hindu canon for a long time. It is said to be of non-Aryan origin, and it consists of spells for all occasions, including magic, charms and incantations that are unfamiliar to other Vedas. However, through adding a last chapter with some brahmanic elements, the priestly class absorbed Atharva Veda into the vedic canon. Each Veda has its supplementary texts: Brahmanas deal with the sacrifices and rituals, Aranyakas with mysticism and Upanishads contain esoteric philosophical wisdom.

The Smriti category consists of numerous texts: Ithihasas—ancient legends in poetic form (Ramayana and Mahabharata), Puranas (ancient legends and mythologies), Dharmasastras (law books, moral laws and regulations), Darsanas (Philosophies) and Agamas (sectarian literature).



4. The Vedic Gods.

 

The Vedas do not subscribe to any fixed pantheon. However, Rig Veda recognizes thirty-three gods (devas), divided into three categories in connection with their abode and activity: celestial, atmospheric and terrestrial. These divisions indicate a close association with the powers of nature. Most of the gods in the vedic pantheon are personifications of natural forces. Varuna is the most prominent of the celestial gods as he was entrusted with the task of guarding the cosmic order, rta, and the overseer of moral action. Solar deities (five in number) are the other prominent celestial powers. Though Vishnu, who later became a prominent deity as one of the trinity and was associated with the sun in the Vedas, did not have a significant place in the pantheon.

Among the atmospheric gods, Indra, the Aryan war god is the greatest. He conquered the demon Vrtra who held the waters from flowing down to earth. He was also hailed as the benefactor of the nomadic Aryans by liberating the cows from the custody of the demon as well as the one who defeated the Dasas (natives) for the Aryans. Gods like Marutus, Vayu, Vata and so forth are some of the less prominent atmospheric gods.

In the terrestrial realm, Agni (fire) is the greatest of all the gods. Agni has different duties and functions such as inviting various gods for sacrifice, carrying and distributing the fragrance of the sacrifice among the gods and being the witness to all auspicious things taking place. Prithvi (Earth), Brihaspathy, Soma and so forth, are some of the other important terrestrial deities.



5. Karma and Rebirth.

 

The doctrine of karma and rebirth is a widely accepted doctrine in Indian religions (see Reincarnation). Jainism, *Buddhism and Sikhism have adopted the doctrine of karma and rebirth uncritically from the ancient stream that fed Hinduism. In the popular mind karma is identified with fate and with an attitude of despair. However, the theory of karma makes one responsible for his or her actions, as well as for the present state of things. The idea of rebirth is first found in the brahmana literature in its earliest form. According to brahmana literature, the one who has right knowledge and performs right action will escape repeated deaths, while the one who does not have such knowledge and action will become the victim of repeated births and deaths. The Upanishads, however, developed the doctrine of karma and rebirth to its present form. It implies that an individual’s actions in the past are responsible for his or her present state, and that present deeds will decide the future. Simply put, what we sow we will reap. Each action carries its effects. What we are and what circumstances we find ourselves in are dependant on what we were and did. Similarly, what and how we will be, will depend on what we are and do in the present.

According to the theory of karma, every action has a double effect: it produces its appropriate reward, and it also affects character. One becomes good by good deeds and bad by bad deeds. As a result of the theory of karma and rebirth, the Upanishads teach that the final goal of life is release from samsara (the cycle of birth and rebirth). Doing good or bad binds the soul and makes it subject to samsara. The doctrine of karma and rebirth gradually caused a new attitude of despair and rejection of the world and its goods.

While the Vedas advocate sacrifices and observances of rituals (karma marga) to attain the goal of life, the Upanishads advocate knowledge for liberation. Knowledge (jnana marga) as a way of liberation—attaining the knowledge of the ultimate reality that atman (soul) is nothing but a part of brahaman (the ultimate reality)—gained currency in upanishadic thought. Knowledge had to be attained through learning and studying the scripture. However, karma marga was accessible only for the affluent in society since resources were needed for the sacrifices and rituals, while the jnana marga was accessible only for the educated people, who can read and understand the scriptures. As both the above paths were not accessible for the poor and the downtrodden, a good number of people were alienated from religious activities, which paved the way for the emergence of a new way for liberation: the bhakti marga (path of devotion). The path of devotion has become the most popular way because it is able to cater to the spiritual needs of all without caste, gender or economic disparity. Thus, unlike other religions, Hinduism offers more than one way to reach the ultimate goal.



6. Incarnation
(Avatara).

 

Krishna says in Bhagavad Gita, “Whenever there is decline of righteousness and a rise of unrighteousness, I incarnate myself for the protection of the pious, for the destruction of those given to wicked ways, and for establishing righteousness firmly, I am born from age to age” (Bhagavad Gita 4.7-8). This is in fact not the belief of all the sects of Hinduism, for example, the saivite (worshippers of Siva) sect of Hinduism does not believe in the avatara of the supreme who is born in the form of a living being. However, they also believe that god appears in different bodies when he wants to save the devotees. Vaishnavites (worshippers of Vishnu) believe that Vishnu has had nine incarnations in the past and the tenth one will be coming soon by the end of the present age (kali yuga). Avatara does not need to come in human form; rather it could be in the form of any living being.

The nine avataras already manifested are Matsya (fish), who appeared to save humanity and the Vedas from the great flood in a foregone age; Kurma (tortoise), the second avatara, churned out (created) the world from the ocean of milk; Varaha (wild boar) rescued the earth from the great flood. The fourth avatara of Vishnu, Narasimha (man-lion), destroyed the tyrant king who forbade his son the worship of God. In the fifth avatara, Vishnu took the form of Vamana (dwarf) to save the world from the rule of a demon (asura) king who would have defeated even the gods. The sixth avatara was Parasurama, a martial hero, who belonged to the Brahmin caste and came to avenge the death of his father at the hand of a Kshatriya (warrior class) and to restore Brahmin superiority. The seventh avatara was Rama, one of the most famous deities, who came to destroy the demon king Ravana and to redeem the world from the evil powers. Then came one of the most celebrated avatara, Krishna, whom Bhagavad Gita eulogized as the supreme reality in the form of a personal god. Buddha was accepted as the ninth avatara. Accepting Buddha to be an incarnation was a good will gesture towards Buddhism, even though Buddhism was the result of a protest against Brahmanic superiority. The tenth avatara, Kalki, is yet to be manifested. It is said that Kalki will appear arriving on a white horse to judge the unrighteous in the world. It is not necessary that the number of incarnations should be fixed to ten, as there can be any number of incarnations according to the need of the world.



7. Stages of Life
(Ashrama Dharma).

 

Hinduism divides the life of an individual into four stages (ashramas) with important duties to be performed in each stage (ashrama dharma). The first stage, brahmacharya, is the period of study and discipline. The student is required to stay at the house of the teacher and learn all sastras (sciences). Teachers usually live in hermit-ages in forests near villages. Students have to serve their master and beg food for their master and themselves. The curriculum includes the study of the Vedas, and the secular sciences like fighting with different weapons, archery, horse riding and political science. Students are supposed to refrain from all pleasures of life.

The second stage is that of the gruhastha (householder). It is believed that when the studentship is over, one should marry and shoulder the responsibilities of life. Marriage is a sacrament and a covenant between two different families or clans. It is an important stage because the householder takes care of the people in the other three stages. He is entitled to acquire wealth through righteous means and to support others. He is permitted to seek pleasures but only through righteous means. There are five duties or five sacrifices to be offered: the study of the Vedas, offering sacrifices to the gods, offerings to the departed ancestors, food offerings to domestic animals by taking care of them, and sacrifices to humanity, which consist of taking care of guests, the homeless and the needy.

The third stage is vanaprastha (forest dweller). According to the Hindu understanding, when the householder sees wrinkles in his skin, grayness in his hair and his grandson, he should accept the fact that he has become old. Then he should leave the responsibilities to his son and retire to the forest along with his wife. Thereafter, he should devote all his time to spiritual pursuits and undergo rigorous devotion, thus preparing for the final stage, sanyasa, which is the renunciation of all worldly attachments in order to attain the supreme goal of life, moksha (liberation). He is the ideal man and this part of life has to be trodden alone—even his wife cannot join him. His days are to be spent in contemplation, pondering the mysteries of life. The sanyasin is even-minded in sorrow and happiness, so that neither sorrow nor happiness affects him. He neither loves nor hates anyone and he frees himself from all attachments.

The four ashramas are designed to lead human beings to perfection by way of successive stages. The ultimate goal of everyone is liberation, which is to be attained through spiritual perfection and freedom.



8. Caste System
(Varna Dharma).

 

Caste is a social system unique to India. Aryan society in India was from the very beginning divided into different social groups, which later came to be known as castes. The earliest mention of caste is seen in Rig Veda (RV 10.90.12), and the laws of Manu (Manu Dharma Sastra 1.31) popularized it. The Rig Veda describes the four castes as having come out of the different parts of the body of the creator as complementary classes: Brahmana (priestly class) emerged from the mouth of the creator, Kshatriya (Warrior class) originated from the chest and arms, Vaisya (cultivators) had their origin from the belly and thighs, and finally Sudra (menial workers) came out of the feet of the creator.

The Brahmana (Brahmins) are the custodians of the spiritual culture of the race. They are entrusted with the duty of offering sacrifices on behalf of the people. Only Brahmins are entitled to study and teach the Vedas. A Brahmin should maintain pure conduct and character. He should be a mediator between god and people. By offering sacrifices and other offerings a Brahmin should also prepare the people for liberation. People in return should respect, give alms to and take care of the Brahmins. They should not persecute or even contradict a Brahmin. In a legal suit between a Brahmin and a non-Brahmin the verdict should be in favor of the Brahmin. Even the king has no right to reprimand a Brahmin.

Kshatriyas are the ruling caste. They are the warriors and their duty is to protect the country from the outsiders. People serve them and give them taxes. Vaisyas, the third caste group, is given the duty of cultivation, taking care of the cattle and the feeding of the country. They own the produce of the land and through their gifts and taxes people are sustained. These three castes are permitted to worship in the temples and wear the sacred thread, which is a sign of high caste membership.

Sudras, the last section of the Hindu society, are the menial workers. They are not permitted to worship in the temples. They are subject to many disadvantages like untouchability. However, they are the working-class people who toil to keep society in order. Their duties include cleaning the streets, burying the bodies of dead animals and other tasks.

Panchamas are another group that developed outside the caste hierarchy in early Indian society. They were untouchables and outside the hierarchy in all aspects of life. They were the subjugated and enslaved people of the land whom the invaders (Aryans) ill-treated with unparalleled discrimination.



9. Hindu Rituals.

 

Hindu rituals are categorized as sacrifices connected with vedic gods, rites of passage, known as Sanskara (sacraments), as well as the rituals in relation to the individual’s life in the later period. Vedic religion was chiefly a sacrificial religion, and the rites consisted of offering melted butter, grains, soma juice and at times animal sacrifices to the deities like Indra, Mitra and Varuna. The god Agni is important as he is the mediator between the gods and people, spreading the fragrance of the sacrifice among the gods. Initially, sacrifices were simple, household duties performed by the oldest male member of the house, Yajamana, who acted as priest, and the oldest female member, Yajamana Patni (wife of the householder), who assisted in the act. However, as the priestly class grew, sacrifices grew more complex and the assistance of the priests became necessary. The gods had to be pleased and appeased so that they in return might cherish people. Bhagavad Gita says: “For cherished by sacrifice the gods will bestow on you the pleasures you desire” (3.11-12). The sacrificial religion of the Vedas was utilitarian, based on the principle of reciprocity between gods and devotees.

Vedic rites are further divided into obligatory (nitya) and optional (kamya) rites. The nitya (obligatory) rites, such as morning and evening prayers, are to be performed not for any personal benefits. Sacraments (samskaras) are included in the obligatory duties. Samskaras include the birth ceremony, naming and first feeding of the child, investiture of the sacred thread as the symbol of second birth and caste membership, marriage, and the funeral ceremony.

The optional rites are for the benefit of those who seek various personal benefits. For instance, the one who seeks the birth of a son should perform the putra-kamesti sacrifice; the king who desires to be the ruler of many kingdoms should perform rajasuya (royal sacrifice). The agamic rites are a part of popular Hinduism related to the worship of idols and observance of fasts and feasts. Vedic people were unfamiliar with the worship of idols, for Vedas do not mention anything about idol worship. However, it is believed that image worshipped was adopted by the Aryans from the pre-Aryan civilization of India. Hinduism teaches that God, being the creator, greater than time and eternity, is unnamable and unseen. Therefore, human beings are unable to apprehend his essence and so use the help of sounds, names, pictures and images.



10. Hindu Festivals.

 

Festivals of Hindus provide opportunity for adherents to engage in intense meditation on God and to take a break from worldly life. Many of the Hindu festivals are commemorations of various myths. The commemoration of the advent of different avataras and purificatory observances are central to the festivals. The vitality of religion is kept up through the seasonal festivals, which celebrate the harvest or the fertility of the fields. Some commemorate the birth or victory of a god or hero. Nevertheless, some of these festivals are related to important days or famous incidents in the mythology. It is not easy to give a complete list of all the Hindu festivals because they vary from place to place and community to community. In addition, the followers of different cults have their own days of fasts and feasts. Sivaratri is a festival for the worshippers of Siva. Devotees observe this as a holy and auspicious night in which they keep themselves awake for the whole night. Holi is another prominent festival celebrated all over north India. The smearing of colored powders and water have become essential parts of the celebration with the dancing around the bonfire. Navaratri is a festival of nine nights celebrated in September and October. Vaikunta Ekadesi, Deepavali, Durga Puja, Vinayaka Chaturthi and Navaratri are some of the other festivals. The purpose of all these festivals is to create a spiritual environment for the people.



11. Renascent and Resistant Hinduism.

 

The last part of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century marked the emergence of a revival in Hinduism as a response to the colonial powers and the introduction of Christianity. As Western colonial powers came to India and as Christian missionary activities resulted in large-scale conversions, some orthodox Hindus, including some English-educated Hindus, succeeded in arousing the Hindus and inculcating in them the need to defend their religion against the onslaught of foreign religions. There was a spirit of intellectual and ideological resistance.

Some of the missionaries (especially the evangelical missionaries) criticized Hinduism as a mass of superstitions, a system of errors without any rational basis, and simply gross idolatry. However, another group of missionaries, with the orientalists, regarded Hindu religion with respect; they studied Sanskrit and translated the Indian literature into English and promoted them in the West as the symbol of a great civilization and culture.

Various Hindu responses took the form of new movements. Aryasamaj (founded by Swamy Dayananda Saraswathy) was the first reactionary and fundamentalist movement, which exhorted the Hindus to go back to the original purity of the vedic religion and to meet the opponents, Christians and Muslims, in their strongholds. Aryasamaj introduced conversion and reconversions to counter the Christian and Muslim missionary activities. Brahmo Samaj (founded by Raja Ram Mohan Roy) emerged in West Bengal with the aim of purifying Hinduism from superstitions, advocating social and religious reform and monotheism. Ramakrishna Paramahamsa was another reformer who defended Hinduism and exhorted the adherents to look at all religions as equally valid paths to the same one eternal reality. Swamy Vivekananda popularized Ramakrishna’s philosophy both in the East and the West by his historical appearance at the *Parliament of Religions in 1893, and through several centers of learning, including social service centers with the motto “Service to man is service to God.”

Renascent and resistant movements had a great impact on the Hindu community, helping the common people to conduct some honest heart-searching with respect to their religion. Further, they allowed the Hindus rediscover and reemphasize the more vital elements of their age-old and rich spiritual heritage. On the social side, these movements provided the impetus for internal reforms in Hinduism.



12. Current Trends.

 

From the thirteenth century onward Hindus were living in a situation of subjugation and defeat in all corners of life. Islam was the ruling power in north India along with some parts of the Decan in the south. The coming of the British marked the beginning of another period of foreign rule. The conversion activities of two strong proselytizing faiths, Christianity and *Islam, posed a threat to Hinduism during the colonial period. Christian missionaries of various types were increasingly vocal in their public statements about the superiority of all things Christian to the idolatry and decadence of all things Hindu. The result was the emergence of fundamentalist movements. While some fundamentalist organizations envisaged politicization of religion and tried to politicize the nationalist movement, others tried to militarize Hinduism to fight Muslims.

Hindu Mahasabha was the first Hindu political party, which rose to fame under the leadership of Veer Savarkar, who advocated militarization of Hinduism and the expulsion of Christians and Muslims from India. “India for Hindus” was his philosophy. In his much-celebrated booklet Hindutva he defined a Hindu as the one who considers India as the fatherland, motherland and sacred land. Since the Christians and the Muslims have their sacred land elsewhere they cannot be considered Hindus or Indians. However, the work of Hindu Mahasabha did not last long but faded away after one of its members was involved in the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi.

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), started by a medical doctor Keshav Baliram Hedgevar in 1925, and its affiliates (known as Sangh Parivar, a family of several organizations with a similar philosophy and function), is the champion of Hindu fundamentalism today. Ever since its inception it was involved in several communal riots and problems. Sangh Parivar has the notion of one Hindu community with one culture, language and religion. It aims at creating a monolithic community ruled by the sages and saints (theocratic rule) like the ancient days. Sangh Parivar opposes democratic government, democratic constitution, secular education, freedom of religion and privileges for minority communities. To occupy the political sphere and to inculcate its ideology, Sangh works through its political wing, Bharatiya Janata Party, which ruled India for about thirteen years. Viswa Hindu Parishad (World Hindu Association), its religious wing, inculcates religious ideology among the common people. Bajrang Dal (“soldiers of Hanuman,” the Monkey god), and Sivasena (“Soldiers of Siva,” a political party based in Mumbai), are a few other active Sangh family member organizations. Religious toleration was usually claimed to be a precious element of the Hindu cultural heritage since its inception. However, the emergence of fundamentalist movements like Sangh Parivar damaged the tolerant image of Hinduism.

Hinduism, in its historic form, believes that truth (reality) can be experienced in different ways, that there are as many forms and shapes of truth as there are people. Therefore, they believe all religions are equally effective means of achieving the ultimate goal. Hinduism is one among the many religions. It has nothing specific or special to offer to a seeker. Though it offers at least three ways for the liberation of the soul from the cycle of samsara, it does not offer any way for a sinner to be reconciled with the holy God nor a way of salvation through which a human being can be saved and live in this world with an assurance of eternal life after death.

M. T. Cherian



13. Hindu-Christian Relationships.

 

Christianity has a long history of relating to Vedic religions in South Asia, though it is only in the modern period that explicit Hindu-Christian interactions can be documented. As the previous discussion has shown, Hinduism as a single entity does not exist. “Hinduism is an acceptable abbreviation for a family of culturally similar traditions” (Lipner, 6), a convenient catch-all for a vast variety of religious cults and sects, regional and local deities and devotees, differing philosophies, spiritual disciplines, religious practices, guru cults and more. Hinduism as we know it is a recent creation but with complex cultural traditions of 3000 years or more.

13.1. Christian Response to Hinduism. Historically Christians have interacted with Hindus from the earliest advent of Christianity in India. According to local mythology original converts of Thomas included some from the Brahmin community in Kerala. Claiming descent from Namboodiri Brahmin converts has conferred high caste status upon the Thomas Christians. This respectable social status “enabled them to be in harmony with their predominantly Hindu neighbors” (Amaladass, 16). Caste-related practices, customs regarding food and occupation, modes of dress, faith in horoscopes, ceremonial bathing, rituals and festivals developed in largely Hindu categories. Church architecture borrows simultaneously from Jewish synagogues and Hindu temples—with elements of Hinduism, Christianity and the Syrian tradition in juxtaposition (Visvanathan, 9). Christian rites of passage likewise reveal the use of ritual substances such as coconuts, oil lamps and rice (commonly used by Hindus) but with a distinct Christian imprint (Visvanathan, 102).

Moving to the modern period, and a context quite dissimilar to Kerala, a remarkable example of cultural interaction can be seen in Andhra Pradesh. There under the indigenous leadership of Bishop V. S. Azariah (1874-1945), the Dornakal Diocese became the fastest growing diocese in South Asia, demonstrating that “the Church has succeeded best when fully inculturated” (Harper, 184). Conversion movements were an aspect of socio-economic and cultural change extending beyond the Church. Azariah devised new indigenous Christian liturgies, festivals and art forms borrowed from Hindu and other sources. The Dornakal Cathedral incorporated aspects of Hindu and Muslim architecture, a “dramatic statement of Christianity’s potential as the fulfillment of Indian faith and culture” (Harper, 196). Through conversion oppressed and backward peoples sought relief from the discrimination and stigma of untouchability as well as improvement in their status in society. Dornakal is but one example of Christian response.

The missionary approach to Hinduism often took the terms of criticism and confrontation. To William Ward (1769-1823) of the Serampore Mission, Hinduism was an enemy to be opposed and exposed. That at least appears to have been one of the objectives in his publication of History, Literature and Mythology of the Hindoos. Largely descriptive, the four volumes also contain translations and extracts from philosophers and religious writings.

In contrast, Orientalists such as F. Max Müller (1823-1900), William Jones (1746-1794) and Monier-Williams (1819-1899) promoted Sanskrit studies and the dissemination of India’s sacred texts. These early Indologists held that Hinduism has much to teach the West, a proposition taken up by Neo-Hinduism in its Vedantic mission to the West (Tathagatananda, xv-xvi).

Encounter today is more likely in terms of dialogue for mutual enlightenment and to dispel misunderstanding. The Round Table conferences conducted at Sat Tal Ashram in North India by Methodist evangelist E. Stanley Jones (1884-1973) were a forerunner of today’s dialogue events. Jones sought an interpretation of Christ and the Christian dharma in keeping with the Indian ethos. At the Round Table, Hindus and Christians and others were able to share their views in a non-threatening environment. As a result Hindus and others came face to face with Christ. Jones found the Indian ashram a suitable indigenous forum for reflection and utilized Hindu philosophy and culture for presenting the gospel. For years Jones’s disciple and successor, Acharya Daya Prakash (D. P. Titus), has continued to present Christ and the Christian message in the form of a modified Vedanta fulfillment theology in various religious settings.

Dialogue with Hinduism challenges the Church to examine the role of Christianity in a pluralistic society. Where Hindu populations have settled in Europe, Hindu-Christian dialogue has proven fruitful in fostering good relationships and understanding (Bakker, 35). In India, dialogue motivates the search for an authentic Indian Christianity and a contextual Indian theology, which raises questions as to how far the Indian Church can go in Hinduizing its theological identity (Robinson 2004). Issues of language must be considered, for example, the implications of terms such as avatara and the use of Brahmanical versus Dalit categories for an Indian *Christology. Since *Vatican Council II, dialogue has emerged as a major component of the *mission theology and practice of the Catholic Church (see Catholic Theology and the Global South). Ashrams and other centers for inter-religious dialogue have been established in India and Sri Lanka.

13.2. Hindu Responses to Christianity. As India encountered the West, various Hindu revitalization movements emerged to help identify Indians with Hinduism (Hiebert, 331). Some, such as the Hindu Mahasabha, the Rastriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), became overtly political. Others associated with the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP, the World Council of Hindus) have remained distinctly religious in nature and include gurus with large followings, popular festival, shrine and pilgrimage movements as well as Neo-Hindu organizations.

Other Hindu reform movements tried to accommodate Christian concepts, particularly to oppose idolatry and caste practices. Hindu response to Christianity is exemplified in the Hindu Renaissance of the nineteenth century. The Brahmo Samaj was the most influential new movement, founded in 1828 at Calcutta by Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833), pioneer Hindu social reformer, as a theistic society intended to precipitate a renewal movement in Bengal. Inspired by Christianity, yet derived from the Upanishads and the Gita, the Brahmo Samaj may be considered a Hindu revival movement. The Precepts of Jesus, compiled by Roy, reveal a theistic, rational interpretation of the New Testament. Roy had considerable interaction with the Serampore missionaries with whom he initially collaborated, then entered into controversy over the issue of Christology. Roy was not prepared to embrace the full-orbed Christological and trinitarian creed defended by Joshua Marshman (1768-1837), whose rigidity did not permit latitude for an Indian approach to the mystery of Christ. Roy rejected the Hindu concept of avatar (multiple incarnations), which he regarded as idolatry, and with it the Christian doctrine of incarnation, which he thought violated the oneness of God (Thomas, 9). The church was deprived of a potentially innovative theologian and a distinctly Indian theological perception.

Unlike Roy, Keshub Chandra Sen (1836- 1910) had no difficulty accepting belief in incarnation. Sen is a key figure in the Hindu dialogue with Christianity and is a pioneer in the development of Indian Christian theology, although he never became a Christian. Dissatisfied with Hinduism, he began to study the Bible and Christian theology. In 1857 Keshub joined the Brahmo Samaj and soon became its leader. Keshub was devoted to Christ. Many Hindus regarded him as a Christian. Christ became the center of his life. Keshub’s lectures bear witness of his love for Jesus (Scott, 106). There is no denying the reality of his experience of Christ and the genuineness of his effort to express his experience and understanding of Christ in terms of his own familiar Indian tradition.

The “Brahmo” movements were strongly theistic, cordial to Christianity, and stand in contrast to movements marked by hostility, such as the Arya Samaj founded by Dayananda Saraswati (1824-1883) for the propagation of the Aryan religion and the reconversion of Muslims and Christians back to the Vedic faith. The Arya Samaj is decidedly anti-Christian. Christians are considered deluded, all non-Vedic religions false. The Vedas alone are inspired, the Vedic religion true. Despite its apologetic and polemical tone, the Arya Samaj expressed belief in a personal God and concern for justice and compassion, ideas possibly derived from the Bible and the teachings of the missionaries (Neufeldt, 39).

Less vitriolic than the Arya Samaj, the Ramakrishna Mission founded by Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) established Neo-Hinduism as a modern missionary religion. Vivekananda rejected the Christian concept of *sin and a fallen humanity in need of saving grace, and opted instead for a mystical Christ and the mystic’s experience of the Ultimate (see Mysticism, Mystical Theology). The vast system of educational and social institutions of the Ramakrishna Mission rival the institutional expressions of the Christian mission prominent in Bengal at that time. Vivekananda’s participation in the World Parliament of Religions at Chicago in 1893 launched a missionary career dedicated to the advance of Vedantic Hinduism. Critical of Christianity, Vivekananda nevertheless recognized Christianity as a legitimate religion, and had a great admiration for Christ. But his was a Vedantic Christ, interpreted according to Vedanta (Mathew, 127).

In addition to religious movements, a number of key individuals interacted significantly with Christianity. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948), mahatma and nationalist, during the 1920s and 1930s carried on an active dialogue with Christians in India. Initially repelled by missionary denunciations of Hinduism as superstition, Gandhi later came to an appreciation of the New Testament and especially the Sermon on the Mount. He interacted with several Christian friends. Among them were C. F. Andrews, whom he regarded as a model Christian, and E. Stanley Jones, with whom Gandhi exchanged views concerning conversion and other vital issues. Although Gandhi remained a Hindu, eventually there emerged a “Gandhian Christianity” in which Gandhi was interpreted as putting Christian ideals into practice (Webster, 94-95).

Quite a different approach is that of Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1888-1975), late President of India, brilliant philosopher and Hindu apologist, whose disagreement with his Christian teachers led him to a radical re-interpretation of Christianity according to a Vedantic hermeneutic. Radhakrishnan rejects the uniqueness of Christ, and affirms the superiority of Vedanta (Kalapati, 27). Radhakrishnan draws a distinction between the Jesus of history and the Christ of Faith—the latter resembling his Vedantic Christ. True religion is measured not by doctrine but by religious experience. Despite the deviations, Radhakrishnan borrows values from Christianity (Kalapati, 169).

13.3. Hindu-Christian Approaches to Theology and Witness. One of the most interesting contextual experiments in mission history took place in the early seventeenth century in India. The brilliant but controversial Jesuit scholar, Roberto de Nobili (1577-1656), attempted “to show that the Christian faith could be thought and lived in a truly Indian way” (Clooney, 73). Nobili demonstrated that one could be Indian without being Hindu, and Christian without being European. De Nobili’s approach was through the traditions of Hinduism. His inculturation so Tamilized Christianity that it touched the heart of Tamil culture. His adaptations enabled the Christians to retain their Tamil cultural identity so that the converted Christians were not culturally alienated from the non-Christians (Michael, 63). Nobili’s greatest contribution was through his scholarship. The author of more than twenty books in the Tamil language, he is regarded the father of Tamil prose and has been honored for his contribution to Tamil culture. Nobili produced a terminology for Christian theology, a vehicle for conveying Christian ideas. Still today the Tamil Church—Protestant, Pentecostal and Independent as well as Catholic—builds upon the foundation laid by de Nobili and other missionary scholars.

India has produced a number of thinkers and leaders representing an “Indian” perception of the Christian church and theology, for example: Brahmobandhav Upadhyaya (1861- 1907), Nehemiah Goreh (1825-1885), Pandita Ramabai (1858-1922), Sadhu Sundar Singh (1889-1929), P. Chenchiah (1886-1959), V. Chakkarai (1880-1958), M. M. Thomas (1916- 1996) and others. None is greater than diminutive Pandita Ramabai Dongre Medhavi Saraswati (1858-1922), social activist and advocate of women’s rights, Marathi Chitpavan Brahmin convert to Christianity, and a maker of modern India. Her passage into Christian faith was in stages, beginning with conversion to the reformist Brahmo Samaj, whose monotheism she later came to perceive as Christian in origin. Although she no longer accepted or practiced Hindu religious beliefs, she never reviled the Hindu heritage received from her devout parents. Ramabai regarded herself as both Hindu and Christian (Ramabai 2003, 21, 36). An initial intellectual conversion was followed years later by an intense spiritual awakening from which stems Ramabai’s *evangelical identity combining deep spirituality with a vigorous social engagement. Her interest in Keswick Holiness brought openness to the 1905 revival at Mukti Mission with accompanying *Pentecostal manifestations, Pentecostal religious experience showing affinity to the bhakti expressions of the devotional Hinduism in which Ramabai was nurtured, the mystical tradition common to both.

Convert to Christ that she was, Ramabai declined to engage in negative polemics. Without apology she exposed the deplorable condition of Hindu women, and did everything in her power to bring about change. She spoke in Hindu temples on behalf of women, and in 1889 became the first woman to address the Indian National Congress. Pointing out that Christ came to fulfill, not to destroy, Ramabai urged Christian missionaries to study the sacred writings of India in order to appreciate the religious values which have sustained the Hindus through the ages (Ramabai, 23). In her conversion Ramabai neither rejected her own cultural background nor identified with Western observances.

Not only Ramabai but others from a bhakti tradition were drawn to Christ, such as the famous Marathi poet, Narayan Vaman Tilak (1862-1919). Dissatisfied with orthodox Hinduism, through reading the New Testament Tilak became convinced of the truth of Christianity. An acknowledged Marathi literary figure, Tilak brought his poetic gifts to the service of Christ and the church. In place of translated Western hymns, Tilak introduced the singing of bhajans and brought the use of kirtan into the Marathi Church, thus enriching its devotional life through familiar art forms. Tilak never gave up his Indian cultural birthright, but brought the riches of his Hindu heritage into the Church.

Of all Indian Christians, the best known is probably Sadhu Sundar Singh (1889-1929). Born in Punjab of devout Sikh parents who also read the Gita and followed Hindu teaching, Sundar Singh was nourished on the Hindu scriptures. His mother, he claimed, instilled in him the love and fear of God which prepared him to work for the Lord as a Sadhu (Appasamy, 18). In Sundar Singh we meet an evangelical Indian mystic. In Singh’s thought, meditation along with *dreams and visions were possible vehicles for receiving divine messages. Sundar Singh’s mystical theology is Christocentric. He affirms the uniqueness of the incarnation. Salvation is a work of the Holy Spirit for those who repent and believe in Christ.

A more recent Punjabi Sikh follower of Christ, Bakht Singh (1902-2000), converted in 1923 while an engineering student in Canada, returned for a ministry of faith and preaching all over India. The sermons of Bro. Bakht Singh reveal his theology as biblicist, Christocentric and devotional. Bro. Bakht Singh and the Assemblies with which he was associated became a remarkable indigenous Christian witness (Koshy). Punjabi in nature with worship patterns borrowed from the Gurdwara, cultural practices have been biblicized, and North Indian cultural forms have been adapted and followed throughout a movement composed largely of South Indians.

A Hindu-Christian theological response is exemplified in the logos theology of Brahmabandhav Upadhyay (1861-1907). Committed to the uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ, Upadhyay was equally convinced that God’s revelation in Christ should be expressed in Indian categories (Tennent, 255).

Hindu-Christian followers of Christ are many and extend far beyond the borders of the church. Expressions are found in *art forms adapted and utilized in architecture, poetry, *music, *dance, painting and more. The impact of Hindu-Christian interaction upon theology, Christian history and witness is considerable.

R. E. Hedlund

 

See also AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION; BUDDHISM; CHINESE RELIGIONS; FOLK RELIGION; INDIAN THEOLOGY; ISLAM; JUDAISM; POPULAR RELIGIONS.
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HISPANIC/LATINO THEOLOGY

 

The varied theological, ecclesiastical, spiritual and cultural expressions that come under the term Hispanic/Latino theology challenge the contemporary church in the United States. Hispanic theology defies simple definition because it is composed of those theologies that emerge out of the social and cultural contexts of Latina/Latino peoples. Hispanic theology maintains its contextual relevancy in a confrontational dialogue with the received dominant theological tradition. There is no single, unified Hispanic/Latino/Latina theology but a multiplicity of perspectives within the Hispanic communities that each articulate a distinctive and relevant Hispanic viewpoint for the larger endeavor of Christian theology as a whole. Hispanic theology has roots that took hold even before the creation of Latin America, and its significance flows beyond the boundaries of Hispanic communities in an increasingly pluralistic United States. Diverse ideologies and methods meet under the rubric of Hispanic/ Latino/Lantina theology, but it is possible to identify some key issues and themes.

1. Hispanic/Latino/Latina Identity and Culture

2. Collaborative Theology: Method and Corrective

3. Emergence of Hispanic Theology

4. Conclusion


 


1. Hispanic/Latino/Latina Identity and Culture.

 

Issues of contextual identity and cultural pluralism are an inherent part of Latino/Lantina theologies, although they do not exhaust its whole content. In the United States “Hispanics” and “Latinos/Latinas” (the terms refer to the same groups) are peoples who have roots in Latin America, but even that shared characteristic can mask a great deal of historical and cultural diversity. For example, when the news media emphasizes the impact of recent immigrants from Latin America it obscures the fact that in the U.S. Southwest there are people of Mexican descent whose families have been there since before Jamestown. They did not move from Latin America—Latin America was taken from them when much of Mexico became part of the United States at the end of the Mexican American War in 1848. Puerto Rico is still culturally and geographically part of the Caribbean and Latin America, but has been a U.S. possession since 1898 and its people U.S. citizens since 1917 even as Puerto Ricans are often considered immigrants within U.S. borders. On the other hand other Hispanics have more recently sought refuge in the United States as they left their homes for economic or political reasons, even in some cases in order to save their lives. With its continually evolving cultural, racial and geographic identities, the increasing population of Hispanics or Latinos/ Latinas in the United States is one of the largest “Latin American” population centers in the world.

Not only do Hispanics continue to draw on their Latin American heritage, but despite governmental demographic designations, there is an indigenous U.S. Latino/Lantina population, so that there is no such thing as a “typical” Hispanic. The Hispanic/Latino/Latina religious experience encompasses areas of contemporary expressions with Iberian, African, indigenous and Asian roots. A new cultural mestizaje is taking place in the United States (see Hybridity). Moreover some Hispanic theologians also use the term mulatez in conjunction with mestizo. Both terms were used in the colonial period, the first to refer to the mixture of African and European cultures, the latter referring to European and indigenous.

The cultural complexity of Latino/Latinas includes identities transported from Latin America, identities imposed by the dominant culture and identities that emerge in a new place. In this way the people called “Hispanic” or “Latino/Lantina” are continually forming and re-forming as a people who live in the United States. All of this identity formation is part of the context of Hispanic theologies.



2. Collaborative Theology: Method and Corrective.

 

Hispanic theology is vitalized by its communal nature. A mutual interest in investigating the importance of identity and social location for understanding Latino/Lantina theology and religion is complemented by a shared curiosity about the impact of contemporary hermeneutical and philosophical discussions that shape the analysis of religions and communities. This finds expression in Hispanic/ Latino/Latina theology’s collaborative methodology, commonly referred to as teología en conjunto.

One way to understand this collaborative approach is by considering some selected themes of Hispanic theologies. Determining definite schools of thought in Hispanic theology eludes scholars even though there are themes that unite the different strains. The common themes emerging include the emphasis on identity and culture, the importance of family and community, the role of experience and religious practices—especially popular religious practices—gender analysis and agency, the struggle for survival, agency in public life, and interreligious dialogue. The rubric of re-reading in its many permutations also joins the strands of Hispanic theology. “Reading the Bible in Spanish,” initially suggested by Justo González as a way to discuss Hispanic/Latino/Latina approaches to biblical interpretation, has been adopted by others in various fields of study. Theology in general, along with the specific areas of theology, such as *Christology, the history of Christianity, pastoral theology and others, are reexamined from the perspectives of Hispanic experiences and communities.

Hispanic theological themes include a rereading of the received traditions as well as matters of concern that arise from the Latino/ Latina community. For example, the U.S. Latino /Latina comunidad contains a majority of women who provide leadership in all areas of life that often goes unrecognized by official leadership structures and within the institutional church. Latinas in the United States contend with deep-rooted paternalistic and sexist ascription, from both Latin American cultures and dominant U.S. cultures, within the church and without.

Latina feminist theologies, often called *mujerista theologies, share some of the general characteristics of other North American *feminist theologies. Nonetheless the distinctive and diverse perspectives of U.S. Latina/Hispanic feminist theologies enable both Latina women and the larger Latino community to understand multiple oppressive structures, identify their preferred future and confront internalized oppression. Furthermore, Latina feminist theologies identify the importance of female leadership in maintaining the health and life of the comunidad, even in the midst of oppression.



3. Emergence of Hispanic Theology.

 

A formal articulation of Hispanic/Latino/ Latina theology can be traced at least to the 1960s. Ana María Díaz-Stevens and Anthony Stevens-Arroyo speak of a Latino religious resurgence that started after 1967. These sociologists of religion note that while there had always been a Hispanic/Latino/Latina presence in the United States, certain events marked a new stream of religious life, expression and engagement of Latinos/Latinas with the wider society toward the end of the twentieth century.

Groups such as PADRES (Padres Asociados para Derechos Religiosos, Educacionales y Sociales) and Las Hermanas were formed as contextual theological responses to the particular conditions of Hispanics. The Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC) in San Antonio, Texas, was founded in 1972 by clergy and laity to focus on the spiritual, temporal and educational needs of the Mexican American Catholic community. In establishing this center, Virgilio Elizondo advocated a culturally relevant Catholicism that addressed itself to bringing the good news to all situations of life. Central in this was mining the theological and cultural riches found in the devotion to the Virgin of Guadalupe (see Guadalupe, Our Lady of).

Latino/Latina theological thought and action also unite in organizations like the Academy of Catholic Hispanic Theologians of the United States (ACHTUS). Apuntes and the Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology publish essays that reflect a cross-section of theology. Other organizations contributing to the burgeoning development of Hispanic theology include the Latina/o Religion, Culture and Society Group of the American Academy of Religion, La Comunidad (an interdisciplinary association of Hispanic scholars of religion, theology and biblical studies), the Asociación Educativa Teológica Hispana (AETH, Association of Hispanic Theological Education) and the Program for the Analysis of Religion Among Latinos (PARAL), a research group that has emphasized sociological analysis of Latino religion rather than theological exposition.

Perhaps the most prominent organization in the emergence and ongoing development of Hispanic theology is the Hispanic Summer Program (HSP), an ecumenical and interdenominational enterprise for Hispanic theological education. Hispanic seminarians gather for graduate instruction by Hispanic professors for two weeks every summer. Since the first session held in 1986, both students and faculty have included Roman Catholics and Protestants. This has proved one of the most amazing and striking characteristics of the HSP, and it has become the greenhouse for teología en conjunto.



4. Conclusion.

 

Within the Latino/Latina community are both local Hispanic theologies as well as something more formally designated as Hispanic theology. The contributions of Hispanics in theology, history, liturgy and pastoral ministry, along with the issues facing their communities, continue to be haphazardly and systematically ignored by those outside the community. Teología en conjunto seeks to correct this oversight and to make positive contributions to the life, thought and ministry of the wider Christian church.

Hispanic theology brings many gifts to the wider church in its demonstration of the need for cultural competency in theology and ministry and its strategies to achieve a balance. Latinas and Latinos daily demonstrate their cultural competency when they engage with the dominant culture. The variety of Hispanic/Latino /Latina theology demonstrates the reality, need, and possibility of theological and ecclesiastical cultural competence for Christian life together and ministry in the world. With that perspective it is clear that Hispanic/Latino/ Latina theology is not a passing fad but may be one way to revitalize the wider church in the U.S. across denominational, jurisdictional, racial, ethnic and class lines.

See also LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, INDIGENOUS; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC.
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HISTORICAL JESUS, QUEST OF.
See CHRISTOLOGY.





HISTORY

 

History, in the broadest sense, is the story of humanity’s past. More narrowly it is the practice of recounting past events as a means of discovering meaning and establishing the identity of a people. In the West this has developed formally into a highly specialized discipline that uses written or material sources to critically reconstruct past events and periods. But in many parts of the world peoples still practice traditional historiography that narrates the story of a people in the form of proverbs, *myths or tales, whether these are written, told orally or performed in popular theater. But in every case history includes not only a selective chronology of events, but also an interpretation of those events that reflects the worldview of those whose story is being told, including both *epistemological assumptions (about how we know) and philosophical or religious commitments about the nature of reality.

1. Development of the Idea of History

2. Representative Views of Human History


 


1. Development of the Idea of History. The first organic view of history emerged with the Greek historians of the classical period (sixth through fourth century BC). Their stories grew around a common mythical core represented by the Homeric epics. As with most traditional histories, the earliest histories were characterized by a mixture of factual and mythical explanations, and of both human and divine activities.
 

But these early histories displayed no interest in events beyond their own shores. The first truly universal history emerged in the Jewish and Christians tradition where God was the Creator and Lord of the whole world, and thus interested in all people. This view of history is implicit in Scripture, where all the nations will one day come to worship the God of Israel in Jerusalem, and is especially prominent in the New Testament, when Christ commands his disciples to make disciples from all the nations of the world in anticipation of the day when representatives from all peoples will gather around the throne of God in heaven.

The first writer to attempt a truly universal view of human history was Augustine of Hippo (d. 430). In the City of God he describes all human activity in terms of two cities, one based on human pride and leading to death, the other on love and leading to eternal life. Though this describes a universal situation, Augustine’s views represent more a constant theme of human history rather than any genuine sense of development. This came later in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries when Joachim of Fiore proposed that history was divided into three periods, that of the Father during the Old Testament time, that of the Son beginning with the life of Christ, and the period of the Spirit, which Fiore believed was about to begin.

For the medieval person history was understood in religious terms, but in the sixteenth century this began to change. Humanist writers began to use historical documents critically, and after the voyages of discovery and later the scientific revolution, secular explanations began to compete with religious ones. After the *Enlightenment, development in history came to be understood entirely in natural terms, and the role of God has been reduced to the private world of the self.



2. Representative Views of Human History. Alongside this Western critical view of history, traditional views of history continue to influence people in many parts of the world.
 

2.1. Classical Chinese Historiography. Since the centuries before Christ, Chinese history has focused on the archival chronicles of the major dynasties of China. It was believed that emperors followed a mandate from heaven to maintain a social order according to certain moral standards. The connection between the political rule and moral order was an important characteristic of these chronicles, and each dynasty sought to portray itself in the light of these ideals. At times, as during the Manchu dynasties, this led to portraying the past in a way that celebrated the accomplishment of the emperors and connected them to the glorious past of ancient China. Since the fall of the monarchy in 1911, Chinese people struggle to see the ways their long and noble past connects with the increasingly pluralistic world of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

2.2. African Views of History. African understandings of history commonly included belief in the continuity between the living and the dead and the relevance of the larger community of *ancestors. Typically the stories of a given people or tribe included tales of origins, sometimes even of a disastrous “fall.” In general these stories did not seek to make precise observations about past events so much as explain contemporary practices and institutions. Often these stories, sometimes told in the form of proverbs, were passed on orally. Alongside this traditional historiography Africans increasingly are coming to see their history in terms of the growing and often painful encounter with foreign influences and powers—whether political, as in the colonial period, or religious, in the form of Muslim traders or Christian missionaries.

2.3. History in Islam. Tracing its history back through the Old Testament to Abraham, Islam believes that God has raised up various prophets—Moses, Jesus and finally the last and greatest prophet, Muhammad—to propound a new law (shari’a) and found a new community of the faithful. Inevitably the earlier communities became corrupted and God gave to Muhammad the Qurʾan as the final communication of his will for all peoples and for all time. Contemporary differences in Islam represent the different views of the way this tradition has been reliably handed down. Muslim people today also struggle to understand the way this understanding of history comports with the complex world they are increasingly coming to know.

2.4. Christian View of History. All of these, and others not described, could reasonably be seen to compete with the secularized form of the Christian view of history that involves a social and economic progress toward an indefinite but always bright future. The idea of progress that developed in the nineteenth century grew out of the Christian view that history was moving toward a final state in which Christ would return and God would establish a righteous *kingdom. Though people have given up this view of God and the end times, due to their faith in science and reason, they continued to believe the world was moving forward. Recently these optimistic views have been challenged both by the new awareness of traditional accounts of the past like those we have reviewed, and by the sense that progress is not the necessary future of the world and that science and reason may not be an adequate substitute for faith in the Christian God.

The Christian view of history centers on God’s self-revelation in Christ, which Christians believe is the center and focal point of all events. Christ’s life fulfills not only the OT law but also realizes the original purposes of creation and, at the same time, anticipates God’s final purposes for humanity and creation. For the Christian then history represents the broadest horizon of theology (Pannenberg). Events, persons and nations in history then find their fullest meaning as in Christ they participate in this larger redemptive history.

See also EPISTEMOLOGY; MYTH; NARRATIVE THEOLOGY; REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE.
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HOLINESS MOVEMENT.
See WESLEYANISM, WESLEYAN THEOLOGY.

 

HOLISTIC EVANGELISM.
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HOLISTIC MISSION

 

The term holistic mission attempts to capture an approach to mission that integrates the proclamation of the *gospel with obedience to the command to love one’s neighbor. The gospel message needs to be stated specifically so that the hearer is challenged by the wonder of God’s grace. At the same time those potential hearers who are suffering from injustice or destitution need to see the impact of the gospel in the speaker’s life by the effort exercised in seeking to meet their needs. In addition a person who has never experienced sacrificial love may need such love to be expressed at least in a small measure as an indicator of Christ’s sacrificial love for us all.

1. Biblical and Theological Foundations

2. The Lausanne Movement

3. Retrieving an Evangelical Tradition


 


1. Biblical and Theological Foundations.

 

The basis for such an approach to mission is rooted in the very character of God. The children of Israel were taught about God who rescued them from slavery. They learned through ritual and the giving of the law that God is the Holy One. His very nature is holy, and he calls on his people to be holy (Lev 11:44-45). The law was given to the children of Israel so that they might live a morally upright life and be a witness to the nations about the one true God, Creator of all the earth, who is the Holy One (Ex 19:6; Ps 99; Is 6:3). With this understanding of God’s holiness, Jeremiah makes clear that God is the righteous one (Jer 23:6), and the psalmist gives praise to God for his righteousness (Ps 11:7; 129:4; 145:17). This fact is underlined in the New Testament (e.g., Jn 17:25; Rom 3:21-26; 2 Tim 4:8; 1 Jn 2:1). We are called to be filled with the fruit of righteousness (2 Cor 5:21; Phil 1:11).

The Hebrew and Greek words for righteousness: [image: 014]edeq/dikaiosynē also convey the meaning of justice. Justice and righteousness are linguistically and theologically linked together. Thus the psalmist declares, “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne” (Ps 89:14), and Amos states, “let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an everflowing stream” (Amos 5:24). Amos and Micah call on God’s people to reflect the character of God to the world. We are to announce the good news of righteousness and exercise justice (Mic 6:8) in our society, and in this way we are making known that God is the Holy One (Is 42:6-7; Rom 12:1-2; Eph 4:24).

Another basis for understanding holistic mission is to grasp Jesus’ words that he came to bring the *kingdom of God (Mt 4:23; 12:28; 24:14; Mk 1:14; Lk 8:10; 11:20; Acts 1:3; 28:31). Jesus is the embodiment of the kingdom, and we are called to enter into a relationship with the King, made possible justly through his sacrificial act. The kingdom of God is about forgiveness, reconciliation and a different social order such that a changed life should reflect to the world the righteous character of a loving and just Creator God. The kingdom theme carries with it an intention for the restoration of justice (Lk 4:18-19; Is 61:10), and the fact that Jesus brought into the world his redemptive activity means that we are responsible to participate in the kingdom now as well as having a strong expectation of the coming kingdom. This means we are not alienated from the world, rather we are responsible to be Christ’s ambassador to the world. This is exemplified in the sending out of the disciples for their first mission. They were to preach the coming of the kingdom, cast out evil spirits and heal (Lk 10)—they were to meet immediate needs. This understanding of the kingdom is further exemplified in the apostles’ actions and words as recorded in Acts 4.

Karl Barth, in his 1933 paper Die Mission, pointed to this fact that we are involved in God’s mission and we should therefore reflect the call to justice and righteousness as part of the announcement of God’s grace in offering salvation to all who repent. Barth’s challenge was expounded at the International Missionary Council Conference at Willingen in 1952, with the result that the term Missio Dei emerged to point to the fact that all mission is God’s mission and thus the church is called by God to be an instrument in making the kingdom of God known. Thus we are to make known the whole gospel, in word and in deed. At this time another strand of reflection was being pursued on the theme of shalom. Jeremiah instructed those going into exile to “seek the shalom of the city . . . for in its shalom you will find your shalom ” (Jer 29:7). Shalom points to right relationships—with God, with one another and within the community. Real peace will be found only in Christ, and thus one must turn to Christ and accept his free gift of salvation. At the same time, as Psalm 85 points out, righteousness/ justice is bound up with peace (Ps 85:10). This is a significant psalm as it sets the context in terms of salvation. One might make a link with the announcement of the birth of Jesus in Luke 2:14. Having been reconciled to God in Christ, we are to seek reconciliation with our neighbors and promote in the community God’s justice and peace.

Barth’s challenge made it clear that a dualistic approach to mission had developed and needed to be set aside in the light of kingdom-of-God theology. Following the 1910 mission conference this dualistic mindset developed when some elements in the global church placed an emphasis on political and social action while sidelining the centrality of announcing the gospel message. This was referred to as a social gospel. Biblically minded people reacted to this, making clear the absolute need for the gospel to be articulated. In underlining the need for the gospel to be stated in word, there was a tendency to make secondary the command to love one’s neighbor. Thus matters of justice and of meeting the needs of the poor, the widows, the orphans and the destitute were left as responsibilities of the secular world.



2. The Lausanne Movement.

 

The dualistic position was challenged by evangelicals at a conference in Chicago in 1973 and the declaration from this conference became the basis for a rethink at the 1974 Lausanne Congress on World Evangelization (see Lausanne Movement and Covenant). At this 1974 event the widely acclaimed Lausanne Covenant was adopted; it stated in clause 5:The message of salvation implies also a message of judgment upon every form of alienation, oppression and discrimination. . . . When people receive Christ they are born into his kingdom and must seek not only to exhibit but also to spread its righteousness. . . . The salvation we claim should be transforming us in the totality of our personal and social responsibilities. Faith without works is dead.




 




The impact of the Lausanne Covenant was to bring about further consultations, first between evangelicals and the World Council of Churches, leading to a helpful statement on Mission and Evangelism. This was followed with a further conference in Stuttgart in 1987 (see the statement in Samuel and Hauser). The Lausanne movement itself held a consultation in 1982 to give further thought to what had been a divisive issue and examined the issue in detail, noting that the love of one’s neighbor is affected by the nature of the neighbor’s context as addressed in the good Samaritan parable. This report underlines the necessity for the gospel to be preached and at the same time to demonstrate the righteousness of God who is the Holy One and who is the sovereign Lord of all the earth.

Lausanne hosted a global forum in 2004, and one issue group at the forum further examined the matter of holistic mission. This group noted Lesslie Newbigin’s reflections on the first seven chapters of Acts, which led him to consider that Christian witness is often the result of actions that “provoke questions to which the gospel is the answer.” These question-provoking acts can be either the powerful work of God or the eloquent lives of caring relief workers. This approach provides a sensitive alternative (particularly in antagonistic contexts) in which the initiative to inquire about spiritual things may be taken by those who are benefiting from a caring ministry yet do not know about God’s grace in Christ. The forum report stated that “holistic mission is the means through which the glory of the kingdom of God is announced and concretely manifested in history in anticipation of the end by the power of the Spirit” (see Occasional Paper No. 33).



3. Retrieving an Evangelical Tradition.

 

Holistic mission started with the apostles and was highlighted by Nicolaus Zinzendorf in the Moravian movement of the early eighteenth century. The Pietist movement of that time held that service of the soul was inseparable from service of the body, and this led to a whole range of service ministries. In the 1820s the evangelist Charles Finney developed caring ministries as part of his evangelistic program in central New York, and other evangelists such as F. B. Meyer, John H. Jowett and Charles H. Spurgeon established caring ministries for those in their towns who were destitute. At the same time, evangelicals in England took a leading role in the passing of laws to stop the slave trade and even persuaded the government of the day to use its navy to stop slave ships crossing the Atlantic Sea and Indian Ocean.

The reaction to an emphasis on social action as the only needed expression of the gospel during the early twentieth century was eventually brought into balance by the reflection of the various conferences held by evangelicals since then. As a result a number of organizations have emerged with an agenda to assist those in need and/or to promote justice while at the same time having a clear agenda to take every opportunity to announce the good news.

The people of every nation, every culture and every language need to see the character of God manifested, and the only way this will happen is as Christians reflect God’s holiness in the exercise of justice, his love in the exercise of caring ministries, and his kingdom in advocating peace. The gospel is first expressed in the lives of the community of believers and then in the declaration of the good news of God’s eternal saving grace. In this integrated presentation of the gospel the words about God’s grace, love and forgiveness start to make sense even to those who have rejected God as well as to those who are seeking to know about eternity.

See also MISSIONARY MOVEMENTS; MISSIONS, THEOLOGY OF; RELIEF AND DEVELOPMENT.
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HOLY SPIRIT.
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HOPE, THEOLOGY OF

 

With the publication of Jürgen Moltmann’s Theology of Hope (1964; ET 1967), a new movement called “theology of hope” was launched. Taking his cue from the rediscovery of *eschatology and the apocalyptic in New Testament theology (initiated by J. Weiss and A. Schweitzer among others at the turn of the twentieth century) as well as from Karl Barth’s emphasis on an eschatological theology (i.e., one centered in Christ), Moltmann moved eschatology from the margins to the center. Indeed, for him eschatology is not only the first chapter of theology but also its underlying motif. Eschatology in this new outlook does not speak so much of “last things” but of the presence and implications of the future in the present. This doctrine of Christian hope is no utopian dream but a “concrete hope” based on the history of Jesus Christ, his cross and resurrection. In a critical dialogue with the atheist philosopher E. Bloch, who in his The Principle of Hope had suggested the idea of “transcending without transcendence,” hope without any reference to God, Moltmann insisted that it takes transcendence to have a lasting hope. This hope hinges on God who is the “power of the future.” He is the God who raised the crucified Jesus from the dead and has shown himself to be faithful to his promise. For Moltmann, the key revelational category is the promise.

The theology of hope movement, as well as addressing eschatology and *revelation, also reinterpreted the doctrine of *God. In their future-directed “eschatological ontology,” the transcendence of God vis-à-vis his immanence is conceived temporally rather than spatially; God is the “God of the future.” “God is not ‘beyond us’ or ‘in us,’ but ahead of us in the horizons of the future opened to us in his promises.” Consequently, “the ‘future’ must be considered as a mode of God’s being” (Moltmann 1970, 10). Because God’s future for us is “open,” it is new, not merely an extension of the past. Reality is not predetermined but is historical in nature and under development, awaiting and hoping for the future. The future is ontologically prior to present and past.

In the beginning stages, another German theologian, the Lutheran Wolfhart Pannenberg was looked upon as another main architect of this new view. Though rejecting the label “theologian of hope,” Pannenberg has significantly contributed to and expanded this theological outlook. Pannenberg came to focus on the future by way of the notion of “revelation as history,” a programmatic work to which he contributed in 1961. The revelation of God, while proleptically present in Christ and his resurrection, awaits for the final manifestation at the eschaton. The deity of God is connected with the demonstration of God’s existence and lordship, which can only be finally determined at the end. Consequently, in his doctrine of God Pannenberg also moves away from a spatial understanding of transcendence and, in a way similar to Moltmann, focuses on the future as the locus of transcendence: God is the all-determining power that provides the meaning for the world and *history.

In America, Pannenberg’s Lutheran student Carl Braaten was an early advocate of the movement (1969). In Latin America, the Roman Catholic J. B. Metz developed the theology of hope especially with a view to its social and political implications. In a recent ecumenical statement, a number of Asian women, who gathered in Java, appealed to theology of hope as a resource for the struggle against suffering and injustice, confrontation with powers and principalities, as well as living in loving solidarity with people of other faiths (ecumenical association).

See also ESCHATOLOGY.
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HUMAN RIGHTS

 

Human rights have developed through a long and diverse tradition, from biblical teaching of the image of God and justice owed to others, to the love of God especially for outcasts revealed in Jesus, through the early church fathers and then the conciliar tradition of the church in the Middle Ages, to the free-church Puritan movement for the right of religious liberty, to Enlightenment claims of a universal rationalist grounding. Since 1945, human rights have had specific historical grounding in revulsion against Nazism, colonialism, segregation, apartheid and genocide. Because “human rights” do not have a complete and singular meaning in themselves, but their meaning and functional implications are shaped in part by the historical and theological narrative in which they are grounded, it is important to understand the historical drama that carries any particular assertion of human rights.

1. Different Historical Dramas Carry Different Understandings of Human Rights

2. Theological Grounding for Human Rights


 


1. Different Historical Dramas Carry Different Understandings of Human Rights.

 

1.1. The Free-Church Puritan Origin. The full concept of human rights was first developed and articulated during the free-church struggle for the right of religious liberty in Puritan England in the 1640s, by the *Anabaptist /Baptist Richard Overton (Haller, Huber and Tödt, Stassen, Tuck, and Westmoreland-White.) Overton advocated human rights first in his satire The Arraignment of Mr. Persecution (1645). His arguments are based on Scripture as authoritative: he shows an extensive knowledge of the New Testament, and the passages on which he focuses fit with his own confession of faith as early as 1615, when he joined the Waterlander Mennonite Church in Holland. He also argued from natural law, which had been articulated for centuries prior to the Puritan period. And, from the perspective of his faith, he argued on the basis of historical experience: persecution causes wars, divisions, bloodshed and hypocrisy; most wars, and especially the Thirty Years’ War that killed one-third of the people of Germany, were fought over which religion would dominate and exclude the other. The right to religious liberty would be a dramatic *peacemaking initiative: there would be no need to fight a war to get “our” faith to control the government. Overton was also motivated by biblical concern for justice for the poor, which was intensified by his acquaintance with the poor jailed for their debts when he was jailed for his faith.

His comprehensive doctrine of human rights as belonging to all persons, not only Englishmen or Christians, but including Protestants, Catholics, Jews and Muslims, was born fully developed, comprehensive even by present-day standards in “An Appeal . . . to the Free People” (1647). It included three major categories of rights: (1) religious liberty and civil liberty: freedom from coercion in religion, from governmental establishment of religion and from taxation for religion (see Freedom, Religious); freedom of the press; the right of prisoners not to be starved, tortured or extorted; the right not to be arbitrarily arrested nor forced to incriminate oneself; the right to speedy trial; the right to understand the law in one’s own language; and equality before the law; (2) basic needs and economic rights: the right not to be imprisoned for debt; the right to trade internationally without restrictions by monopolies; the right to a free education for everyone; the right to housing and care for poor orphans, the widowed, the aged and the handicapped; and the right of the poor to their portion of land; and (3) rights of participation in choosing a government that is responsive to the people and the common good; the right to vote and participate in government regardless of one’s beliefs; and the right to petition Parliament.

1.2. The Enlightenment’s Thin Basis and Thin Meaning. Subsequently, John Locke, in reaction against wars over religion, sought to deemphasize the place of religion in public discourse and instead to base truth on an alleged universal reason. As he put it, “Reason must be our last judge and guide in everything.” The result was to shift the meaning of separation of church and state from meaning churches should be free to speak prophetically against unjust policies, as in Overton and the Puritans, to meaning churches should base what they say in public discourse on what is claimed to be universal reason. His Two Treatises of Government (1689) influenced New England preachers who advocated the American Revolution and influenced Thomas Jefferson’s writing of the Declaration of Independence. He advocated the basic rights of life, liberty and property, thereby thinning Overton’s more comprehensive doctrine of human rights to emphasizing individual liberty and property rights.

John Rawls, writing from a philosophical point of view that systematically rules out any religious or Christian input, represents the liberal *Enlightenment tradition in the twentieth century. Rawls prioritizes basic liberties of all individuals over economic needs of the least advantaged. In a brief caveat near the end of his argument, Rawls says this applies to societies where basic needs are met for all. But where people are living near or below the level of subsistence, economic rights may take priority. Hollenbach comments that this renders Rawls’s prioritization of liberties over economic needs inadequate for developing countries (and for a United States where 47 million people have no health insurance).

1.3. Twentieth-Century Reactions Against the Enlightenment. Joan Lockwood O’Donovan (O’Donovan and O’Donovan, 75, 96, 147, 164, 229-38) contends that the seventeenth-century free-church movement for religious liberty and congregational church government (based on the Lordship of Christ rather than the authority of state and bishops) is perfectionist and sectarian, and therefore “provides no ecclesiological model for an inclusive, democratic polity” (O’Donovan and O’Donovan, 164). Thus she overlooks the origin of human rights in the seventeenth-century struggle for religious liberty and basic human and economic needs of the poor, and the contribution to democracy of the congregational form of government of the free churches; she thinks of human rights as grounded in the later Enlightenment understanding of Locke and Hobbes. She argues that “all natural rights, at least in the Western political tradition, originate in property right” and “the person’s natural right to dispose of his own acts (i.e., his right of freedom), which came to be explicitly construed as a form of proprietorship” (O’Donovan and O’Donovan, 75). With C. B. McPherson, and with Marxist criticism, she identifies human rights as motored by possessive individualism and defense of their own property rights by the privileged. She is also concerned about autonomous subjectivism being set loose from objective authority connected with God.

The modern tradition of natural rights, which has universalized property right into an original and permanent ethical datum of humanity, is a further phase of theological naturalism, at least on the lips of theologians. In so elevating a restraining institution of civil society, the concept of natural rights blurs the distinction between civil and eschatological community, concealing both the remoteness and the proximity in their relationship. Consequently, instead of allowing civil society to be opened by the Holy Spirit to the demands and reality of evangelical community, this concept closes civil society to those demands and that reality, enveloping it in sinful complacency. (O’Donovan and O’Donovan, 96)




 

Therefore she rejects human rights as a destructive influence.

Lockwood O’Donovan acknowledges that in Rerum Novarum, Pope Leo XIII articulated the natural law and the common good “as natural rights belonging to individuals and groups (following the late scholastic development of [Thomas Aquinas’s] thought)” (O’Donovan and O’Donovan, 229). Furthermore, “we are struck by the similarity of perspective” in Pope Pius XI’s Quadragesimo Anno. He speaks not only of “the dignity and freedom of individuals,” but also the rights of labor, family and church. Pope John XXIII affirmed and internationalized this understanding, emphasizing that “the universal common good” requires international law and worldwide public authorities that have as their “fundamental objective the recognition, respect, safeguarding and promotion of the rights of the human person.” John Paul II also “retains the language of natural rights for articulating ‘the common good’ of civil society” (O’Donovan and O’Donovan, 231). But she traces—and basically reduces—Catholic human rights teaching to “natural property rights [that] did not originate with Hobbes and Locke but with late medieval canon and civil lawyers, canonist popes and theologians” (O’Donovan and O’Donovan, 75). These shifted from an Augustinian church-based human good to an Aristotelian state-based human good and eventually to support for liberal democracy, thus bringing about an Enlightenment secularization and property-rights focus. Catholic teaching (below) disagrees. This difference demonstrates the importance of understanding which historical drama is carrying a particular assertion of human rights.

Alasdair MacIntyre (68-69) likewise reacts against human rights because he sees them as based in Enlightenment claims that they have universal reason as their source. Therefore he likens belief in universal rights to belief in witches and unicorns, since none of us possesses universal reason; we are all influenced by where we come from, historically and socially. Advocates of human rights respond that this commits the fallacy of confusing the source with the intention. Human rights originated in a free-church tradition, not in an Enlightenment claim to possess universal reason. They have multiple historical sources, carried by diverse faiths and contextualized narratives. The sources are historically particular and diverse; but these particular historical traditions each have universal intent; they intend to affirm the dignity and human rights of all persons, universally. For example, the biblical claim that all humankind is created in the image of God is a particular biblical claim; and it affirms the universal dignity of all humankind. Universal intent can be affirmed from particular ground. What was a particular struggle for religious liberty, and then for economic justice and participation in community, led by Richard Overton, has become a worldwide affirmation, an “almost universal language of moral debate,” as Christopher Marshall says. “It would appear then, that if Christians are to engage meaningfully with the great moral issues of our day, they will need to master the rhetoric of rights, and to use it sensitively to articulate key Christian insights and perspectives” (Marshall). Or, as Esther Reed puts it, “Human rights provide the language and conceptuality around which theorists and politicians unite, even if they do not agree about their reasons for unity” (Reed, 22). Affirmation of the inalienable dignity of all persons does not require one exclusive, universal, rationalistic grounding.

1.4. Twentieth-Century German Reaction Against the Enlightenment; and Then Recovery of Human Rights. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Germany’s culture was intertwined with French culture and distant from British and American culture. Therefore, like Lockwood O’Donovan, German churches overlooked the free-church Puritan and American developments of human rights, and thought human rights originated with the French Revolution and French Enlightenment a century later. On the Continent, the “Rights of the Person and the Citizen” were first proclaimed in a 1789 declaration during the French Revolution. The 1793 French Declaration of Human Rights called on the “presence of the highest essence,” rather than God, thereby dramatizing a clear anti-church tendency. The wave of conservative criticism of the French Revolution and of human rights—beginning with Edmund Burke’s 1790 work Reflections on the Revolution in France, translated into German in 1793-1794—dominated subsequent discussion in Germany.

This criticism kept churches and theologians from accepting human rights, and it undermined the ability of churches to combat Adolf Hitler’s violation of the human rights of Jews, as well as Poles, handicapped persons, homosexuals and communists. By an overwhelming majority, church leaders and pastors distanced themselves from and criticized the tradition of human rights and Germany’s effort to make democracy work in the Weimar Republic; they were incapacitated from resisting fascism and the Third Reich. Theologians Karl Barth and Dietrich Bonhoeffer were instructive exceptions: both wrote in support of human rights, and both led Christian opposition to Hitler. Bonhoeffer’s writing about human rights was more direct and bold than Barth’s, and his speaking out for Jews was more bold and direct, as Barth himself later acknowledged. After 1945, German churches realized the horrendous error of their reactionary turning away from human rights, and they have been leaders in the strong (recent) attention to human rights by world Christianity.

German scholars Wolfgang Huber and Heinz E. Tödt, along with William Lee Miller, correct the reactionary error; they point out that what we today call “human rights” was birthed in the Reformation emphasis on freedom of faith, and then explicitly in free-church struggles for the right to religious liberty during the Puritan period—long before the French Revolution and the Enlightenment. Human rights were then formulated programmatically into law for the first time in the 1776 Virginia Bill of Rights, and then in the Bill of Rights, with the push for the first amendment and the Bill of Rights coming from Virginia Baptists and their fellow Puritan-influenced Virginian, James Madison.

After 1945, when the German people had experienced injuries to human rights by National Socialist and Stalinist regimes, they wrote human rights into the catalog of basic rights (in the 1949 German Basic Law). This change of position was also supported by identification of human rights with Western political-societal systems, in contrast to the persistent human rights violations in the Eastern European nations.

1.5. Twentieth-Century Catholic Recovery of Thickness. Modern Catholic teaching on human rights begins with Pope Leo XIII, especially in Rerum Novarum (1891). Pope John XXIII’s Pacem in Terris (1963), and *Vatican II’s Dignitatis Humanae, signed by Paul VI, were major developments in a tradition that runs back through Thomas Aquinas and the early church fathers to the Bible. Pope Leo rejected the argument that liberty has priority over social and economic rights, strongly affirming “the basic economic rights to food, clothing, shelter, organization, and a living wage.” Pius XI, Pius XII, especially John XXIII, Paul VI and John Paul II emphasized basic needs, freedoms, and participative relationships, which must be protected for the life of every individual person. These three sets of rights closely resemble Overton’s original comprehensive three sets of rights: basic needs and economic rights, religious and civil liberty, and rights of participation. The popes also emphasized social and political institutions, structures and duties that bind us together in supporting and defending human rights.

“Catholic rights theory is far removed from individualist or libertarian social philosophy. [It] is personalist, not individualist, and it recognizes that persons are essentially social and institution-building beings” (Hollenbach, 17- 20, 49, 97-98, 203-4). Hollenbach provides a schema identifying eight different sets of rights in Pacem in Terris, each with a personal, social and instrumental claim. Based on *Catholic social teaching, Hollenbach concludes that societies’ efforts to implement human rights should prioritize the needs of the poor over the wants of the rich, the freedom of the dominated over the liberty of the powerful, and participation of marginalized groups over preserving an order that excludes them.

Running through all these documents is the central theological affirmation that all persons are created in the image of God, and that their human dignity must be affirmed and defended. This gives all persons rights and duties. It has a double basis: natural law that can be understood by natural reason, and Christian faith centering in biblical revelation of creation in the image of God, redemption by Jesus Christ and a destiny beyond history. Vatican II expressed increased awareness of the distortions, disagreements and diversities of human reason, as part of its coming to grips with the realities of the religious, cultural, social, economic, political and ideological pluralism of the contemporary world and its move toward a significantly richer attention to normative biblical teachings. It saw human rights as a necessary normative agreement in a world of diversity (Hollenbach, 113-14, 124-33).

1.6. Other Religions. Max Stackhouse shows how others from different faith perspectives, including Gandhi’s Hinduism and East Germany’s struggle for freedom and justice, can support human rights. The authors in Arlene Swidler, Human Rights in Religious Traditions, show this more extensively for various religious traditions (see also Evans and Evans; Sachedina). The genius of human rights is that it affirms the struggle of diverse others to have their rights, their essential interests, their faith, acknowledged and given freedom. Human rights can be supported by persons of diverse faiths in diverse global locations, and can support justice for other persons in other locations. Hence the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was passed by the General Assembly of the United Nations without any negative votes. In the latter half of the twentieth century a remarkable, worldwide convergence on human rights has blossomed forth. The United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, signed by almost every nation and “recognized . . . as theinternationally binding statement of human rights,” and the International Covenants on Human Rights of 1966 formed a crucial part of the convergence (Moltmann in A. Miller, 29).

1.7. A Mouth to Tell of Suffering. In a forthcoming book, William O’Neill, S.J., writes that the language of human rights focuses our attention “where language halts” on atrocities and crimes against humanity, as in the unfolding tragedy of the Sudan, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. “In victims’ testimony, the rhetoric of rights becomes a mouth to tell of suffering” (O’Neill).

In South Africa, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was charged to promote “unity and reconciliation by providing for the investigation and full disclosure of gross violations of human rights committed in the past.” The first committee that began hearings was the “human rights violations committee. . . . Rights served not only in documenting atrocity (in narratives), but in interweaving ‘the truth of wounded memories,’ in Judge Ismail Mahomed’s words, with what the jurist Albie Sachs called ‘social truth, the truth of experience that is established through interaction, discussion and debate.’” O’Neill writes:And so the “shared memory” of TRC is inscribed in a greater story “conducive to human rights and democratic processes.” The “real reparation we want,” says Albie Sachs, “lies with the constitution, the vote, with dignity, land, jobs and education.” In establishing the TRC, the “National Unity and Reconciliation Act” of the interim constitution looked to “a future founded on the recognition of human rights.” So too, for Tutu, Sachs, et al., the shared memory of the TRC is enacted in a new constitutional regime which, in the words of the preamble to the constitution, seeks to heal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice and fundamental human rights; lay the foundations for a democratic and open society in which government is based on the will of the people and every citizen is equally protected by law; improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the potential of each person; and build a united and democratic South Africa able to take its rightful place as a state in the family of nations. . . . The new South African Constitution incorporates the most comprehensive set of human rights—negative and positive—of any modern constitutional regime. Popular education by governmental and non-governmental organizations, moreover, seeks to cultivate broad-based respect for, and general compliance with, a rights regime. In a characteristically African inflection of rights, Tutu thus links final success of the TRC’s “narrative project” to fitting redress of the vast economic “disparities between the rich, mainly the whites, and the poor, mainly the blacks.” For “the huge gap between the haves and the have-nots, which was largely created and maintained by racism and apartheid, poses the greatest threat to reconciliation and stability in our country.” (O’Neill)




 




O’Neill helps us realize that the narrative that carries the meaning of human rights for millions of persons who have struggled as victims, and other millions who have struggled to help them prevent or heal their victimhood, is far from a thin Enlightenment narrative.



2. Theological Grounding for Human Rights.

 

2.1. Barth and Bonhoeffer. In his Ethics, in 1928/29, prior to Hitler’s grasping of power in 1933, Karl Barth wrote that human rights are christologically based. “Barth speaks of subjective ‘rights’ as belonging to human law and public policy . . . and ‘right’ as having an objective meaning because of God’s self-revelation in Christ.” He strongly resists a basis in natural law, because elevating the authority of human reason in addition to Christ can establish a human authority such as Hitler’s nationalism, racism and militarism over against the authority of Christ. Based in Christ, human rights are not first my assertion of my rights but “the organized defense of all others against my possible encroachments.” In Barth’s theology, “God’s election of all humanity in Christ establishes a claim to all humanity; consequently, discourse about humanity, including its natural ends, is an integral part of theology.” Barth “delimits the language of rights to human polity and the secular vocation of the state,” but he does give room and support for subjective talk of rights (Reed, 70-78).

In his last part-volume of Church Dogmatics, Christian Life, writing of “Thy Kingdom Come,” Barth insists that God’s comingillumines, establishes, asserts, and protects God’s questioned, obscured, and threatened right to man and therefore man’s own human right [Menschenrecht], his right to life, which is negated apart from God’s own right as Lord and King. God comes and creates justice, zealous for his honor as Creator and burning with life for his creature. He creates the justice which is the right order of the world that belongs to him. He comes and in creating justice he abolishes the injustice [Ungerechtigkeit] but also the lordship of the lordless powers. (Barth, 237; my modified translation)




 




Clearly Barth is speaking not only of inner righteousness, as the English word righteousness connotes, but of “justice which is the right order of the world.” And the justice that God’s reign or kingdom brings is human right and human dignity. Barth describes the purpose of life as participation in the kingdom of God. Praying for the kingdom of God to come, as in the Lord’s Prayer, involves us in duties to seek the justice for others that is a part of the kingdom of God. In the last two pages of Christian Life, again Barth speaks twice of “the human right [Menschenrecht] and dignity of man.” “They live solely by hope and therefore by the promise that human right [Menschenrecht], worth, freedom, peace, and joy are not a chimera but have already been actualized by God in Jesus Christ and will finally and ultimately be revealed in their actualization.”

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (179-80, 185-90, 195) says life as an end in itself is given in our creation by God, and this involves God-given rights. Rights come before duties, because “God gives before God demands” (Bonhoeffer, 180). Respecting the rights of natural life honors God the Creator of created life. “Duties spring from the rights themselves. . . . They are intrinsic to rights” (Bonhoeffer, 180).

“Since by God’s will human life on earth exists only as bodily life, the body has a right to be preserved for the sake of the whole person. Since all rights are extinguished at death, the preservation of bodily life is the very foundation of all natural rights and is therefore endowed with special importance” (Bonhoeffer, 185). This fits Bonhoeffer’s central focus on the bodily incarnation of Jesus Christ. The meaning of bodily life “never revolves around being a means to an end, but is fulfilled only by its intrinsic claim to joy,” which we are promised in the presence of God. So there is a right to bodily joys, to a home, to eating and drinking, to clothing, relaxation, play and sexuality. “The first right of natural life is the protection of bodily life from arbitrary killing” (Bonhoeffer, 189). And then immediately Bonhoeffer discusses the right to life, against the practice of euthanasia. He is clearly opposing the Nazis’ killing of innocent life and their practicing euthanasia against handicapped people and against Jews.

Bonhoeffer’s support for human life is not about asserting “my rights” individualistically and possessively, but about standing up for those whose rights are being violated. Human rights focuses our attention on compassion for people who are victims of injustice. Bonhoeffer concludes by applying the right to life even to the source of the plague in Germany—Hitler—who “consciously takes part in the attack . . . on the life of my people and must therefore share the consequences of bearing the common guilt” (Bonhoeffer, 189). The only way to save yet more millions from being killed is to throw Hitler overboard in a coup d’état. If “the healthy could be saved only by the death of the sick. In this case the decision would have to remain open” (Bonhoeffer, 195).

2.2. Huber and Tödt. Lutheran scholars Huber and Tödt contend that we should not argue top-down for human rights based either on philosophy or on theology, as if thinking it would make it so, but should begin bottom-up with the actual historical development and the function of human rights in the basic legal structures of societies. They compare how human rights are embedded in basic legal structures, and they identify three sets of rights—rights of liberty, equality and participation—as Overton initially did. None of these is absolute in isolation; each needs to be understood in relation and sometimes in tension or balance with each other.

They argue that three theological dimensions intersect with each other and support human rights: the image of God in the doctrine of creation, the christological doctrine of justification, and the eschatological promise of the reign of God.

Since humans all are created in the image of God, they all have an equal dignity. For interpreting the human right of equality, the “Golden Rule” teaches: “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and the prophets” (Mt 7:12). This calls for everyone to recognize each other’s needs. Galatians 3:26-28 takes it a step farther. “For in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves in Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” Being a child of God uncovers a fundamental equality over against which all apparent inequalities—race and religion, cultural or social status, and gender—lose their validity.

Based on the christological doctrine of justification, believers are freed by Christ, subject to no one’s authoritarian domination. But the “liberated freedom” in which the Christian lives is the freedom to servanthood and love. The release from all servitude to the powers of the world means empowerment to serve the well-being of others—both freedom and responsibility in one. This supports human rights of freedom, not as selfish autonomy but as mutual servanthood.

The eschatological promise of the reign of God is based on Jesus’ claim that in his person and work, the reign of God was already breaking into the world. One must reject a dualism that would sever the impending reign of God from the discipleship calling in the present world. Believers are called to the kind of Christian living together that Paul characterizes in the formula of the church as the “body of Christ.” In this “body,” all Christians are equal by way of baptism, each with special gifts, but each also responsible for the life of the others and of the entire social body (1 Cor 12:4-26). Above all else, participation in the community has the character of building one another up in one Spirit. From this basic thought, the concept of the “priesthood of all believers” was developed, with which the Reformation emphasized the responsibility of all Christians for the life of the community—in connection with biblical passages such as 1 Peter 2:5, 9. This supports the right to participation in community.

Because human rights are based on creation in the image of God, and because that creation includes responsibility to till and care for the earth, humanity has a duty to care for the creation. All have responsibility “for the living space in which one participates, and the other life forms with which one shares this space. This responsibility limits human rights, especially when consequences arise that lead to the exploitation of nature, and thus, to a disturbance in the conditions of life for both people and animals, whether for the currently living, or for future generations” (Huber and Tödt).

A major contribution of Huber and Tödt is their clear argument that high trust in governmental authority, without checks and balances and empowering citizens in democracy, betrays an optimistic understanding of the human nature of the rulers. By contrast, the prophets’ criticism of the rulers, Jesus’ words regarding the violence of the powerful in Mark 10:42-45, God’s judgment against it in Luke 1:51-52, as well as the indication of the demonically perverted kingdoms in Revelation 13, argue for a more realistic understanding of human nature. Human rights are needed, based on the realistic view that it is necessary to tame state power and arbitrary rule through legally secured checks and balances in favor of the people.

2.3. Jürgen Moltmann and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. From a Reformed perspective, Jürgen Moltmann (20-24) argues: “On the ground of the creation of man and woman in the image of God, on the ground of the incarnation of God for the reconciliation of the world, and on the ground of the coming of the kingdom of God as the consummation of history, the concern that is entrusted to Christian theology is one for the humanity of persons as well as for their ongoing rights and duties.” Like Barth, Moltmann emphasizes God’s claim upon us to support others’ rights more than our freedom to have rights; and “the liberation and redemption of human beings from their sinful godlessness and their deadly inhumanity. . . . Freedom and rights by themselves mean virtually nothing” without duties to resist injustices, violations of the rights of human beings.

Moltmann’s emphasis on “God’s right to, i.e. God’s claim upon, human beings” became central for the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. Their basis was neither natural law, nor an idealistic understanding of universal human nature, nor Marxist revolution, but “the covenant of the faithful God to God’s people and to creation” (Lochmann in A. Miller, 21). Our rights are based in the grace of God’s covenant, and within that base, we can speak of “natural rights.” “Our nature is to exist wholly by the grace of God, and we are to be obligated to God in all we have and are, our natural rights included. Natural rights originate in God, they extend to all [persons], and they are not portable by human fiat. Such rights belong to all persons” (Koops in A. Miller, 58). Moltmann adds:The widespread withholding of basic economic rights, the impoverishing of whole peoples and population groups, and worldwide starvation caused by political and economic imperialism in our divided and strife-torn world, are a desecration of the image of God in people and of God’s claim upon each and every person. Without the realization of the fundamental economic rights of human beings to life, nourishment, work, and shelter, neither their individual nor their social rights can be realized.




 




Furthermore, we also have responsibility for the rights of coming generations to a creation that can support their rights.

Only where human dominion over the earth corresponds to the Creator’s lordship over the world do human beings fulfill their creation in the image of God. Plundering, exploitation, and the destruction of nature contradict their right and dignity. . . . Human rule is only then made legitimate when it is exercised in cooperation and community with the environment and leads to life-giving symbiosis between human society and the natural environment. (Moltmann, 27-29, 35; cf. Lochman in A. Miller, 22-23)




 

As the World Alliance of Reformed Churches indicated in A Christian Declaration on Human Rights, historically the rights to freedom and participation in community have been emphasized by middle-class movements in the West, while the rights to basic economic needs have been emphasized by poorer nations and socialist nations. Interest in developing nations “centers on the basic exigencies of survival in the face of the famine which threatens so many; on the abolition of colonial structures; on the overcoming of racial discrimination; on the goal of cultural authenticity” over against colonial and global economic domination. Church statements and thoughtful Christians have known all along that faithful Christian advocacy emphasizes all three sets of rights. And now that the Cold War and the ideological need to rival the Soviet Union or to rival the United States have ended, we see increased advocacy of all three sets in both sides of that former conflict. Christians in the West are placing increased emphasis on basic needs and economic rights, and those in the East are emphasizing democratic freedoms. And many poorer nations see an increasing middle class combined with increasing awareness of the need for basic freedoms if authoritarian and corrupt power structures are to be successfully checked and balanced, while continuing their hunger and thirst for economic justice. So much of the world is moving toward the holistic understanding of human rights that Richard Overton first championed. As the Reformed Churches say, “these three divergent concepts of human rights . . . are not mutually exclusive but complementary” (A. Miller, 15).

If the greatest commandments are love of God and love of neighbor as oneself, then human rights need to be grounded in love of God who gives humans their rights rather than simply individual possession and an in obligation toward neighbors who have been given these rights rather than simply individual assertion that “I own these rights.” Furthermore, if Jesus teaches that all persons, even enemies, are to be included in the community of neighbors, then our obligation is to all persons created in the image of God and to whom God gives sunshine and rain—which is truly all persons. Human rights, then, are based on God’s universal and inclusive love and in our obligation to all persons God cares about. Human rights are obligations to the basic needs of all persons. They are not merely possessive individualism; they are obligatory caring.

See also ANIMAL RIGHTS; FREEDOM, RELIGIOUS; PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION; PERSECUTION AND MARTYRDOM; POLITICAL THEOLOGY; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY; SOCIAL ETHICS; WAR.
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HYBRIDITY

 

Hybridity refers to the cultural, ethnic and racial mixes that occur in the encounters between peoples. This phenomenon has occurred throughout human history and it has often been disparaged by cultural elites. Hybridity has been an important issue in most countries affected by European colonialism. In some places, like most of Latin America, the majority of the population is “racially” a mixture of European colonizers and native peoples (mestizaje) or people of African descendent (mulatez). In other parts of the world, the colonizers attempted to avoid the mixes, both legally and socially. Nonetheless, European colonialization created all types of hybridities around the world. *Globalization is encouraging new types of encounters and mixtures, creating new hybridities.

1. Hybridity as Ethnic Identity

2. Hybridity in Postcolonial Thought

3. Hybridity in Christian Theological Perspective


 


1. Hybridity as Ethnic Identity.

 

Hybridity as a concept has taken different directions depending on the type of interaction between the colonizer and the colonized. In the Americas racial mixing (mestizaje) was an integral part of European colonization. Many Spanish and Portuguese explorers did not bring their wives or families with them. They intermarried with the local population or the slaves, and their offspring were called mestizos or mulattos. The mestizos never had the status of the “pure-blooded” peoples from Europe, but they were seen as “higher” than the indigenous population. To this day “pure-blooded” Europeans tend to maintain power in most Latin American countries, though mestizos or mulattos are usually the majority of the population.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, José Vasconcelos, a Mexican thinker, glorified mestizaje in his book, La raza cósmica (The Cosmic Race). Vasconcelos was reacting, in part, to the claims of “white” superiority in the United States. He argued that the future of the human race would be mestizo and that one day “white” people would find that they need mestizos to get beyond the limitations created by “white” societies. Vasconcelos has been criticized for his negative attitudes toward the native peoples of the Americas. But his perspective continues to influence thinking in Mexico and has played an important role among Latinos in the United States (particularly among Mexican Americans) as they have sought to create an identity in the midst of a society that continues place a great deal on emphasis on race, racial purity and racial difference.



2. Hybridity in Postcolonial Thought.

 

Hybridity has developed a different focus in postcolonial thought. Here the issue is not the separate identity of the peoples who descended from the encounter, but on the various hybrid “realities” created in the encounter between colonizers and colonized. The colonizers disparaged “hybrid” peoples and cultures (the mestizos). But postcolonial thinkers argue that the colonial encounter created a situation which not only created new peoples and cultures, but also a space in which both the colonizer and the colonized were changed. They wish to avoid the binary definitions that try to define the colonial experience as the “pure” encounter between two cultures, in which the colonizer’s culture influenced the colonized, but remained “pure,” unaffected by the encounter. In this perspective hybridity is part of the colonial experience, and it changed both the colonizer and the colonized.

This understanding of hybridity is important in the globalized environment of the twenty-first century that is creating new encounters and new exchanges between peoples. Migration is bringing together peoples from around the world as people move toward the economic centers of the world. The global culture industries are also exporting cultural symbols to the remotest parts of the globe. But the process of cultural impact is not unidirectional. The powerful are being changed even as they are creating change among those who have limited or no access to the structures of power. New types of cultural, social and racial mixes will continue to develop as peoples and ideas come into contact with one another.



3. Hybridity in Christian Theological Perspective.

 

The Mexican-American Roman Catholic priest Virgilio Elizondo introduced mestizaje as a theological concept in U.S. Latino theological thought in his book The Galilean Journey. In it he describes the Mexican American experience in the United States as a struggle for survival in the midst of the conquest of both the Spanish and the Anglo American. The confrontation between Spaniards and native peoples produced the Mexican (the first mestizaje), and the encounter between Mexicans and Anglo Americans produced the Mexican American (a second mestizaje). These mestizo people are developing a new identity, and it is from the midst of this identity that they re-read the gospel story. Elizondo continues to develop this theme in a second book, The Future is Mestizo, in which he argues that the gospel is most clearly understood in the midst of a people’s culture reality, particularly as they begin to understand Jesus as a mestizo.

Elizondo’s influence established mestizaje as an important theological concept and hermeneutical tool in U.S. Latino theology. The Mexican American experience created a different way of reading the Bible and a separate direction for theological reflection. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s Latino/Latina theologians reflected on various aspects of mestizaje as they sought to understand and describe the Latino/ Latina religious experience. Recently, some Latina/Latino theologians have questioned part of the premise on which Galilean Journey is based, and others have also felt that mestizaje has become a concept that can create exclusion among Latinos/Latinas instead of inclusion. Nonetheless, the cultural, ethnic and racial hybridity called mestizaje continues to be the lived experience of most U.S. Latinos/Latinas and the space in which they do theological reflection (see Hispanic/Latino Theology).

Postcolonial biblical interpretation has also appealed to the importance of hybridity in understanding the Bible. This form of biblical interpretation recognizes that people do not live settled lives within stable cultural constructs. People are constantly intermixing cultural experiences, creating new hybridities. Hybridity in postcolonial thought recognizes the reality of differences between cultures in the midst of these encounters, but questions the structures of power related to those differences. According to R. S. Sugirtharajah, hybridity in biblical interpretation means that there is a need for a hybridized form of textual interpretation which allows for a two-way process of exchange that does not favor the interpretations of colonial domination. The author recognizes that this could lead to syncretism, but is convinced that the reality of hybrid experiences demands a hybrid type of interpretative interaction with other religions and cultural expressions.

Hybridities are part of the lived experience of discontinuous change in the midst of an increasingly postmodern world that is questioning all traditional fixed categories. It has created people groups who define themselves as hybrid peoples. But hybridity also describes the cultural artifacts being created in the new spaces of global encounter.

Hybridity raises important questions for the church and its understanding of mission. The colonial encounter created many expressions of Christianity, particularly in Africa, that are not always easily recognizable as Christian in other parts of the world. Mestizos have also worked within more traditional Christian frameworks, such as Roman Catholicism and Protestantism, to develop hybrid expressions of Christian faith and practice. These expressions offer new perspectives on what it means to be a Christian even as they raise the issue of syncretism. As the church in mission encounters other religions and religious expressions, new religious hybridities will tend to develop which will continue to raise new questions about what it means to be a Christian.

See also ACCULTURATION; CONTEXTUALIZATION; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY.
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IMAGES, ICONS, ICONOCLASM

 

Images have played an important role in the Christian church from its beginning. Despite the fact the first commandment appears to forbid believers in God to make images, both Jews and Christians have used images of various kinds to encourage faith and devotion—believing the commandment relates to idolatry, not image making per se. Western Catholicism has consistently argued that images are important to the faithful, especially those unable to read texts; for *Eastern Orthodoxy, images, or icons as they are called, play a central role in worship and prayer. The implicit power of images is recognized, if indirectly, even by the opposition to the use of images in worship, called iconoclasm, which has broken out at various times in the history of the church (see Freedberg).

1. Images and Worship

2. Icons

3. Iconoclasm


 


1. Images and Worship.

 

Various images and symbols representing Christian belief appeared early in Christian history, and after the conversion of Constantine in the fourth century, Christians quickly adapted the iconography of the Greco-Roman world to their purposes. Buildings were adapted for Christian worship, images of Christ and the saints replaced the Greek and Roman gods, and mosaics depicting biblical stories soon decorated their churches (see Matthews).

In part to counteract the suspicion that some priests had toward this adaptation of pagan symbolism, Gregory the Great issued his famous statement on the use of images in 601: “It is one thing to worship a picture, another to learn from the story depicted what should be worshiped. For what a book [scriptura] is to those who read, a picture [picture] presents to the uneducated who observe, since in it the unlearned see what they ought to follow, in it those who know no letters can read” (Bede Ecclesiastical History 1.30). Gregory’s views became the basis for the widespread use of images in the medieval church. Medieval churchmen additionally noted that images are better able to impact the emotions of those who worship and that things seen are better kept in memory than what is simply read or heard.



2. Icons.

 

In the Eastern Church the common frontal display of the image of the emperor in the late Roman Empire led to a distinct use of images called “icons.” During the seventh century the frontal image of Christ and the saints drawn in particular ways came into use in public worship. This provoked considerable opposition on the part of some priests and bishops as encouraging superstition (believing the icons had magical powers), and, more importantly, threatening the centrality of the Eucharist in worship. At the Second Council of Nicaea (787), the Eastern Church settled the controversy by declaring that these images should be allowed and venerated “for the more continually these are observed by means of such representations, so much more will the beholders be aroused to recollect the original, and to long after them, and to pay to the images the tribute of an embrace and a reverence of honor” (Actio VII, xiii). The theological basis for this, as defined by John of Damascus (d. 850), was the incarnation. In his treatise on images, John argued that it is precisely because God has appeared in human form that images of Christ are to be made. “When the invisible One becomes visible to flesh, you may then draw His likeness . . . and show it to anyone willing to gaze upon it” (John of Damascus, 15). This led to the widespread presence of images on the walls, ceilings and special panels (called Iconostases) in Eastern churches. These are all designed to encourage worship by stimulating more effective prayer by calling to mind the lives of saints and the ever-present Christ in glory (usually portrayed in the dome above the altar).



3. Iconoclasm.

 

As images proliferated at the end of the Middle Ages, many voices began to call for reform. As Keith Thomas has argued famously, the distinction between religion and magic became blurred. The church “fastened upon the magical implications which they saw to be inherent in some fundamental aspects of the Church’s ritual” (Thomas, 51). The Reformers reacted strongly against this practice, arguing that prayer without proper understanding makes objects into charms.

But Calvin had a deeper understanding of the revolution that was needed. He came to believe that the entire medieval system by which God’s grace could be mediated via multiple religious practices—penances, pilgrimages and paternosters—needed to be dismantled. To both Calvin and Luther, the transformation that was needed was inward. One had to realize God’s grace came primarily through the *preaching of the Word, which had to be received by the heart and not through any external mediation. The image that mattered to Calvin was the true awareness of the cross of Christ as this was preached and heard. In order for this to take place, however, Calvin believed that all physical images had to be removed from the church. For the tradition he initiated, because images had come to play a negative and distracting role in worship, they therefore had no positive role to play. In correcting the abuse, the Reformers removed the image altogether.

In some ways the Protestant tradition that resulted continued the emphasis on the biblical prophets, which sought to purify worship and call believers back to faithful obedience to God. They recognized the need for reform (and therefore of destruction of accumulated practice) had to be constant in the life of the believer. But in doing so they failed to see the positive role that images and dramatic practices could play in the life of believers—especially those for whom magic and idolatry were no longer temptations.

In many parts of the world Christian believers of many traditions are seeking to express their *faith in stories, images and practices that express their own cultural values. When this is done with a biblical sensitivity and with a willingness to learn from the richness of the broader Christian traditions, use of art and images can be a vital part of the renewing work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of individuals and communities.

See also LITURGY AND WORSHIP; VISUAL CULTURE.
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IMITATION OF CHRIST, THE

 

Next to the Bible The Imitation of Christ stands as the most widely read writing in the last five hundred years. Since its Latin publication in the early fifteenth century, it has gone through over six thousand separate editions and more than a dozen translations. Classified under the genre of spiritual guidance, the Imitation consists of a rich collection of sayings on wide-ranging topics. The book can be read randomly since there is no specified sequence nor logical flow to its various chapters. Despite the fact that it contains spiritual maxims unrelated and disconnected with each other, the Imitation boasts a certain lucidity of style and psychological depth. This in part explains why for centuries the Imitation has become the one of the most popular texts of spirituality throughout Western Europe. It had a profound impact on reformers like Martin Luther, John Wesley and even on Dag Hammarskjöld, the former secretary-general of the United Nations.

While not universally acknowledged, the authorship of The Imitation of Christ has generally been attributed to Thomas Haemerken (1380-1471), more popularly known as Thomas à Kempis (named after his hometown of Kempen near Cologne in the Netherlands). Even if à Kempis might not have written all of the material in the Imitation, there are enough reasons to believe that he was ultimately responsible for the final work.

Thomas à Kempis’s writings were significantly influenced by a lay monastic community dubbed as the Congregation of the Common Life, whose members practiced poverty, celibacy and obedience without taking formal vows. This informal community, founded by Gerhard Groote, was directly associated with the then-burgeoning movement called the Devotio Moderna, with its focus on the humanity and passion of Christ, and strong emphasis on affective prayer. Such new and fresh devotion was decidedly rooted in the heart as opposed to the head, extolling feeling over thought, and had strong tendencies to be world denying. In many ways, the Devotio Moderna school not only represented a reaction to the excesses of an overly speculative spirituality but also an outright rejection of the heady approach of the scholastic theologians of that day.

Against this backdrop The Imitation of Christ was composed. Little wonder that à Kempis’s writing reflected an antirationalistic tenor while at the same time emphasizing a heavy pietistic strain. Even with its obvious focus on interiority, the Imitation nonetheless reveals the Augustinian balance between the knowledge of self and the knowledge of God.

In reality, the title is a misnomer because the work never directly deals with the ideal of what it means to imitate Christ. The title was culled from the heading of the first chapter: “Of the Imitation or Following of Christ and the Despising of All Vanities of the World.” Four major themes surround the entire work: Admonitions on the Spiritual Life, Counsels on the Inner Life, On Inward Consolation, and A Treatise on the Blessed Sacrament. Despite, and perhaps because, of its utter simplicity, The Imitation of Christ remains the most popular devotional classic of all time.

See also SPIRITUALITY.
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INDIAN THEOLOGY

 

Indian Theology is as rich and varied as the ethno-cultural and religious diversity of the Indian subcontinent. Much of Indian Christian theology is in the nature of spontaneous theological reflection rather than structured systems of thought, making the categorization of Indian Christian thinkers into distinct and clearly defined “schools” difficult. This article identifies ten significant strands of Indian theology in the context of the historical ferment of their emergence, highlighting key concepts and representative figures within each strand.

1. Theology of Ancient Syrian Christianity

2. Theology of Early Latin Christianity

3. Theology of Early Protestant Missions

4. Theology of the Indian Renaissance

5. Theology of the Pioneers of Indigenous Christianity

6. Theology of Hindu Christianity

7. Theology of Christian Bhakti


8. Theology of Religious Encounter

9. Theology of Spiritual Experience

10. Theology of Sociopolitical Engagement

11. Conclusion


 


1. Theology of Ancient Syrian Christianity.

 

The Syrian Church traces its history to St. Thomas’s arrival on the Malabar coast in South India in AD 52, but there is no written record of the theology of the St. Thomas Christians prior to their sixteenth-century contact with the West. The Syrian Christian tradition based in Kerala, South India, integrated culturally quite closely with Indian society, but made little or no attempt to express its theology or liturgical practice in Indian languages or thought forms. Thus for centuries the language of the liturgy remained Syriac, and it was not until the early nineteenth century that the Syrian Christian community had a translation of the Bible in their vernacular (Malayalam). The Syrian Christian community is today extremely influential, and its theological contribution in recent years has been significant.



2. Theology of Early Latin Christianity.

 

The arrival of the Portuguese explorer Vasco de Gama in 1498 heralded the arrival of the Roman Catholic missionary presence. The approach of the earliest Franciscan and Dominican missionaries was imperialistic, and their attitude to other religions and to the Syrian Christian tradition one of militant conquest, leaving little room for any meaningful theological engagement. An early exception to this was the work of the Jesuit missionary Roberto De Nobili, whose arrival in 1605 marks the earliest Roman Catholic attempt to seriously engage Indian culture and religion. In an attempt to dispel the perception that Christianity was a foreign religion, De Nobili made it his goal to try to understand the beliefs and practices of Hindus in India. He adopted the lifestyle of a high-caste Hindu ascetic, learned Tamil and Sanskrit, the language of the Hindus scriptures, and did all he could to present Christianity as a universal religion, culturally acceptable to high-caste Hindus. His attitude toward Hinduism was, however, essentially negative, and his theological efforts mainly polemical, directed toward undermining the main religious beliefs of Hinduism.



3. Theology of Early Protestant Missions.

 

Protestant missions began with the coming of Bartholomaeus Ziegenbalg to Tamil Nadu, South India, in 1706. The predominant attitude of the early Protestant missionaries toward Indian religion and culture was in general severely critical and harshly polemical. Indian religion was denounced as false, evil and immoral, Indian civilization barbaric and its culture intolerable. Ziegenbalg, however, sowed the seeds of a meaningful theology of engagement by undertaking the translation of the New Testament into Tamil, the first in any Indian language. His posture toward Hinduism was initially negative, but research and dialogue eventually made him sympathetic. He continued to condemn what he regarded as the evil errors of *Hinduism, but began to celebrate elements of truth he saw that were in accord with reason and biblical teaching.

Careful and judicious research into Indian language and religion by British Oriental scholars in the closing decades of the eighteenth century helped forge a more sympathetic and enlightened view of Indian culture. The latter half of the nineteenth century also witnessed a revival within Hinduism, following intense mid-century controversies and conflicts between Christian missionary and Hindu communities. The perception that Christianity was a denationalizing force, fueled by a newfound pride in India’s past, intensified the Hindu resistance to the Christian missionary assault. The missionaries faced their strongest opposition from educated Hindus in the closing years of the nineteenth century. The later years of the nineteenth century thus saw the emergence of a more irenic Protestant missionary attitude, which sought to present Christ as the fulfillment of the deepest unfulfilled aspirations of people of other faiths. Two prominent representatives of this line of thought known as “fulfillment theology” were T. E. Slater and J. N. Farquhar.



4. Theology of the Indian Renaissance.

 

The first Indians to address Christian theological issues in depth were not orthodox Christians but nineteenth-century pioneers of the Hindu renaissance in India. The earliest indigenous interpretations of Christ in India were attempted by Ram Mohan Roy, Keshub Chandra Sen and other leaders of the Brahmo Samaj, an influential early nineteenth-century Hindu reform movement in Bengal. This reform movement arose largely as a response to the aggressive polemic of William Carey and his missionary colleagues during this period. Ram Mohan Roy was the first Indian to study seriously the sources of Christian faith and write extensively on Christian theological themes. He was deeply affected by the person and teachings of Jesus, which he interpreted through the framework of Western rationalism and Unitarianism. Consequently, he clearly rejected the orthodox Christian doctrines of the *Trinity, Christ’s deity and the *atonement.

K. C. Sen, another eminent leader of the Brahmo Samaj, was one of the earliest Indians to address in depth the issue of the relation between Christ and non-Christian religious experience. Sen saw Christ as having come to fulfill what was best in all of the world’s religions and viewed the ultimate world religion as a syncretistic but Christ-centered harmony of religions. Sen is a key figure in the development of Indian Christian thought, and his ideas have had considerable influence on Indian theology.



5. Theology of the Pioneers of Indigenous Christianity.

 

The nineteenth-century encounter between Christianity and Hinduism in India witnessed the conversion of a number of educated Hindus who played a crucial role in shaping an Indian Christian identity. They extended persuasive apologetic appeals to their fellow countrymen, but in contrast to the cultural insensitivity of the missionary approaches, they were deeply committed to preserving their cultural roots and national identity.

Krishna Mohan Banerjea was a high-caste Bengali convert whose apologetic was directed toward refuting the charge that Christianity was a foreign religion and that Hindu converts had betrayed their ancestral tradition. Banerjea’s research led him to discern the presence of a “divine pedagogy” in the teaching on sacrifice in the ancient Hindu scriptures, the Vedas. He was convinced that this vedic testimony to the primeval institution of sacrifice and especially the vedic concept of the self-sacrificing Prajapati was a genuine pointer to the vicarious sacrifice of Christ.

Nehemiah Goreh was a high-caste Brahmin scholar from Western India with deep roots in the Sanskrit philosophical tradition. Goreh undertook a detailed logical examination of the six main Hindu philosophical systems in an effort to demonstrate that philosophical Hinduism was rationally and epistemologically untenable. Although Goreh displays an extremely negative attitude toward Hinduism, he was convinced that certain ideas in orthodox Hinduism, including the belief in miracles and the idea of incarnation, had prepared sincere Hindus to accept the truth of Christian faith.

In the early years of the encounter between Christianity and Hinduism, Christian thinkers generally dismissed the advaita (nondual) Vedanta school of Hindu philosophy as a form of pantheism. Brahmabandhab Upadhyay, a disciple of K. C. Sen, in his quest for a Hindu-Catholic identity, inaugurated a new school of indigenous thought which sought to employ the advaita Vedanta school of Hinduism in the service of Christian theology. He viewed advaita Vedanta as the highest point that unaided reason has attained in India and a suitable foundation for a natural theology that finds fulfillment only in the supernatural revelation in Christ. The tradition Upadhyay inaugurated has been revived and found growing acceptance in Roman Catholic circles in recent years.



6. Theology of Hindu Christianity.

 

Banerjea, Goreh and Upahyay represent the earliest indigenous Christian response of Hindu converts in nineteenth-century India. The Hindu response to Christ, however, was complex and nuanced. In addition to converts who struggled to maintain their Hindu cultural identity after joining the church, some were strongly attracted to Christ but remained within the Hindu fold, while others initiated new syncretistic Hindu-Christian movements.

A strong impetus toward greater Indianization of Christianity came from the “Rethinking Christianity” group of radical thinkers led by P. Chenchiah and V. Chakkarai. Chenchiah regarded the organized forms of Christianity as a threat to India’s cultural heritage. He was convinced that the pivotal fact of Christian faith was one’s direct experience of Christ, rather than the doctrines of the church. He believed that institutional churches should be replaced by new and culturally relevant expressions of the *kingdom of God and Christian community. He was likewise also opposed to the ritual sacraments as a needless hindrance to Hindus turning to Christ.

Manilal Parekh was a “Hindu” Christian disciple of K. C. Sen, whose spiritual pilgrimage from Jainism through theism to a Christocentric bhakti, eventually led him to espouse a syncretistic harmony of religions. The touch-stone and essence of this universal harmony of religions is discernable in various religious traditions, but most clearly observed in the personal theism of Christianity and Hindu bhakti. K. Subha Rao was another representative of this “Hindu” Christianity which seeks to appropriate Christ without the church and all its institutions, especially water baptism. This phenomenon of Hindu followers of Christ staying culturally integrated within the Hindu community continues to be widespread in India today.



7. Theology of Christian
Bhakti.

 

The bhakti tradition has had a pervading influence upon common Hindu belief and ritual practice. Missionary and Indian theologians have since early times found in this bhakti Hindu strand a natural point of convergence with the Christian gospel because of its conception of God as a loving, personal being distinct from his creation, who bestows grace upon his creatures and can be worshiped with feelings of deep love and personal devotion.

A. J. Appasamy was deeply stirred by the intense longing for communion with a personal God expressed in bhakti devotional poetry, and he derived from this tradition a sophisticated exposition of Christian bhakti, with God as revealed in Christ as its central subject and focus. Appasamy based his approach on the theological framework of Ramanuja, the philosophical pioneer of the bhakti school in Hinduism, synthesizing insights from John’s Gospel and Western mysticism. A close associate of Appasamy, Sadhu Sundar Singh, was a Christian sadhu (holy man or monk) whose Christian experience had its basic impulse in the bhakti mystical quest for a personal experience of communion with God. Sundar Singh believed that God reveals his pure and self-giving love especially in the incarnation and redemption accomplished by Christ. Humanity’s need for communion with God expressed in bhakti Hindu aspirations finds fulfillment in a mystical encounter with the living Christ, resulting in an experience of true peace, happiness and heart transformation.



8. Theology of Religious Encounter.

 

Several contemporary Indian theologians have taken up the work of the early pioneers in developing a theology of religious encounter. Many of the better known Indian Roman Catholic and Protestant thinkers tend toward some form of religious pluralism which dilutes the decisiveness of the historic Christ event. The Roman Catholic theologian Raimon Panikkar is intentionally syncretistic, viewing himself as situated at the confluence of Christian, Hindu, Buddhist and secular traditions. He begins with Christian archetypes but transforms them to the point where they cease to be Christian, becoming in fact a Hindu interpretation of Christianity. John Chethimattam’s views represent a conservative Roman Catholic reaction to this pluralist trend. Although his thought is ambivalent at many points, he criticizes Panikkar for undermining the decisiveness of the incarnation in Christ, affirming instead the definitive significance of Jesus as the unique incarnation of God.

Stanley J. Samartha was an articulate and radical Indian Protestant proponent of religious pluralism. Consciously adopting the Hindu advaita framework in his interpretation of Christ, he ascribes equal authority to all religious scriptures, explicitly rejects the deity and decisiveness of the historic Christ and is agnostic in describing the ultimate “Mystery” at the heart of the universe. In contrast, Paul Sudhakar and R. C. Das, both Hindu converts, echo the views of Indian theological pioneers and espouse distinctly evangelical approaches that affirm the decisiveness of Christ. Sudhakar presents Christ as the answer to the hunger or fulfillment of the longings of philosophical Hinduism. R. C. Das presents Christ as one who transforms and fulfills the deepest spiritual aspirations expressed in the beliefs and cultic practices of religious Hindus.



9. Theology of Spiritual Experience.

 

A second major strand in contemporary Indian theology is the spiritual-contemplative approach, which grew largely, if not exclusively, around the Christian ashram movement. An ashram in the Indian tradition describes a monastic community, which was adopted for a while by some Protestant missionary groups to express the Christian religious ideal, but has found greater acceptance among Roman Catholics. The Roman Catholic Church has produced several contemplative-mystic theologians such as Jules Monchanin, Swami Abhishiktananda (Henri Le Saux), Bede Griffiths, D. S. Amalorpavadass and Sister Vandana. These have all been engaged in a spiritual contemplative dialogue with Hinduism, convinced that the legitimate meeting place of all religions is mystical spiritual experience. Swami Abhishiktananda’s main contribution was in his attempt to link the Hindu advaitic (nondual) experience with the Christian experience of the Trinity based on a theology of fulfillment. Bede Griffiths, too, attempted a similar synthesis based on an experiential appropriation of advaitic realization.



10. Theology of Sociopolitical Engagement.

 

A third major trend in contemporary Indian theology is the thrust toward nation-building through sociopolitical engagement and participation in the struggles of the economically backward, outcastes (Dalits), tribals, women and other oppressed and marginalized groups. The Protestant thinker Paul Devanandan was the earliest to initiate theological reflection along these lines, linking the message of Christ with the concern for humanization of life in modern India. His close associate M. M. Thomas pursued his line of thought further. Thomas grounded his theological framework in a christocentric *anthropology and sought to present the gospel with challenging relevance to the struggles for social justice and human dignity in India. Vinay Kumar Samuel is a third figure whose theological contribution has significantly influenced evangelical and Pentecostal reflection on sociopolitical and economic issues because of its firm grounding in the biblical text.

Roman Catholics have also made significant contributions to this line of theological reflection, sometimes characterized as an Indian liberation theology. Sebastian Kappen is among those who have highlighted the relevance of the gospel in human struggles for freedom and a new humanity. His starting point was a new Indian Christology or Jesusology, in which Christ and his prophetic message was viewed in continuity with the history of socioreligious revolutionary movements in India. He was convinced that the social transformation and humanization project must thus draw upon the resources of all faiths and ideologies.

Dalit theology is a theology of the marginalized and oppressed castes in India which arose as a reaction to the dominant influence of high-caste Hindu religion on the shape of Indian theology. Dalit Christians’ reflection on the gospel from the perspective of their history, myths, rituals, poems, folklore and traditions has resulted in the emergence of a Dalit Christian consciousness and a Dalit theology.



11. Conclusion.

 

Indian theology can be said to have come of age. The last one and a half centuries in particular have seen a significant volume of literature produced as thoughtful Indian Christians have sought to make the Christian gospel meaningful in the Indian context. Yet the theological task remains incomplete due to its complexity. The future survival of Indian Christianity, however, depends on the extent to which Indian theology succeeds in affirming the distinctiveness of the Christian faith even as it demonstrates the gospel’s relevance to the social and economic struggles of the oppressed and marginalized masses, and to the religious experience and age-old traditions of the majority Hindu population.

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; CHINESE THEOLOGY; HINDUISM; JAPANESE THEOLOGY; KOREAN THEOLOGY.
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INVOCATION, VENERATION OF THE SAINTS

 

For the New Testament, Christ is the “one mediator between God and humankind” (1 Tim 2:5). Christ is therefore also the “Holy One of God” (Jn 6:69) the “Holy and Righteous One” (Acts 3:14; see also Mk 1:24; Rev 3:7). Since believers are incorporated as members into Christ, they become in Christ “the holy ones,” the “saints,” in the Pauline letters, also in Hebrews and Revelation.

Proponents of devotion to and invocation of the saints point to 2 Maccabees as Jewish scriptural preparation for these practices: Judas Maccabeus relates seeing in “a dream, a sort of vision, which was worthy of belief . . . Onias, who had been high priest, . . . ‘This is a man who loves the family of Israel and prays much for the people and the holy city—Jeremiah, the prophet of God’” (2 Macc 15:11-14). The theme of intercessory prayer runs throughout the Jewish and Christian Scriptures, with, for instance, Abraham pleading for Sodom, Moses pleading for the people, Paul praying for the Ephesians, James urging the faithful to pray for anyone who is sick. During Jesus’ life individuals intercede with him: the centurion for his servant, Mary and Martha for their brother Lazarus and so on. Moreover, all Christians are made one in the one living body of Christ, each with their particular office (cf. Rom 12:4-8). And we are “citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God” (Eph 2:19), not cut off from those who have gone on ahead but rather “we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1). Furthermore, those who are now in the kingdom are put “in charge of many things” (Mt 25:21, 23) with some given special authority, as seen in Christ’s promises to the apostles (Mt 19:28).

Theologically, a reverencing in a special way some of the deceased emerged early on. Those reverences were not conceived as separated from Christ, but precisely as abiding in Christ our one High Priest, uniting their voice with his making intercession for us to the Father. Thus, as Rahner notes, the ultimate term of all prayer to the saints is Christ, and through Christ, the Father. The first among those esteemed and invoked by the early Christian community were the martyrs, considered to have conformed their lives and deaths to Christ in a particularly full, paschal way.

Though supported by many of the early fathers, real abuses and superstitions crept in, and local councils frequently found it necessary to attempt to curb excesses. At the Reformation it was strongly rejected, especially by the Calvinists and Zwinglians, and the Anglican reform asserted in its Thirty-nine Articles: “The Romish Doctrine concerning . . . Invocation of Saints is a fond thing, vainly invented and grounded upon no warranty of Scripture, but rather repugnant to the Word of God” (article 22).

The Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches continue their long tradition of veneration of their saints. The latter in Vatican II reaffirmed the emphatically christocentric and biblical character of any and every form of authentic sanctity and devotion to the saints.

Many denominations seem to display a renewed attention to the vast array of holy Christian men and women of every age and nation as powerful, concrete, inspiring and often colorful witnesses to the ongoing creativity of Christ’s Spirit. The contexts of Asia and Africa very much encourage a deep veneration of holy ancestors, and inculturation would seem to invite Christians to a deeper reverence of our saintly ancestors.
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ISLAM

 

Muslims, like Jews, have placed more importance on the development of law than theology. Nevertheless, they have developed two major types of theological works. The first has been articles of belief or creeds (ʿaqida, pl. ʿaqaʾid), which normally do not include intellectual discussion or argument. The other has been the more technical scholastic treatises of ʿilm al-kalam (discursive theology), which have tended to be apologetic works against the traditionalists on the one hand and philosophers on the other, though they could include philosophical or mystical theology. However, some of the longer ʿaqaʾid are similar to the shorter works of kalam.

The primary sources of theology include the Qurʾan, to which was added the Sunnah (the practice of Muhammad and his Companions) as reported in the hadith (the words and deeds of Muhammad and the early Muslims). The Qurʾan was further supplemented by commentaries (tafsir), which sought to identify the “occasions of revelation” (asbab al-nuzul), which might explain some of the contrasting perspectives in the Qurʾan. Eventually the exercise of consensus (ijmaʿ), used in formulating law, was borrowed to support doctrines that had previously become commonly accepted, such as the sinlessness of the prophets even when they were at variance with the evident teaching of the Qurʾan (e.g., Q 40:55; 48:2). Human reason took on an increasing role, especially in the kalam literature, as the Muslim empire enveloped more non-Muslims for whom the Qurʾan would not be considered an authority for doctrine. Therefore the kalam theologians, in contrast to the traditionalists, adopted the rationalistic methods of scholastic Christians with whom they debated and discussed theology.

1. Qurʾanic Themes

2. Tendencies in the Early Community

3. Schools of Theology

4. Other Articles of Belief

5. Philosophical and Mystical Theology

6. Modern Trends


 


1. Qurʾanic Themes.

 

Since the Qurʾan is considered the primary source of Muslim theology, it is not necessary that we enter into the debate as to whether it reflects the seventh-century message conveyed through Muhammad as traditionally understood or whether it is “salvation history” read back into the time of Muhammad up to 200 years later, as revisionists (e.g., Wansbrough, 52) have argued. Also, although the Qurʾan shows a knowledge of Jewish (see Judaism) and Christian beliefs, some of them heretical, these parallels are understood in the Qurʾan not as sources of the message, but as confirmation that the contents of the Qurʾan are revelation (Q 10:94).

Finally, for any progression of ideas within the Qurʾan, we shall follow the historical distinctions between three Meccan periods and a Medinan period that are roughly agreed upon by R. Blachère (1949-1951) and the Muslim tradition.

A brief list of the contents of a creed are found in Q 2:177: “It is righteousness to believe in God and the Last Day, and the angels, and the Book, and the Messengers.” The major themes discussed are God and creation, humankind and prophecy.

With respect to God, the word Allah is either a contraction of the Arabic al-ilah (lit., “the God”) or is from the Syro-Aramaic Alaha. It was used by Arabs in Mecca as the high but not sole God and was used by Christian Arabs before Muhammad and today. And by describing him as the Creator and the God of Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Moses and Jesus, the Qurʾan is referring to the God of the Bible (Q 2:136; 29:46) even if its portrayal of his character and actions has significant differences—as well as significant similarities—with the biblical descriptions.

The Qurʾan describes God by his “beautiful names” (Q 7:180), not his attributes (sifat). They are expressions of doxology, not doctrine. Although a tradition limits their number to ninety-nine, many more than that are used in worship. They include such names as the Truth (Q 20:114), the Light (Q 24:35), the Omniscient (Q 42:11-12), the Forgiver (Q 76:20), and the Loving or Liking (Q 11:90).

The Qurʾan focuses on God as the Creator (Q 13:16) and the Wise Judge (Q 95:8) and on the final judgment (Q 66:6). Second, it emphasizes his uniqueness and unity (Q 112). The strong rejection to God having offspring or a son is heightened by the fact that the pagans at the time worshiped three idols representing daughters of Allah. What is interesting is that the words of rejection in the qurʾanic surah 112:3, “He does not beget and is not begotten,” are the same words adopted by the fourth Lateran Council in 1215 (Caspar, 36). A third great theme is his omnipotence (Q 2:129) coupled with his mercy (“God, the Beneficent, the Merciful” at the beginning of almost every surah of the Qurʾan). One expression of God’s power is that “he leads astray whom he wills and guides whom he wills” (Q 16:93). This would lead to debates in future centuries between advocates of free will and of predestination, and over the source of evil and good.

The source of other debates in the future would be the anthropomorphic terms in the Qurʾan concerning God’s face (Q 6:52), eyes (Q 20:39), hands (Q 48:10) and sitting on the throne (Q 20:5). How literally or metaphorically should they be understood since the Qurʾan affirms that “nothing is like unto him” (Q 42:11)? Although this may seem inconsequential today, it was a problem that the translators of the Septuagint also had with the Hebrew Scriptures and shows the importance that the faithful gave both to the nature of God and the words of revelation.

Besides the theme of God, there is the qurʾanic theme of humankind. God created man from clay and breathed into him his spirit (Q 32:7-8). The devil predicted that he would pervert (aghwa) people (Q 15:39-41; 17:62). Adam forgot God’s covenant (Q 20:115) and disobeyed God (Q 20:121). He had to descend from the Garden “for a time” after which God turned to him [in mercy] (Q 2:36). There was no need for a means of forgiveness and no clear teaching of a fallen nature, though the Qurʾan goes on to tell how generation after generation are destroyed because they did evil (Q 10:13; 17:17), and most people are not believers (Q 12:103). Instead, the Qurʾan teaches that we are created in the state of natural purity (fitra), and there is no changing of the creation of God (Q 30:30). To profess and live as the Qurʾan teaches is to retain that innate disposition: “Recite . . . the Book and observe the prayer, for prayer restrains from indecency and what is disreputable” (Q 29:45). There is no call for a rebirth as in biblical faith (Jn 3:3).

Another major theme of the Qurʾan is prophecy. The Arabic root w-h-y is used for revelation. In the early Meccan period it seems to mean a “suggestion” rather than dictation of fixed wording, as in “We [the majestic plural for God] suggested to (or inspired) [Noah]: Make the ship . . . according to our suggestion (or guidance)” (Q 23:27). Later in Medina there is a reference to “the month of Ramadan in which the Qurʾan was sent down as a guidance to the people” (Q 2:185). Here it is seen more as a fixed text. Subsequently the Qurʾan portrays Muhammad as one to be obeyed alongside of God (Q 4:59) and able to express the will of God in specific situations (e.g., Q 58:1).

The Qurʾan reveals a progression of attitudes toward Jesus and Christians. First there is a sense of having a common faith (Q 2:62) as opposed to negative references concerning the polytheists. Then there was a break with Jews who opposed Muhammad. They are charged with betraying the covenant, disobeying God and falsifying the Scriptures (Q 2:63 -64, 77-79). Initially Christians were still considered the nearest in affection to Muslims (Q 5:82). Jesus was virgin-born (Q 19:16-33) and a “word” of God and a spirit from him (Q 4:171) resulting from God’s creative word “be” (or “become”) (Q 3:47; 19:21).

The crucifixion of Jesus is generally considered to be denied by Surah 4:157: “As to their [the Jews’] argument that they killed the Messiah, son of Mary, God’s messenger, they did not kill him, nor did they crucify him. It only looked like it.” The gist of the argument, however, seems not necessarily to be denying the crucifixion, but denying that the Jews should gloat as though they could defeat a prophet. Two verses, in fact, seem to allow for a crucifixion when the Arabic words are understood in their normal sense. In Surah 3:55 God says, “O Jesus, I am causing you to ‘die’ (mutawaffika),” and in Surah 5:117 Jesus says to God, “when you caused me to ‘die’ (tawaffaytani), you were their [the disciples’] overseer.” As a result such major Muslim qurʾanic commentators as al-Tabari (d. 937), al-Razi (d. 1210), al-Baydawi (d. 1286 or 1291) and Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) have allowed for a real crucifixion and resurrection (Cumming 2005, 32-50).

Finally, however, the Christians were to be fought against as well as the Jews until they paid the poll tax and acknowledged their subjection (Q 9:29). These changing attitudes toward Jews and Christians account for the different perspectives toward them and their beliefs in the Qurʾan.



2. Tendencies in the Early Community.

 

The Qurʾan raised certain questions that the early Muslim community tried to systematize. Political events made some more important than others. The first was the death of Muhammad in 632. The forerunners of the Sunnis followed the Arab tribal custom in which the elders of the community appointed the one who was most influential, in this case Abu Bakr of the dominant Quraysh tribe. The forerunners of the Shiʿites would argue later that the caliph or imam should be from the family of Muhammad, and initially should be Ali, his cousin and son-in-law. Subsequently the Shiʿites would develop ideas more characteristic of the region of the previous Babylonian, Archaemenid and Persian Empires to the north, that the ruler possessed a divine light that was passed on to the son who would rule.

Theology proper began under Uthman and Ali, the third and fourth caliphs (644-661). The Qurʾan did not make clear whether one who commits a great sin is still a Muslim (lit., one surrendered [to God]). It associated faith and good works (e.g., Q 2:273), and distinguished between faith and surrendering to God (islam). Thus, when Uthman was murdered, leaving the worldly Umayyads with the power and the emerging Shiʿites and Kharijites supporting Ali, the question arose as to whether the sinful Umayyads were true Muslims who should be obeyed or whether they were by their lives really non-Muslims. The Kharijites concluded that they were non-believers (kafirs), thus objects for jihad. This has been a pattern followed by extremist jihadis up to the present day.



3. Schools of Theology.

 

As the Muslim empire expanded, Muslims came in contact with Christian theologians and Greek philosophy, which influenced both their topics of theological enquiry and their methods of arguing. One problem was how to reconcile free will and predestination. The Qurʾan emphasized God’s power (Q 3:14; 12:39) but also human responsibility (Q 3:24; 18:28). If God is all powerful and just, so that everything is determined by him, how can humans be responsible for their actions and be rewarded and punished by God for them?

3.1. Jabarites and Qadarites. The Jabarites (from jabr, “to determine”) emphasized God’s predestination. Thus they supported the Umayyads because their actions would be determined by God, and so should not be opposed. The Qadarites (from qadar, “power,” “determinism”) opposed the Umayyads and argued that humans had power to determine their acts. Only such human freedom could justify God’s retribution. Also, they affirmed that those who commit a great sin become disbelievers. The Kharijites also affirmed this, saying that the Umayyads were responsible for their sins and should thus be fought. Subsequently, the title Qadarites was applied to proponents of divine determinism (qadar) rather than human determinism, and thus was applied to those who held a Jabarite position.

3.2. Murjiʾites. Abu Hanifa (d. 767) reacted against the puritanism of the Kharijites, arguing that a great sin does not constitute loss of faith. The sinner’s destiny is left in suspense (irjaʾ) (Q 9:106). He affirmed that God loves humans. Muslims should obey their rulers even if their rulers do not have a good character. Punishment is determined by intention, and faith determines whether a person is a Muslim. He advocated tolerance and unity. Such sentiments led ultimately to a common acceptance among Sunnis that all of the first four caliphs were “rightly guided” and thus to a “canonization” of the words and sayings (hadith) of the early Companions.

3.3. Muʿtazilites. With the ascendance of the Abbasid Empire in the ninth century, non-Arabs were being converted, and qurʾanic exegesis and commentary, tradition (hadith) collection and historical writing developed. On the other hand, Hellenic influence increased with manuscripts, translated through the Nestorian center at Gundishapur and elsewhere, on the philosophy of Plato, Aristotle and the Neoplatonists. Logic was brought to the service of discursive and apologetic theology (kalam).

The Muʿtazilites called themselves the people of justice and unity because of their two major doctrines. The first was the unity of God (tawhid). Since God could not have a body, the anthropomorphic verses in the Qurʾan that mentioned God’s hands, feet and eyes had to be understood metaphorically. There could not be a distinction between God and his attributes, and nothing could be coeternal with God. Therefore the Qurʾan, being God’s Word, must be created, a thesis that would be strongly opposed by more traditional Muslims. The second thesis, justice, argued that God could not be the source of evil. Evil comes from humans whom God creates with the power to act, hence they are responsible for their actions.

A third thesis was “the promise and the threat.” Humans should act aright because of the promise of *heaven and the threat of *hell. For them, like the Kharijites, both faith and good works are necessary. Fourth was “the intermediate state,” by which the sinner remains part of the Muslim community on earth but is not considered a believer or a disbeliever; however, if the sinner dies without repenting, he or she faces eternal punishment. Finally, there was “commanding good and forbidding evil.” People need help in making right choices, so people and the state should enforce the true religion.

In 833 the Caliph Maʾmun, followed by his two successors, enforced Muʿtazilism with an inquisition. The policy was reversed in 848 with the triumph of the populist traditionalist party led by Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855), and Muʿtazilism never regained its influence, though some of their theses are found in the teaching of some contemporary theologians. In fact, the fall of the Muʿtazilites with the Abbasid rulers left such a negative image in the collective mind of the common people that theology proper never again regained its influence in the Islamic community as a whole.

3.4. Zahirites. Different views arose concerning the interpretation of the Qurʾan. In Shiʿite, Ismaʾili and Sufi thought, the Qurʾan is thought to have an outer or apparent meaning (zahir) and an inner or secret meaning, allegorical or symbolic (batin). The Zahirites, following Zahir (d. 817), insisted on the literal interpretation and restricted their authoritative sources to the Qurʾan, the hadith and the consensus of Muhammad’s Companions. Ibn Hazm (d. 1064), a Zahirite, argued that God is not bound by a moral code, but values are decided by the will of God.

3.5. Hanbalism. Muʿtazilism had been overcome by an orthodox reaction of the masses led by Ahmad ibn Hanbal and later by the Ashʿarites, but the repeated influence of the Hanbalites among the common people has often been overlooked by scholars (Gardet, 225-32), and been uncovered by H. Laoust (1958). The Hanbalites restricted themselves to the fundamental sources of the Qurʾan and Sunnah, insisting on the literal interpretation of the texts, though not trying to explain how God has hands, eyes and feet. Subsequently, the Hanbalite Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1326) influenced Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab (d. 1791), which led to Wahhabism, the religious orientation of Saudi Arabia and many of the neo-fundamentalist and Islamist organizations today who call for a return to the fundamentals of the faith.

3.6. Ashʿarism—the “Middle Way” of Sunni “Orthodoxy.” Ashʿarism in recent centuries has generally been considered the “orthodoxy” of Sunni Islam. Its founder al-Ashʿari (d. 935) was a Muʿtazilite who “converted” to “orthodox” Islam at age forty. His first work the Ibana, on the basic principles of religion, is “Hanbalite” in content. Later in Lumaʿ he espouses a middle way. He considers the Qurʾan to be God’s word and the Sunnah as expressing the divine wisdom given to Muhammad, thereby criticizing the Muʿtazilites, whom he felt did not give enough importance to God’s word. On the other hand, his adoption of the role of reason to defend Islam and his support of kalam went beyond the Hanbalites.

His discussion of God and his attributes has striking similarities to some Christian teaching about the *Trinity. He asserts that the attributes are real and eternal and distinct from God’s essence, but they are not other than God “without [explaining] how” (see Wolfson, 115- 16; Cumming 2001). He argued that since the Qurʾan is considered to be the word of God, it is eternal. The anthropomorphic attributes are real and not to be interpreted metaphorically, but they are different from the same attributes in humans, but “without [explaining] how.”

Concerning the problem of reconciling God’s sovereignty and justice with human responsibility and freedom, he distinguished between God’s will, which includes everything that happens, whether good or evil, and God’s command , which includes only the good. In contrast to the Muʿtazilite position, humans do not have the innate ability to determine their actions, but God creates in them each instant the ability to act. Consequently, human acts, which are created by God, can be acquired by humans.

With respect to the relationship between faith and works, he said that faith is an interior assent that is expressed by oral confession and perfected by good works. But because works are not part of faith, the sinner who has faith in God and belief in his revelation is a Muslim. After death he will be punished but finally will enter Paradise.

Ashʿarism came to be considered the “orthodox” school of theology, with considerable influence as the official teaching in the madrasas (colleges) of the Seljuk Empire, most notably the Madrasa Nizamiyyah established in Baghdad in 1092 where the famous theologian, mystic and jurist Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111) taught. The latter was able to blend the spiritual life of the mystical Sufi with the often sterile scholasticism of the kalam theologians in his works such as Ihyaʾ ʿUlum al-Din (“The Revival of the Religious Sciences”). The major influence of Ashʿarism in Sunni thought has carried on to the present day.

3.7. Maturidite-Hanafite. Al-Maturidi (d. 957) took a middle-position between the Muʿtazilites and the Ashʿarites on the question of God’s sovereignty and justice, and human freedom and responsibility. Humans, he said, possess an innate moral sense and have prophets as guides. God creates the root of acts, but human freedom makes them good or evil. The question of the divine attributes and their eternity is solved in worship, not by rational analysis. Human reason is limited, so we need guidance. Unlike Ashʿarism, the question of the divine decrees (qadar) and predestination (qada) is not related to God’s will but his foreknowledge.

Cultural stagnation took place from the thirteenth to the nineteenth century during the rule of the Khanids (Mongols), Mamluks and Ottomans. Theological works tended to repeat and systematize the arguments of the past with the result that little research has been done on the theology of the period. The Hanbalite Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328) called for a return to the Qurʾan and Sunnah, encouraged a literal interpretation of the Qurʾan, and decried the popular beliefs and practices that involved the veneration of the saints. While rejecting discursive theology (kalam), philosophy and metaphysical Sufism, he encouraged Sufi piety as had al-Ghazali. He made a sharp distinction between true Islam and Islam in name only. These ideas strongly influence ʿAbd al-Wahhab (d. 1791), the ideologue for Wahhabism in Arabia today, Hasan al-Banna (d. 1949), the founder of the Muslim Brethren, and Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), a major ideologue for contemporary neo-fundamentalists and Islamists.



4. Other Articles of Belief.

 

Aside from the major discussions described above, there were other topics that concerned theologians. One was whether God would be seen by the faithful in the world to come since he is without a body. The Muʿtazilites were among those who denied the possibility, but the majority came to believe it possible “without [explaining] how.”

Others concerned the Last Day and whether there would be a balance scale in which good and bad actions would be weighed (Q 7:8-9), a narrow bridge over Gehenna that would be narrower than a hair and sharper than a sword that would have to be crossed and the wicked would fall into the fire (not in the Qurʾan but in the hadith, e.g., Muslim, Iman, no. 302), and the pool or basin from which Muhammad will quench the thirst of his followers, which was found in popular belief.

The Qurʾan states that there is no intercession acceptable except by the permission of God (Q 10:3), and on such grounds the Muʿtazilites denied it, but most Muslims have come to accept that certain persons, Muhammad in particular, would be permitted to intercede for others. Paradise and hell already exist and will continue to exist. Prayers and alms for the dead will help them. There are hadith in support of this (Tirmidhi 8:37; Bukhari 23:95).

God sent prophets (nabi) who communicated a message and messengers (rasul) who deliver a message. Although the Qurʾan seems to use the terms interchangeably, some scholars consider a rasul to be a nabi, who delivered a written revelation. The chain includes biblical personages. The Fiqh Akbar ascribed to al-Shafiʿi says there have been 120,000 prophets and 313 messengers. Sunni creeds say that the best of people after Muhammad are the first four caliphs in that order, with Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad fourth, while Shiʿi creeds put Ali first.



5. Philosophical and Mystical Theology.

 

Both philosophers and mystics have dealt with theological topics. Ibn Sina (Avicenna, d. 1035), for example, is commonly considered to have influenced Thomas Aquinas, especially in the concept of being and God as the Necessary Being. But the philosophers were largely suspect among many Sunni theologians, though Shiʿi theologians have generally accommodated philosophy better. Any treatment of philosophical theology would certainly include such names as Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 1274) and Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi (d. 1191).

In like manner, aside from A. H. al-Ghazali and Ibn Taymiyyah, who combined some Sufism with their theology, Sunni theologians have tended to reject mysticism. Again, Shiʿi theologians have often been more receptive to mysticism. Any survey of mystical theology would have to include such figures as al-Hallaj (d. 922), Abu Yazid Bistami (d. 874), Ibn ʿArabi (d. 1240), Farid al-Din ʿAttar (d. 1229) and Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 1273).

Sufi piety draws on the mystical passages in the Qurʾan, which speak of God’s immanence in the world (Q 4:132) and being closer than one’s jugular vein (Q 50:16). It is in Sufi personal piety, however, that we find prayers that could be equally from the lips of Christians or Muslims—for example,Wash me from my sins; give me the robe of the redeemed, and in Thy mercy cast me not away from Thy presence. (text in Padwick, 190)




 






6. Modern Trends.

 

Two trends have been evident in the theological writing of the last century where we have seen a resurgence of Islam in both fundamentalist and liberal streams. Interestingly, some theologians from both perspectives refer back to the reformist Muhammad ʿAbduh (d. 1905), who wrote the Risalah al-Tawhid (“The Theology of Unity”). His opposition to taqlid (blind acceptance of previous interpretations) earned him the opposition of conservatives, who wished to restrict future interpretations of law and theology to those decisions reached by the classical Islam of its first three centuries. The fundamentalist reformers, however, wished to be free to interpret the original sources of the Qurʾan and Sunnah for themselves. Likewise, the modernists wanted a greater freedom for interpretation based on reason.

The first trend was seen in ʿAbduh’s disciple Rashid Rida (d. 1935) in the Manar Journals and the Salafiya movement associated with him. The trend became more narrow with the Muslim Brethren, a number of whose leaders wrote articles of belief. Hasan al-Banna (d. 1949), the founder, wrote Al-ʿAqaʾid and Muhammad al-Ghazali, their leading and subsequently more moderate theologian, wrote ʿAqidah al-Muslim. The trend now has its most narrow interpretation with neo-fundamentalists who, like the Saudi Arabian chief mufti Ibn Baz (d. 1999), echo the exclusivism of the early Kharijites and Ibn Taymiyyah. Ibn Baz, in an elaboration of Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhab’s treatise “Ten Things That Nullify One’s Islam,” says that on the Day of Resurrection, people will not be considered Muslims who:

1. Do not consider the polytheists to be disbelievers, which includes Jews and Christians;

2. Hold there is a guidance better than that of the Prophet, which includes those who hold that Islam obligates one to blend in with communism, capitalism or even democracy;

3. Aid polytheists against the Muslims (text in Rippin, 20-23).


 
On the other hand, the liberal trend in interpreting the interplay of theology and law has arrived at a quite different set of conclusions. Muhammad Iqbal (d. 1938), commonly regarded as the spiritual father of Pakistan, called for progress in interpreting Islam. The Egyptian al-Ashmawi (b. 1932) argued against the theological basis for an “Islamic state,” the position of Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), the major theoretician for Arab Islamists. Sadek Sulaiman (b. 1933), an Omani, said that the shura, a consultive tribal practice for selecting a leader, including the first caliph, is a basis for Muslim participation in democracy. With respect to women’s rights, the Moroccan feminist Fatima Mernissi (b. 1940) argued that the Qurʾan has a much higher view of women than traditionally interpreted. The Tunisian Mohamed Talbi (b. 1921) called for religious liberty on the basis of qurʾanic verses such as “There is no compulsion in religion” (Q 2:256) (texts in Kurzman, 49-56, 96-98, 112-26, 161-68, 255-69). Likewise, both the contemporary Iranian Shiʿite Abdulaziz Sachedina (b. 1942) and the French Algerian Mohammed Arkoun (b. 1928) defend religious pluralism from the Qurʾan.

Thus contemporary Muslims and those who interact with them have a wealth of theological perspectives from which to draw.

See also BUDDHISM; CHINESE RELIGIONS; HINDUISM; JUDAISM; MIDDLE EASTERN THEOLOGY.
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JAPANESE THEOLOGY

 

The term “Japanese theology” is generally recognized in three different ways. The first is a type of syncretistic theologizing of Japanese culture called “Japanized theology.” The second is a type of cultural theologizing of the biblical truth called “Japanese theology.” The third is a type of objective theologizing of Japan itself called the “theology of Japan.”1. Japanized Theology

2. Japanese Theology

3. Theology of Japan


 





1. Japanized Theology.

 

“Japanized theology” is an attempt to adapt biblical truth into Japanese thought patterns and values. It is a syncretistic form of Christianity which arose mainly in pre-war and wartime Japan and was known by such terms as “Imperial Christianity,” “Confucian Christianity,” and “Buddhist Christianity.” This kind of Japanese theology can be defined as a Protestant attempt to accommodate historic, biblical teachings to Japanese State-Shinto nationalism or Japanism by means of subtle changes to certain orthodox Christian beliefs and the deliberate neglect of others. Its five distinctive components are (1) emphasis on the interrelationship between the Imperial reign and the *kingdom of God, (2) identification of the emperor with the Christ, (3) replacement of the Old Testament with the Kojiki (Record of Ancient Matters) and Nihon-shoki (Chronicles of Japan), (4) identification of the Creator God with Ame-no-Minakanushi-no-Mikoto (the Deity-Master-of-the-August-Center-of-Heaven), (5) recognition that the mission of Japan is found in the book of Isaiah. In other words, this means that Japan alone can restore the true Israel.

In pre-war and wartime Japan various kinds of theologies were introduced into Japan. Liberal theology and dialectical theology came mainly from Germany, and *evangelical theology was introduced from America and England. Uchimura Kanzo’s theology on the church is unique in the history of Christianity in Japan and developed as the so-called NonChurch movement. He criticized the existing institutional church, saying that it had deviated from the essence of the early church. He also affirmed the need for formation of the “Non”-Church, which emphasizes not church organization but rather the spiritual life. As a result of this he developed a negative attitude toward the sacraments.



2. Japanese Theology.

 

“Japanese theology” is an attempt to express or articulate Christian truth through culture. Two good examples of this phenomenon are the theological treatises of Kazoh Kitamori in 1946 and Nozomu Miyahira in 1997. Kitamori’s well-known theological work resulted in the book Theology of the Pain of God. His “theology of the pain of God” is a theology of love based on the pain of God. He believes that theology ultimately comes down to one’s view of who God is. The God found by Kitamori is “the God in pain” seen by Jeremiah (Jer 31:20). He regards this God as being decisively attested to by the Bible. He criticizes the absence of this view of God both in the Greco-Roman theology of God from the perspective of “substance” and in the *Lutheran theology of God from the perspective of “grace.” He thinks that the vision of God is grasped in the heart or senses which then determines one’s thinking. As he seeks to find the heart of ordinary Japanese people, he focuses on the “pain or bitterness” found in Japanese tragic literature. He thinks that this “pain” most closely corresponds to “the pain of God” in the Bible. His theology is based on his strict understanding of the gospel and formulated by his theological contemplation after the defeat and devastation of Japan in World War II, which was for him the era of death and pain. Kitamori, as a Japanese, is able to explore “the God in pain” in the Bible from the sense of pain in the heart of the Japanese.

Recently, almost fifty years after Kitamori’s Theology of the Pain of God appeared, another noteworthy theological work arrived on the scene. In his doctoral dissertation at Oxford, Nozomu Miyahira, a professor of Seinan Gakuin University in Fukuoka, develops an understanding of the triune God by using the Japanese relational concepts of “betweenness,” kan, and “concord,” wa. Thus, the theology of the *Trinity can be expressed in a Japanese way. The fruit of his attempt is a work entitled Towards a Theology of the Concord of God. He discusses the relationships between the Father and the Son, the Son and the Spirit, and the Spirit and the Father. He also argues that the Father, the Son and the Spirit are in a perfect harmony of mutual understanding. He points out the relationship between theology and culture based on receptor-oriented theological methodology and the fact that culture is regarded as a medium of gospel communication.

He explains that the theology of the Trinity is one of the theological expressions of Greco-Roman culture, and is also one of the cultural formulations concerning the triune God in a particular period. Thus, there can be other theological formulations in another time and culture. Instead of an ontological understanding of the triune God, as with “three persons and one substance,” he suggests that the triune God be expressed in relational terms such as “betweenness” and “concord” which are more relevant terms to the Japanese people. In the climate that has produced the Japanese character, the Japanese attach great importance to the concept of human interrelationship and respect for a spirit of harmony among people. Though there are, of course, negative aspects to these concepts, he applies these cultural traits positively to the understanding of God in the Bible. It can be said that his theology of the concord of God is an ambitious attempt to grasp the triune God in the Bible in the Japanese cultural framework and thought forms. His effort is a recent example of “Japanese theology.”



3. Theology of Japan.

 

The “theology of Japan” adopts a different theological methodology from the two described above. In 1989 Hideo Ohki and Yasuo Furuya published the book Theology of Japan. Both are professors at Seigakuin University near Tokyo. What these two Japanese theologians seek is neither a Japanese adaptation of theology nor a theology in Japan but rather a theology of Japan. The theology they are dealing with is a theological investigation and understanding of “Japan.” In other words, it is a theological interpretation and evaluation about Japan in light of Christian faith. Their theologizing of Japan consists of two parts: the historical and the methodological. With regard to the former, Furuya investigates the historical dimension of “Japan” and discusses Japan’s encounter with Western Christianity. He considers the situation to have been “country closed” in her encounter with the Roman Catholics in the sixteenth century and “country opened” in her encounter with the Protestants in the nineteenth century. He discusses issues such as Christians and nationalism, war, and the emperor system, and comes to the conclusion that in the postwar period “radical monotheism” as suggested by H. Richard Niebuhr would be preferable to henotheism and polytheism.

In regard to the latter part, Ohki investigates the methodological dimension of a theology of Japan, that is, the methodological foundation of a theology that has Japan as its object. Doing so means the theological reality has to be outside of Japan. Where is this “outside of Japan” that breaks through to her “inside”? On the one hand, his attempt causes the relativization of Japanese nationalism and patriotism. He then deals with Japanese identity and considers Christian conversion as referring back to “the Japanese spirit” advocated by Motoori Norinaga, a scholar of ancient Japanese thought and culture of the Edo period. On the other hand, his attention goes to the place of forming the “true self.” It is not the place of “selfidentity of absolute contradictories” advocated by Nishida Kitaro, a Japanese philosopher of the twentieth century, but that of the church as “the body of the resurrected Christ.” In summary, the “theology of Japan” is made possible by the establishment of theological reality through Christian conversion and the church, a place of theological reality created by Christ’s resurrection event.

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; BUDDHISM; INDIAN THEOLOGY; KOREAN THEOLOGY.
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JUDAISM

 

Of all the world’s religions, Judaism stands in a unique relationship to Christianity. Because it began as a protest within Judaism, Christianity must explain and understand itself in relationship to what became its alter, while the reverse is not the case. Judaism has no need to consider, interpret or take account of Christianity, or any other extant religion, in order to understand itself properly. Judaism is theologically self-contained, while Christianity is dependent upon Judaism for its identity because it claims to worship the God of Israel. Similarly, *Islam must interpret itself in relation to both Judaism and Christianity, because it too claims to worship Israel’s God, creator of heaven and earth. Basically, Judaism and Christianity disagree on the doctrine of *God. In this argument, Muslims side with Jews but believe that they have corrupted divine revelation. Here our focus will be on the Jewish-Christian argument.

An analogous disagreement obtains between *Buddhism and *Hinduism. Buddhism is reacting against Hindu philosophical claims and textual authority, as Mahayana Buddhism reacted against earlier Hinayana Buddhism about the path to salvation and the nature of ultimate reality. Analogously, Protestantism reacted against Catholicism’s claims about the authority of the church. In each case, the later development must rationalize its legitimacy theologically or philosophically over against the earlier, while the earlier tradition has no theological or philosophical need to account for interpretations of its claims that fall beyond its pale. When the successor interpretation gains headway it becomes imprudent to argue back. Understanding what came later is rather a courtesy than a necessity. At the same time, in the case of Judaism and Christianity, because the attitudes and behavior of Christians toward Jews—many of which grew out of theological interpretation of Scripture in light of events in first-century Palestine—became violent and contemptuous, the subsequent history that these two traditions share affected the way Jews understand others and their traditions. Sustained and severe Christian criticism of Judaism did not generally arouse self-doubt among Jews as Christians hoped, but distrust of and antipathy toward Christians and Christianity. Sustained Christian diatribe, civil disabilities and violence were often designed to convert Jews, but often failed. Conversion to Christianity was seen as a sign of moral weakness and betrayal by the Jewish community.

This creates an asymmetry when talking about Judaism and Christianity. For this reason, this article will proceed in two sections. The first will present Judaism on its own terms and the second will view it in Christian perspective.1. Judaism on Jewish Terms

2. Judaism on Christian Terms

3. Conclusion


 





1. Judaism on Jewish Terms.

 

1.1. Judaism as a World Religion. Judaism is often presented as one of the world’s great religions, but universal Scripture passages that speak of all the nations of the world streaming to the mountain of the Lord and so on, have not shaped Jewish thinking. Scripture suggests a missionary intent for Israel. Moses’ struggle with Pharaoh may be read as a narrative about God’s intention to convert the Egyptians (see Ex 9:28; 12:32). First Kings 17 and 2 Kings 5 both attest the importance of prophets outside of Israel, as do the books of Ruth and Jonah. Although with a punitive tone, Psalm 2 echoes Isaiah 2 to the effect that the God of Israel is the God of the world and will draw all nations to himself.

This missionary interest was rendered imprudent once Christianity was legalized and Jews began to suffer civil disabilities. Under Christian hegemony and persecution proselytizing and conversion to Judaism were outlawed. At certain times and places it became illegal to rebuild synagogues that were burned by arson set by angry Christian mobs.

From this circumstance, Judaism turned toward particularlist biblical texts for inspiration. Today Judaism is no longer a world religion in the sense that it makes universal truth claims, but rather in the sense that Jews are scattered across the globe. Buddhism claims to have a prescription for the alleviation of suffering. Christianity claims to have the antidote to sin. Islam claims to have the final revelation of God for all people. Judaism, by contrast, is simply the religious and cultural identity of the Jewish people, although it claims that its God is the one and only. Thus, it has an ethnic or national tribal aspect. Converts are welcome, but there is no urgency about this because Judaism does not understand itself to possess a philosophical or divinely revealed truth that others need either to live well or to escape punishment after this life. It no longer lays claim to the nations.

The national religion of the Jewish people is a distinctive way of life that developed over many centuries and continues to develop in an ongoing conversation with its national literature, the Hebrew Scriptures and their elaboration through rabbinic argument and ongoing rabbinic interpretation. It is a way of life based on religious practice, a shared history and cultural tradition that holds the Jewish people together as a globally dispersed national identity that has been called peoplehood. Mordecai Kaplan characterized it as a civilization. Because it is as much a transnational nationality of sorts, with a land and distinctive language as a religion, it is possible to be Jew and yet not accept Jewish religious beliefs. One may identify with Jewish history and culture, and now the state of Israel, without participating in religious practices, although religious Jews frown on this. Secular Judaism is not a self-contradiction because Judaism is both a religion and a cultural identity, largely focused on remaining a distinctive community with its own land and language.

1.2. A People Apart. Perhaps because of its history of terrible suffering, Judaism is now as much defined by its history as by its theology. Still, its suffering is not, finally, separable from its basic religious claim that Jews are a people apart, selected by God to worship him and to separate itself from the nations of the world. Although the development of the principle of separation is associated with the Pharisees, its roots are biblical. The Deuteronomic history is the story of a people called to turn from idolatry as practiced by the nations, yet that history chronicles the constant temptation to abandon Israel’s special calling of faithfulness, that is, to remain a people apart. The story of Solomon and his multinational wives and their religions is the paradigmatic anxiety of Jewish identity. It is decisively dealt with by Ezra’s and Nehemiah’s repeated calls to the returning exiles to send their foreign wives away (Ezra 10:10-44; Neh 13:23-31). Endogamy became the first resort against idolatry.

Pharisaic Judaism is built around this principle of separation from impurity, and it has proven to be costly because readily misunderstood. For it is precisely Israel’s refusal to fit in, to accept the dominant culture, be it Christian or Muslim, that has aroused the ire of the nations round about. Judaism never invented a decisive way to distinguish acceptable religions from idolatry. Circumcision, food rules, separate languages (Hebrew and Yiddish), sabbath observance, endogamy, and in some periods distinctive clothing, all serve to assure Jewish separateness. There is a frightening sense in which the imposition of distinctive clothing (the infamous yellow badge and in some periods special hats) by Christian authorities mimicked the notion of self-imposed visible identification of Jews. Some of the identifying markers are now maintained only by ultra-religious Jews, less religious Jews seeking to draw less attention to themselves and their religious heritage.

Perhaps the reason that Jewish apartness has caused such consternation among the nations is that Jews keep themselves apart to remain pure for God, implying that the nations are impure. The survival of the Jews itself testifies to the exclusiveness of Israel’s claim about God’s election of herself. She alone of all the nations of the world is God’s elect people. Judaism has no doctrine of individual election. God has chosen a people to be his own. Under Christian hegemony, simply belonging to it is an act of faithfulness. Apostasy is abandoning that people for some other. The biblical claim that Israel is a holy people set apart by God to worship him is offensive to others. It has not been lost on those round about that Judaism has no teaching on Christianity or Islam or any other religious tradition. The so-called Noahide commands or covenant, offered by Jews as a way to distinguish civilized from uncivilized pagans, so that business relations could be countenanced, is of little help in authenticating other religions.

1.3. Jewish Faithfulness. Because Judaism is organized around remaining a people set apart from the nations by God, Judaism is not a religion of salvation as are Buddhism and Christianity. It does not identify a universal reading of human nature or the human condition that constitutes a fundamental flaw that needs to be remedied either by individual insight or divine intervention. Pagans worship idols, the Jews worship God, but they do not evangelize because individual salvation is not at stake. Knowing the difference is central to living it. Jewish religious practice spells out how to maintain this distinction. While it takes some effort, Jewish practice is neither a Sysiphysian undertaking—nor a self-righteous attempt at self-justification, as Christians caricature it. Religious practice is part of a way of life loyal to God and the Jewish people whose existence itself constitutes proof of that loyalty. Contrary to Paul’s dreary rendering of the Law of Moses, Jews enjoy obedience to the law of God, as faithfulness to their identity.

Thus for Judaism, following the paradigmatic examples of the Exodus from Egypt and the return from Babylonian exile, redemption is understood in political and historical terms, not spiritual terms. Jerusalem has not been spiritualized into heaven, nor is obedience to God an impossible undertaking that requires utter humility and divine grace in order to please a wrathful deity. Because the command to be the people of God requires the existence of Israel, loyalty to the Jewish people constitutes faithfulness to God. Disloyalty to its survival constitutes disobedience. This is one reason why Jews do sociology and demography more than theology. Israel is determined to honor God by surviving against all odds, not by confessing doctrinal truths against all odds. Thus, Judaism has a weak teaching on individual conscience, and a strong group conscience.

Oddly enough, intermittent but recurrent anti-Semitism has, in its own way, contributed to the survival of the Jewish people and thereby indirectly to her faithfulness to God. While throughout the ages some Jews have apostatized in order to escape the fate that all too frequently beset faithful Jews, persecution has created a strong sense of group loyalty and responsibility to care for and assist Jews all over the world that they might survive as Jews and bear that name with honor.

1.4. Jewish Religious Practice. Jewish religious practices should be understood against this background. Jewish law is that body of customs, ceremonies and practices that effectively separate Jews from their neighbors. Practicing Judaism is preferable to nonobservance, not because practice contributes to one’s personal salvation in the Christian sense of repairing one’s marred relationship to God as a result of the Fall, but because it contributes to the survival and the salvation of the Jewish people. Living for the sake of the Jewish people is obedience to God, for unless Israel is, there cannot be a people of God.

Thus, Jewish religious practice may be understood as community policy, on analogy with library rules. It is to protect the life of the Jewish people as the library rules are to protect the library’s collections. Jewish law ultimately derives from the Pentateuch, but over the centuries, as conditions changed, the rules were modified to adapt to current circumstances. Similarly, library policy must be revised to take account of changing populations, special collections and so on. Twenty years ago there was no electronic security surveillance to track people’s comings and goings in and out of the library. Today in university libraries it is not unusual for visitors to be denied entrance altogether. Jewish law is akin to such policies elaborated in order to protect Jewish identity.

While individual Jews may be casual about what religion or none that non-Jews practice, the central Jewish theological claim is that God is the God of Israel and of Israel alone. If others (i.e., Christians and Muslims) want to worship Israel’s God they must join in membership with the Jewish people.

Policies that preserve Jewish identity are supported by the celebration of holy days, festivals and fast days that shape and strengthen Jewish identity by rooting current Jewish life in Scripture and history. Biblical mandates are supplemented with feasts and fasts from postbiblical times, now including Holocaust Remembrance Day and Israel Independence Day. Identity is crafted in the cycle of remembering, celebrating and reciting the prayers.

Judaism is what Christians would call a liturgically “high” tradition. It has a classic prayer book, of which there are several modern adaptations. Prayer life is regular and highly regulated. Judaism does not have a tradition of spontaneous prayer, but follows the liturgical tradition that was codified by the ninth century. Public prayer is preferred to private prayer and is offered thrice daily: morning, afternoon and early evening. At morning prayer traditionally men, but increasingly also women wrap themselves in the traditional prayer shawl and phylacteries in which the central biblical texts that constitute the Shema are literally affixed to the head and around the arm next to the heart, as Deuteronomy 6:8 instructs.

Although Judaism is liturgically elaborate, it has no functioning priesthood because the Temple no longer stands, and there is no ontological understanding of ordination. Ordination is an honorary status for teachers and is usually granted upon graduation from rabbinical school by the school, concomitant with graduation. There is no liturgical function that is forbidden to a layperson. As a related point, the elaborate rituals that constitute Jewish life have some similarity to the Radical Reformation’s understanding of sacraments as memorials. The blessing of food and extensive blessing of wine on sabbath and holy days, like the long thanksgiving after a meal, recount God’s saving acts in history, reminding participants of their blessings, the chief of which is their membership in the Jewish people. These and many other home rituals and practices are means of grace, but not in the ontological sense that obtains in sacramental churches where a change of status or being is associated with the liturgical action and its proclamation. Judaism has simply never reflected on these matters ontologically.



2. Judaism on Christian Terms.

 

In stark contrast to Judaism’s own theological self-definition as the people of God, in Christian perspective, Judaism is illegitimate. Jews are the paradigmatic sign of disobedience and often the sign of divine rejection and punishment, held up as an object lesson. What Jules Isaac called the teaching of contempt began in the New Testament, was elaborated by the Adversos Iudaeos tradition in theological treatises from the second through the twentieth centuries, and was carried to the masses through art, beginning in the Middle Ages. Because we are focusing on theology, we will omit recounting the history of Christian legislation and violence against Jews that began not long after the legalization of Christianity in the Roman Empire (Flannery).

2.1. The New Testament Foundation of the Teaching of Contempt.

2.1.1. The Deicide Charge. The New Testament already marks Jews as deicides (Mt 27:25; 1 Thess 2:14-15). The charge remained unchallenged until Pope Paul VI issued his declaration, Nostra Aetate (October 28, 1965), that decried anti-Semitism and said that while “the Jewish authorities and those who followed their lead pressed for the death of Christ (Jn 19:6): still, what happened in His passion cannot be charged against all the Jews, without distinction, then alive, or against the Jews of today. Although the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should not be presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if this followed from the Holy Scriptures.” The liturgical renewal movement of the 1970s removed prayer for the “perfidious Jews” from the reproaches of the Good Friday liturgy in Catholic and Anglican churches.

2.1.2. The Theology of Supersession. The New Testament set up the supersessionism that would dominate the Christian stance toward Jews and Judaism: that the church is the true Israel. It has replaced original Israel as the people of God. In other words, Christianity is now Judaism. Jews who remain outside the church are lost, rather like a walking mausoleum. John 8:37-47 portrays an argument between Jesus and some Jews who had been following him, but found his ideas and behavior so bizarre that they questioned him. He turns on them in frustration and anger, demanding that unless they accept him as the one sent from “the Father” they are not children of Abraham, as they think, but are of the devil. If they do not accept Jesus’ self-definition as from God they are not from God, meaning they are not the people of God.

Paul’s theology interprets Scripture to say that Israel has been dramatically opened up to the Gentiles, and only those who place their faith in Jesus are truly Jews. The supersessionist theology is spelled out in Romans 9:6-33. Historic Israel becomes a pretender to God’s love. Jewish law, the esteemed interpretation of Scripture developed by the Pharisees, beginning in the second century BC, is to be set aside because Christ is now the way to salvation (Rom 3—4, 7; Gal 2—3). Ephesians 2:11-22 puts it starkly; the children of God are those Jews who abandon Judaism for life with Gentiles—their and God’s enemies—in a common confession of the Lordship of Christ. The new vision is the redeeming message of his triumphant death that signals the beginning of a new world order that reverses strength and weakness as conventionally understood (1 Cor 1:18-31).

This displacement or supersessionist theology has been normative throughout Christian history, but in the wake of Nostra Aetate—that coincided with the uncovering of the extent of the horrors of Nazi Germany—a small but dedicated group of theologians and biblical scholars have begun to question it. Rereading Paul, reexamining Christology, and rethinking the nature of covenant are all being suggested as ways of enabling Christians to go beyond simply condemning anti-Semitism to enabling Christianity to regard Judaism as theologically legitimate (Gaston 1987, 1996; McGarry; Ruether; Soulen; Van Buren 1980, 1983, 1988). One of more widely discussed suggestions was initiated by Jewish theologian Franz Rosenzweig (1886-1929). This suggestion conceives of one covenant with two halves, one with the Jewish people and one with the church (Rosenzweig).

Watching almost thirty years of Christian theological interest on behalf of Jews, some Jewish leaders and scholars have begun a comparable effort from their side. Christianity in Jewish Terms offers a collection of essays on what Judaism can say by way of legitimating Christianity theologically. Both movements make a decisive break with a two-millennia history of contempt, fear and distrust.

For standard Christian theology, *salvation became associated with forgiveness of sins of individuals wrought by the death of Jesus, rather than sacrifice, confession, prayer and almsgiving. In such an understanding of salvation, whoever does not confess his saving power remains under the power of sin and so lost to God, who demands perfect obedience, that only God himself—in the person of the incarnate Son—can through Christ’s voluntary death cancel the inordinate debt that each person owes God.

The New Testament is, in its entirety, a novel representation of Judaism in a radically universalized guise. Another aspect of supersessionism is the question of who Jesus has come to save. According to Luke, who is partial to the Gentiles, Jesus is so bold as to preach the “good news” that he has come not to save his hearers, but their enemies. In Luke 4:16-30, the Nazareth synagogue worshippers cannot fathom what is happening when Jesus visits and preaches to an initially eager and expectant crowd of the faithful that he has come to fulfill the promises of Isaiah 65, to bring good news to the poor, to release captives, to revive the sight of the blind and to let the oppressed go free. But what he means by this is not that he has come to liberate his audience from their Roman captors, but to liberate precisely their Roman pagan captors who will become the people of God in their place! It is small wonder that they try to lynch him. Jesus brings horrifying news to Israel: God has sent him to embrace their enemies and they are to welcome him as God’s own! It is a tall order indeed.

Jews would have to decide for themselves where obedience to God lies: joining forces with their enemies in a radically reversed people of God made up of Jews and pagans, on the say-so of some artisan’s outspoken son, or remaining faithful to the teachings of Scripture as taught by generations of esteemed Jewish sages and tradition. Most chose the path of caution then as well as now.

Christianity’s great revision of Judaism was the breaking of the link between nationality and religion. With Paul, Judaism became a religion based on faith. But Paul was not alone. Matthew too broke the link between the people of God and historic Israel by identifying the people of God as those who follow Jesus’ teachings. This is clearly evident in the beatitudes (Mt 5:1-12) and in the parable of the last judgment (Mt 25:31-46). Membership in the people of God is determined by strength of moral character, not the grace of God’s election of the historic children of Abraham. The Johannine literature also breaks the link by saying only those who believe what Jesus says about himself are the people of God.

A further shape of supersessionism is wrought by interpreting Scripture through radically different hermeneutical filters. Paul reinterpreted Scripture to point away from Jews and toward Gentiles, but Matthew interpreted Scripture to point away from the historical and textual context of a passage in order to find its meaning in Jesus. Particularly, he argued that biblical prophecy is fulfilled in Jesus (Mt 1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 4:14; 5:17; 8:17; 12:17; 13:14, 35; 21:4; 26:54, 56; 27:9). From this foundation, a standard Christian argument in the patristic and later ages became that Jews who say no to Jesus are unable to understand their own Scriptures.

2.1.3. Ridicule and Denunciation. A final form of the teaching of contempt was outright ridicule and denunciation. This is clear in the Matthean treatment of the Pharisees (Mt 3:7; 16:1, 6, 11-12; 21:45; 23), the interpreters of Scripture who sought to protect Israel’s purity through elaborate religious practice. Passages in all the Gospels suggest that the Pharisees and other Jewish leaders were only gradually alienated from Jesus by his flippant attitude toward tradition, Scripture and the law, and it was only after repeated attempts to engage Jesus in what for them was reasonable conversation did they turn against him. Scattered snide comments about the scribes, Sadducees, but especially the Pharisees as hypocrites, greedy, bad yeast and so on, have shaped the Christian view of the Jewish tradition, not only of Jewish leadership and first-century Judaism, but indirectly all of Judaism, since normative Judaism is essentially pharisaic. Yet its fundamental principle, withdrawal from or avoidance of impurity, is not really so alien, even in our own day. Many parents, for example, want to shield their children from what they consider destructive influences: violence, pornography, drugs, premature sex and so on. Indeed, Christians have often been in the forefront of such pharisaic impulses.

2.2. Theological Elaboration of the Teaching of Contempt. The New Testament foundation of the supersession of Jews and Judaism by the church laid the groundwork for the construction of Christianity in the patristic age. Judaism and paganism were the crucible within which Christian doctrine and practice were forged. The new faith had to demonstrate both continuity and discontinuity with its predecessors in order to be both intellectually respectable and graspable and sufficiently fresh to attract adherents. Embedding supersessionism into the Christian sensibility began in the second century with the Epistle of Barnabas, which Christianizes Jewish Scripture. It follows and greatly expands the Matthean idea that Hebrew prophecy is fulfilled in Christ into the teaching that apart from Christ what Christians came to designate the “Old Testament” has no meaning of its own. Judaism has no theological validity, and Jews are blind to the meaning of their own Scriptures, which point to Christ. Modern biblical studies has made a valiant effort to focus on the historical meaning and formation of the texts, but it has been difficult for Christians to grant the “Old Testament” (meaning “surpassed”) its own non-Christian identity because this could separate Christ from the God of Israel.

Barnabas is followed by Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, the first independent treatise against the Jews, in an attempt to convert his interlocutor. His argument is that God always intended to supplant Judaism with Christianity, and that the Law had always been punishment for always disobeying God’s will. Jewish Scriptures now belong to Christians. This Dialogue was written at about the same time that Bar Kochba’s revolt against Rome in 135 failed, ending in the desecration of Jerusalem and the expulsion of Jews from it by Emperor Hadrian. The Jewish failure to free themselves from Roman domination and their dispersion were viewed by Christians as divine punishment and proof that God had forsaken the Jews for the Christians. These events became part of the fabric of anti-Jewish polemic for many centuries.

In the third century, Tertullian (160-225), in his long Answer to the Jews, powerfully introduces this polemical tradition to the Latin West. Its main goal is to demonstrate that God has always intended the rejection of the Jews in favor of the Christians. Jewish practices no longer avail, and Jewish prophecy predicts Christ. A Demonstration Against the Jews is attributed to Hippolytus of Rome (d. 235). It blames the Jews for their misery and suffering on account of having killed Christ. Novation (c. 200-258), in his On Jewish Foods, describes the perverseness of the Jews in taking the scriptural food laws of Leviticus concretely; the “Old Testament” has been spiritually reinterpreted. To Cyprian of Carthage (d. 258) is attributed Three Books of Testimonies Against the Jews. Following New Testament themes, these are sermons on the ingratitude of Israel and persecuting the prophets and Christ. Yet, they can still repent and receive baptism.

The opi that constitute the Adversos Iudaeos tradition are too numerous to recount here, so we will note only the most important that accrued after the legalization of Christianity. An important and deeply influential public example of anti-Jewish polemic is John Chrysostom’s eight sermons against Judaizing Christians as well as Jews, delivered circa 386/87 in Antioch. He was a brilliant preacher who strove mightily to keep Christians from seeking out rabbis to bless their fields and cure their illnesses and frequenting the synagogue on major Jewish holidays. The rhetoric is at times vicious, appealing to the Jewish defeat by Rome to prove that God has abandoned the Jews. By holding on to an antiquated and surpassed way of religious life they confuse followers of Jesus, tempting Christians to defect from steadfast faithfulness in Christ. Eusebius of Caesarea included what was by then a standard treatment of the divine punishment of the Jews in his famous Ecclesiastical History (c. 325), the first of its kind. Cyril of Alexandria (d. 412) wrote two homilies against the Jews and their infidelity, perhaps occasioned by violence between Jews and Christians in his jurisdiction. His Proof of the Gospel addresses the Jewish objection that Christians claim Jewish Scripture but reject Mosaic Law, an apparent contradiction.

Augustine of Hippo also contributed his voice in the Adversos Judaeos genre. His Tract Against the Jews and his treatment of the Jews in The City of God, books 17 and 18, as well as other scattered places in his writings, made an important innovation in the theology of the Jews that carried the West on “The Jewish Question” or “The Jewish Problem” more or less through Karl Barth. While he agreed that Christianity had superseded Judaism, that the Jews could not understand the clear Christological meaning of their Scriptures, and were reprobate for rejecting Christ, and all the rest, he also recognized the importance of the continuities that obtain between Judaism and Christianity. His reading of Psalm 59:10-11 (in City of God 18.46), forced him to see the value of having Jews scattered throughout the Christian populace. The psalm reads, “my God will let me look in triumph on my enemies. Do not kill them, or my people may forget; make them totter by your power, and bring them down.” Thus, it was necessary to disperse the Jews abroad, and permissible to make them suffer civil and religious penalties for their rejection of the gospel; they must be allowed to live, however, so that they may bear witness to the prophecies which were given beforehand concerning Christ.

Augustine set the tone for the West’s treatment of the Jews through the thirteenth century when heresies arose and were dealt with vigorously, culminating in the Crusades. In response to extensive anti-Jewish violence in the first Crusade, Bernard of Clairvaux, sustaining the Augustinian view, preached against anti-Jewish violence, but he also preached the Second Crusade.

Thomas Aquinas sustained the Augustinian ambivalence toward Judaism, although he did not point to the Jewish Diaspora as punishment for the crucifixion as did others before him. He considered Judaism a form of disbelief, and so a bit better than heresy. He opposed forced baptism of Jewish children and tolerated the Jewish right to practice their religion unmolested because they are a certain, if misguided, witness to the truth of Christ in their Scriptures. Although they are not “saved” because they are outside the church, they are nevertheless integral to the church’s identity because of their continuity with Scripture (Schoot and Valkenberg).

In the sixteenth century, although he initially hoped that the Reformation would lure the Jews into the church, Martin Luther’s long and carefully crafted treatise “On the Jews and Their Lies” (1543), revived virulent treatment of Jews, including burning their homes and cutting out their tongues. At the same time, the Spanish Inquisition expelled or executed Jews on account of their intransigence.

In the nineteenth century, Friedrich Schleiermacher broke with the Augustinian tradition that held that Christianity had a special relationship to Judaism. He had no use for Judaism at all, although he showed no antipathy toward individual Jews. It was a dead religion, childlike in character. It may be charming, but it has outlasted its purpose. It contributed the idea of the messiah to the world and exhausted itself. Its external remains are an “unpleasant phenomenon, a mechanical motion from which life and spirit have long vanished” (Speeches, V, 241). This clear distaste for Judaism coupled with his theologically stoked outspoken Prussian nationalism and devotion to the Fatherland linked nation, church, state and land in a way that makes those looking back from the post-Nazi period a bit uncomfortable.

Perhaps Karl Barth’s attack on German nationalism was partly in response to Schleiermacher’s patriotism. Barth reverted to the Augustinian tradition. He fit the Jews into his grand dialectical scheme of the simultaneous rejection and election of humanity in Jesus Christ. The Jews remain, paradoxically, the elect of God in his rejection of them. They are to stand eternally as the witness to divine condemnation. The Jews are the paradigmatic passing form of existence that resists its election in Jesus Christ.

2.3. The Teaching of Contempt in Art. Anti-Jewish *iconography developed to reinforce the teaching of contempt during the High Middle Ages. The south transept portal of the Strasbourg Cathedral, Strasbourg, France (c. 1230), for example, is adorned with a triumphant sculpture of the church as a woman with head crowned and held high and staff erect. On the other side of the portal is the sculpture of the synagogue, also a woman, with head hanging low, blindfolded, holding a broken staff in her hand. Other sculptures like these adorn churches in Germany as well as comparable paintings of the period.

Medieval paintings and biblical manuscript illustrations caricature Jews with high pointed hats, a vicious demeanor and threatening presence. Further, medieval cartoons, prints, handbills, and when they began, newspapers, portrayed the reputed sacrileges of the Jews against the consecrated host and in the act of blood libel in degrading satire and caricature. In all likelihood, such publicity contributed to spontaneous mob violence against Jewish communities throughout Britain and Europe and their repeated expulsion from cities, towns and villages or their seclusion in ghettos locked at night for their protection.



3. Conclusion.

 

In sum, with the current exception of small pockets of irenic and innovative leaders, Jewish self-definition and Christian self-definition each continue to deny the self-definition of the other. This results in an intractable struggle for both the claim to be the true people of God and to know God truly. At stake is not only ecclesiology, but also the knowledge of God, for each side claims it is right and the other simply wrong.

Jews, like Muslims, insist on a strict monotheism that dogmatically excludes the possibility of christological qualification. So, the Jewish rejection of Christ is not simply that they do not see the world redeemed and thus decline to believe that Jesus is the Messiah promised to Israel. Rather, the unity of God precludes any Messiah from being, as the Nicene faith puts it, the Son of the Father, consubstantial with him, or his being fully human and fully divine as the Chalcedonian formula puts it. Jewish rejection of Nicaea and Chalcedon then, be it by religious or secular Jews, is an act of faithfulness to God. Only one Jewish creed has ever taken hold in Jewish worship, written by Maimonides and regularly sung in worship. It is a hymn to the oneness of God. It is the elaboration of the Shema, Judaism’s biblical rallying cry: “Hear, O Israel: the LORD is our God, the LORD is One” (Deut 6:4). To have admitted Christ into the godhead, as happened with Nicene Christianity, is the theological stumbling block for Jews.

Christians stake their identity precisely on the point that Jews and Muslims reject: the incarnation. Christ is of one being with the Father. He is the way, indeed, the only way to the Father who is otherwise apparently inaccessible, or at least his love is inaccessible. This last point is a puzzlement for Jews and Muslims. They have not worried about divine wrath and its implication for the eternal fate of individuals, but have focused on obedience to the divine will in this life. For Christians, non-Christians are doomed and ought to be miserable because they live without the comfort of the mercy of Christ. While such an evangelical attitude is offered as an outreach of friendship and concern, it carries with it a touch of condescension that may be more evident to targets of evangelism than it is to those who offer the gospel.

We have then an intractable theological argument between Judaism and Christianity that has not always been carried on graciously. Perhaps the pockets of resistance to the mutual teachings of contempt will, by God’s grace, chasten religious verve that is clear-eyed about its own truth.

See also ISLAM; ZIONISM, CHRISTIAN.
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JUSTICE

 

Justice is a central theme in Scripture; justice for the poor and oppressed a recurring motif. This concern for justice continues into the patristic era, and contemporary theology has continued to explore the meaning of justice and the church’s role in promoting justice.1. The Biblical Perspectives on Justice

2. Early Church and Patristic Views on Justice and the Poor

3. Classical Greek and Early Christian Approaches to Justice

4. Justice as a Legal Phenomenon

5. Justice and the Church’s Prophetic Role


 





1. The Biblical Perspectives on Justice.

 

The concept of justice in Scripture is a central theme with major importance for all of human life—it runs like a golden cord through all its books. This centrality and the vast richness of the term make it difficult to come up with a simple definition in the biblical context. The word “justice” is used in various ways. It is used to describe the legal codes and ordinances that govern communal life (e.g., Ex 21:1—23:10), and indicates when restitution is due in a context where injury was done to a person or property, or cultic regulations have been violated. The two main Hebrew terms (ṣĕdāqâ and mišpāṭ) are normally translated as “righteousness” and “justice.” Ṣĕdāqâ refers to God’s righteousness that not only brings judgement on particular acts, but, according to William Coats, on the entire shape of this age. Mišpāṭ, on the other hand, refers to particular duties and responsibilities that encompass life in a covenantal context with both God and one another. The biblical idea of justice can best be described as “a fidelity to the demand of a relationship,” with particular reference to the widow, the orphans and the poor.

1.1. Justice in the Old Testament. In some of the books of the Wisdom literature the just person is described as the one who is concerned with the preservation of peace and wholeness in the community. Such a person “strengthened the weak hands . . . supported those who were stumbling” (Job 4:3-4), cares for the poor the fatherless and the widow (Job 29:12-15; 31:16- 19; Prov 29:7) and defends their case in court (Job 29:16; Prov 31:9). The just are portrayed as those who live in peace and harmony with their neighbors, their land, their employees and their animals (Job 31:1-40). The just person according to the Psalms is one who calls upon Yahweh with confidence that is grounded in the justice of Yahweh. Such a person realizes that Yahweh is the source of strength and is faithful to his promises.

The same concerns raised by the Wisdom literature are evident in the prophets from the eighth century BC. The prophet Micah is portrayed as being in conflict with the leaders of Jerusalem because they were exploiting the poor and neglecting the needy. Israel, however, believed that God was on their side regardless of the wrongs they were inflicting on the poor. In the book of Isaiah the rich and wealthy are reprimanded for perpetuating injustice against the most vulnerable in society. The injustices that were committed against the poor include the confiscation of land and property, selling people as slaves and selling them for debt, the exploitation of widows and orphans. The wrongs against the poor extended to corruption in business and trade linked to a corrupt judicial system that advantaged the economically strong at the expense of the weak.

The Old Testament insists that Yahweh is just (2 Chron 12:6; Neh 9:8; Ps 7:9; 103:17; 116:5; Jer 9:24; Dan 9:14; Zeph 3:5; Zech 8:8). The justice ascribed to Yahweh is not merely a result of his nature but is intrinsic to the covenantal relationship (Jer 9:24; Hos 2:19). Violation of the covenantal relationship in any form with Yahweh is viewed as a failure of justice. This is evident in the epilogue of the song of the vineyard (Is 5:1-17) when Yahweh indicts the people that he “planted” and cared for, in the form of a poetic play: “he expected justice [mišpāṭ], but saw bloodshed [miśpāḥ]; righteousness [ṣĕdāqâ], but heard a cry [ṣĕ[image: 037]qâ]” (Is 5:7). Yahweh’s punishment of Israel is therefore just.

However, the justice of Yahweh does not only include punishment, but in the event of remorse and confession, justice may issue in forgiveness and restoration. Punishment and return form an integral part of Yahweh’s restoration plan. The justice of Yahweh forms the basis of his “saving power, his fidelity to his role of Lord of the covenant” (Haughey, 73).

Yahweh’s special concern for the defense-less in society is a moral imperative. It not only advances social harmony, but is rooted in the intrinsic nature of Yahweh as the defender of the oppressed. Supportive passages are numerous: “You shall not wrong or oppress a resident alien. . . . You shall not abuse any widow or orphan” (Ex 22:21-22). For the LORD “executes justice for the orphan and the widow, . . . loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing” (Deut 10:18). “Give justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy” (Ps 82:3-4). “The LORD works vindication and justice for all who are oppressed” (Ps 103:6; cf. Ps 140:12; 146:7). “Thus says the LORD: Act with justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor anyone who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the orphan and the widow” (Jer 22:3-4).

At the heart of the term justice is the notion of relationship. While justice is central in the Old Testament, other terms are inextricably linked to justice such as mercy, truth, covenant, vindication, fidelity, saving deed, as well as law and statute. The consequences of justice are harmony and peace in personal relationships and community.

1.2. Justice in the New Testament. The terms and statements used for justice in the New Testament are not as rich or as direct as in the Old Testament, but the notion constitutes a central and significant part of the New Testament witness. This is evident in the words and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, the writings of Paul and other authors. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus encourages his audience to seek first the *kingdom of God and his justice (Greek dikaiosynē). In his ministry Jesus constantly criticized the justice and mercy exercised by the scribes and the Pharisees. In the writings of Paul the issue of justice is central, particularly when speaking of the fact that “the righteousness [justice] of God has been disclosed . . . through faith in Jesus Christ” (Rom 3:21-22). The writings of both John and James highlight the importance of justice when referring to the caring ministry to the needy and poor members of the community. John further mentions the eschatological relevance of justice with regard to the faithful (Rev 19:11). In the New Testament the life and death of Jesus is linked to the justice of God, and to the justification of the believer by faith in Christ.

Jesus began his ministry by proclaiming the kingdom of God accompanied by a call to repentance (Mt 4:17; Mk 1:15). The kingdom of God was proclaimed as a present reality that demanded a response from his audience (Mt 3:2; 4:23; 5:3, 10; 9:35; Lk 10:9; 11:20; 17:21), while at the same time as a future reality that was the object of both hope and prayer (Mt 6:10). The emergence of the kingdom of God was linked to the ministry and teachings of Jesus as the eschatological proclaimer of Yahweh’s reign that would have effect in the everyday lives of people and in the world. Justice further required people to “do justice” in accordance with the teachings of the Old Testament witness, and in the world, to confront of unjust rulers and structures that were responsible for the injustice perpetrated against the poor, strangers, widows and orphans.

Jesus’ message was characterized as good news to the poor and hope for the oppressed (Lk 4:18-21). Through this introductory message of Jesus in Luke 4, and by his constant fellowship with the outcast in society, Jesus demonstrated his solidarity with these groups. In solidarity with the outcasts in society, Jesus is viewed as a parable of God’s justice where mercy (ḥesed) and justice (ṣĕdāqâ) are paradoxically related. The proclamation of the kingdom that demands a response is in fact a call to radical discipleship that has at its core the doing of justice.

The writings of Paul include two sets of texts that group faith and justice together. The first refers to “the justice of God that comes through faith in Jesus Christ” (Rom 3:22; 3:26; Gal 2:16; Phil 3:9). The second set of texts simply links faith and justice together (Rom 3:28, 30; 4:5, 9, 11, 13; 9:30; 10:6, 10). For Paul faith is always based on what God has done in Christ. Justification for Paul therefore can only come through faith in Jesus Christ. Justification by faith in Jesus Christ for Paul was not in contradiction with his concern for the weak in the community (Rom 14:1-18; 1 Cor 11:17-22; 8:1-13). Rather the bearing of one another’s burdens was the fulfillment of the Law and the result of justification by faith (Gal 6:2; Rom 15:1-3; 1 Cor 12:26). This also grounded his concern for the poor and the collection for the needy (2 Cor 8:9-14; 2 Cor 9; Gal 2:10) and for peace and harmony in the community (1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians). The same notions of justice and faith evident in Paul’s writings are also present in the writings of James (Jas 3:18) and John (Rev 19:11).

The statements made by Paul with regard to justice and justification must always be placed within the context of Christology. In the New Testament the revelation of Yahweh’s justice is Christologically grounded. God’s concern for the world and its inhabitants is concretely revealed in the advent of Jesus Christ. The world of human imperfection is God’s world addressed in Christ. Faith therefore is a response to the proclamation of God’s reign on earth. Faith enables people to be compassionate because they have received compassion. Therefore the cause of the poor, the widow, the needy, the refugee, the oppressed and the orphan is the cause of Jesus Christ. The Biblical perspective of justice actually gives a mandate to the Christians to be involved in the quest for justice in the world today.



2. Early Church and Patristic Views on Justice and the Poor.

 

Consistent with the biblical perspective of justice, the fathers of the early church focused on the accumulation of wealth and riches, in the context of care for the poor and the needy. The author of the Didache cautioned early Christians against pursuing wealth and riches at the expense of the poor and the needy. The author asserts that some members of the church are “bent only on their own advantage, without pity for the poor or feeling for the distressed” when they “turn away the needy and oppress the afflicted” and “aid and abet the rich but arbitrarily condemns the poor” (Didache 5.2). A similar criticism comes in the writing of Hermas in the Shepherd, which claims that the wealthy are more interested in burying in affluence, while they are living out of touch with the serious suffering endured by the poor. Poly-carp, the bishop of Smyrna in the second century, in a teaching on 1 Timothy 6:7 on the evil of the love of money, reminds his readers that we entered this world with nothing and that it is obvious and expected that we shall leave this world without anything. For this reason he admonishes the Christians to pursue “justice, piety, fidelity, fortitude and gentleness.”

Clement of Alexandria, during the third century, echoes the need for conversion when he addresses the issue of the various attitudes that people have to riches. He believes, however, that it is possible for a rich person to be “poor in spirit,” arguing that all wealth and riches are gifts from God. He continues by pointing out that just as Christ gave his life for us so we ought to give ourselves for our brothers and sisters. Indeed we should display a cheerful attitude when we distribute anything of worth to the poor and the stranger.

Cyprian, the bishop of Carthage during the same period, was disturbed by the gross social inequalities in the pagan world. He contrasted the pursuit of riches and wealth with the neglect and hatred of the poor and needy. At the heart of this pursuit was greed and self-satisfaction. Cyprian conveys the disturbing message that greed and the pursuit of self-satisfaction had crept into the Christian community, where the bishops and ordinary people had become “fortune-hunters who have neglected the poor.” In his mind this was why God allowed the church to be persecuted.

Tertullian, the early Latin theologian, echoes these sentiments with regard to justice as it is linked to the issue of the outcast in society and to the nature of community. For him the three main characteristics of the universal church of Jesus Christ are “peace, brotherhood and hospitality.” The focus of agape is the love meal where Christians from all walks of life share food among the haves and the have-nots.



3. Classical Greek and Early Christian Approaches to Justice.

 

In the comparison between classical Greek and early Christian approaches to justice we will look at some of the statements by Cicero, Plato, Aristotle, Ambrose of Milan and Augustine of Hippo on the issue. Cicero’s first treatise on the moral good has four subsections in which justice plays an important role. These four virtues are prudence, fortitude, justice and temperance. The most significant of these four virtues is justice because it constitutes the basis on which people are regarded as good, and thus it has precedence over the other three in any circumstance. The virtue of justice is so pivotal for economic activity and the common good of the total society that it is even a prerequisite among thieves. Its absence is inconceivable in the choice of rulers and laws that govern society.

According to Cicero two primary values are intrinsic to his understanding of justice: (1) apart from provocation resulting from unlawful activity, to keep one person from harming another, and (2) to encourage people to “use common possessions for the common interest, private property for their own.” The essence of the first value of justice prohibits damage or hurt to others, while the second value expects people to add value to the common well-being with reference to others. In any case injustice is to be avoided at all costs.

The sum of the common good of society is not only enhanced by the notion of justice but also by generosity, which he terms kindness. Even though kindness exceeds justice, it is still regulated and maintained by justice. Kindness is viewed as a nonnegotiable responsibility that is not actually altruistic in nature, but it is preceded by compassion for the person to whom we show kindness. Thus the view of justice that emerges goes beyond mere self-centeredness. For the Roman writers the just person is a happy person.

The basis laid by Cicero with specific reference to the classic Greek approach to justice was taken as a challenge by the fourth-century church father Ambrose of Milan and interpreted theologically for Christians during that period. Ambrose asserts: “The foundation of justice is therefore faith, for the hearts of the just dwell on faith, and the just man that accuses himself builds justice on faith. . . . This means Christ as the foundation of the Church is as it were the outward form of justice; it is the common right of all. For all in common it prays, for all in common it works, in the temptation of all it is tried.” (Duties of the Clergy 1.29)

It is important to note that Ambrose links together faith and justice, goodwill and justice, as well as justice and compassion. According to him the spirituality of justice is primarily focused on God and thereafter on patriotism, which is followed by the parents and then all others.



4. Justice as a Legal Phenomenon.

 

Justice as a legal matter will be discussed against the backdrop of the Biblical perspective together with the historical developments. It is important to note that justice is, among other things, a legal concept in many respects. It covers social justice, political justice, moral justice, economic justice and even poetic justice. The Old Testament speaks of that which is legal, right or just interchangeably. Lourens Du Plessis refers to the terms law and justice in a particular way when he holds that positive justice is translated as righteousness, while the law refers to justice in a forensic legal manner. Justice in a legal sense comes into play when two persons are involved in a dispute, and a third person is called to be the judge in an attempt to rectify the interpersonal relationship. In this regard the judge is not a detached third party that has to weigh the pros and cons of the case, but is called upon in many instances to become involved in the distressed and exploited person’s litigation in order to vigorously oppose injustice and oppression.

At the core of the New Testament concept of justification by faith is the legal concept of justice, even though the term is used in a figurative manner. The person in the dock is acquitted before God’s forum on the basis of the vicarious fulfillment of the Father’s just judgement for the sin of the world. Du Plessis quotes Ulpian the Roman Jurist when he says, “justice is the constant and perpetual will to give each one his or her right.” To illustrate justice, Du Plessis contrasts the positive notions of justice with the negative notion as highlighted by Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche maintained that there is no ultimate justice, but rather an eternal ontological injustice, because humans have a natural tendency to be unjust. Moreover, justice as a virtue is harmful and can only exist as an agreement between equals. The original sense of justice among people has disappeared, and what remains is arbitrary law—an expression of the inevitability of the fact that there must be some kind of law.

The understanding of a just legal system in the Western context will have to bear evidence of the following characteristics: The autonomy of the various facets and spheres of human life should be recognized and respected. The autonomy of social institutions outside the realm of the authority of the State is respected, and legal means are engaged to vouch for the freedom and authority of each to regulate its own affairs. Equity as an incidence of institutional justice is upheld. The legal order and rules are means, not an end in themselves. Legal norms do not discriminate because subjects are treated equally. Legal norms are obtained with certainty and are, in principle, accessible to the people to whom they apply. Both those in authority and subjects respect and obey the law. And finally there is optimal provision for the impartial settlement of disputes. These ideals of justice provide both challenges and opportunities for Christians working in developing countries.



5. Justice and the Church’s Prophetic Role.

 

Some theologians take the philosophical route as a point of departure when they address issues of justice. Charles Villa-Vicencio, Paul Beaumont and Brian Barry allude to A Theory of Justice by John Rawls when they speak about the concept of justice. Villa-Vicencio maintains that Rawls’ analysis provides him with an adequate political-economic framework for the discussion of the topic. He says that Rawls identifies two principles in this regard, namely (1) that an individual’s equal rights in a total system of equal liberties is a prerequisite, and (2) that inequalities on the socioeconomic level should be redressed to the benefit of the most disadvantaged, and this should be linked to both an office and position that is accessible to all in a fair and equitable manner. In this theory, justice is simply equated with fairness. Villa-Vicencio concludes, however, that Rawls’ theory is not as neutral as it seems. This theory, he argues, is more fitting in a situation where there is an equal distribution of wealth and opportunities, than in a situation where there are glaring inequalities. This is evident in Rawls’ hesitancy to admit that there are contradictions between basic liberties and economic inequalities that demand significant corrective action. Villa-Vicencio refers to Robert Wolff, who said that this theory actually raises more urgently the issue of distribution than that of justice.

According to Beaumont, Rawls’ theory elevates the principle of justice above the concepts of religious and moral beliefs, to such an extent that it can even adjudicate between opposing moralities and rival religions.

Barry also refers to A Theory of Justice by John Rawls in his book. He asserts that Rawls defined justice as the basic structure of society. This basic structure is responsible to provide rights, opportunities and resources. In any given society there is a need for institutions to realize rights, opportunities and resources for all in an equitable and fair manner, but this need is often opposed by the realities of inequality.

Allan Boesak, José Miranda and José Míguez Bonino hold that the justice they intend is inextricably linked to the rights of the poor. Boesak maintains that justice in his understanding is not something defined by bodies of law or court proceedings, but by rights based on the love and justice of Yahweh. The groups of people whom Boesak privileges are identified in the Bible as the widows, the orphans and the strangers, who constitute the poor. He concludes by saying that there can be no doubt about the notion of the preferential option of the poor in the Bible.

Miranda gives a detailed exegesis of texts in which he explains the meanings of the Hebrew (ṣĕdāqâ and mišpāṭ) and Greek (dikaiosynē) terms used to describe justice for the poor and the oppressed in the Old Testament and in the Septuagint. The references to justice, he argues, are predominately to interhuman justice in the Bible, which he believes is intrinsically theological: God exists only where interhuman justice prevails.

In the chapter “Justice and Order,” Míguez Bonino refers to Augustine of Hippo’s analysis of the two foundations of the eternal city: One is justice that is the source of legitimacy for all human sovereignty, because in the absence of justice, sovereignty is worthless. The other foundation is love that is the inner determination for human life. Míguez Bonino then references the works of Gerhard von Rad, Ernst Käsemann, in both the Old and New Testaments as well as the authors of the European political theology and the theology of *hope, whom he regards as important for the understanding of prophetic-messianic edge in which the justice of Yahweh plays an important role. Míguez Bonino holds that it is against the backdrop of these theological works that we have to understand and interpret the prophetic term justice. It is in this context that God intervenes in history to change the destiny of the poor, the orphans, the widows and the oppressed (cf. Jer 22:15-16).

From the above it is clear that the concept of justice is a central theme in the Bible. This theme was also a central concern of the early church fathers and of secular society during the Hellenistic period. It is still a significant issue in the contemporary debates in theological and legal circles. The concept of justice is used in various forms such as social justice, economic justice, moral justice, political justice and legal justice, to mention but a few of the usages. The meaning of justice also varies, from giving someone his or her due, to being fair and doing what is right with respect to properties, opportunities and rights. But for Christians it is always related to God’s justice-making activities that center in the coming of Jesus Christ, both in his first advent when he established the kingdom of justice, and in his second, when justice will be perfectly achieved.

See also HUMAN RIGHTS; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR; POVERTY; SOCIAL ETHICS.
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JUSTIFICATION

 

The doctrine of justification was of central importance for the Lutheran *Reformation of the sixteenth century—it was the “first and chief article” (Smalcald Articles 2.1, The Book of Concord , 292), the “ruler and judge over all other Christian doctrines” (WA 39, I, 205). The doctrine played a critical role in the split of the Christian West into two main parties—Reformation and Roman Catholic—accompanied by mutual condemnations. Many Protestant churches, both *Reformed and *Lutheran, consider the doctrine of justification by *faith to be one of the key distinguishing tenets of Protestantism. After almost five hundred years of mutual suspicion and as a result of several decades of painstaking conversations, in 1999 Roman Catholics and Lutherans produced a convergence document agreeing on some key points about the doctrine of salvation. An impetus to emerging ecumenical agreement came from the new interpretation of Martin Luther’s theology of justification initiated by the so-called Mannermaa School at the University Helsinki that is optimistic about the possibility of convergence not only between Roman Catholics and Lutherans but also between the Christian West and Christian East (Orthodoxy).

1. The Reformation Debate About Justification

2. The New Interpretation of Luther’s View of Justification

3. Toward an Ecumenical Convergence

4. Justification in the Global Context


 


1. The Reformation Debate About Justification.

 

1.1. Justification in Lutheran Confessions. The Lutheran Confessions treat the topic of justification in several places, the most important being the Augsburg Confession (1530; especially articles 4, 6 and 20), the Apology of the Augsburg Confession (1531), the Smalcald Articles (1537) and the later Formula of Concord (1577). The Augsburg Confession (1530) article 4, “Concerning Justification” (see also 6 and 20), states that “human beings cannot be justified before God by their own powers, merits, or works. But they are justified as a gift [gratis: without payment, for free, out of kindness] on account of Christ through faith when they believe that they are received into grace and that their sins are forgiven on account of Christ, who by his death made satisfaction for our sins. God reckons this faith as righteousness (Rom. 3[:21-26] and 4[:5]).”

Several features are worth noticing about the Lutheran view: First, there is a distinction between justification before God (coram Deo) and before other human beings (coram hominibus). While the human being is totally unable to justify oneself in relation to God, he or she has a relative capacity to live justly in the society. Second, the cause for justification is Christ (propter Christum: because of Christ[’s merit]), and the way to receive it is faith. Justification is based on God’s reckoning of Christ’s righteousness on our behalf. Third, the concept of merit does not belong to the human-God relationship; it is a matter of gift of and from God. “Justification takes place through a free promise” and therefore, “it follows that we cannot justify ourselves” (Apology 4.43-44). Fourth, the law is not the way to salvation; trusting faith in God’s promises is. The law is there to condemn us (Apology 4.38). Fifth, trusting faith is much more than “knowledge of history,” it is rather “assent to the promise of God,” and it means the “desire to receive the offered promise of the forgiveness of sins and justification.” Faith is, furthermore, “that worship which receives the benefits that God offers” (Apology 4.48-49). Finally, for the Lutheran Confessions, justification is not a process but a completed action before God, even though there is a process of *sanctification subsequent to justification.

1.2. The Roman Catholic View of Justification at the Council of Trent. The Catholic Church definitively defined its doctrine of justification at the Council of Trent in its sixth session (1547), as a response to the Reformation. The formulations of Trent are still authoritative for Catholic theology; even *Vatican II (1962-1965) did not offer a revised version.

The Council declared in its “Decree on Justification” that because of sin the human being is not able to bring about justification, nor is the law able to do so (Council of Trent, Session 6 §1 [§ indicates chapters of session 6]. Even though the human person is not able to turn to God without the preceding grace in Christ, free assent and human cooperation with the grace of God is required (§5). The proper way to prepare for the reception of grace is faith, which means to “believe to be true what has been divinely revealed and promised,” namely, that God justifies the wicked (§6). Justification is “a transition from the state in which a person is born as a child of the first Adam to the state of grace and of adoption as children of God” through Jesus Christ; this transition, however, cannot take place without *baptism or at least the desire for it (§4). Justification is “not only the forgiveness of sins but also . . . the sanctification and renewal of the inward being by a willing acceptance of the grace and gifts whereby someone from being unjust becomes just” (§7). In other words, the Council wants to say that justification is not only a forensic declaration of righteousness before God but consists of a real change in the believer. As a result of justification, the believer receives the love of God that is poured out in the heart by the Holy Spirit and with it the “infused graces” of faith, hope and charity (§7). Faith is the first stage of salvation, the foundation and root of all justification, even though faith does not merit justification (§8). But even the person who has this justifying grace is never in the place of presuming one’s salvation (§9) or predestination (§12), even though God’s faithfulness is never to be doubted, nor is the gift of perseverance, which is a result of this (§13). Since justification means a real change in the believer, it may increase as a result of Christian growth (§10); therefore, good deeds are not indifferent to salvation, for God does not command the impossible. “Faith alone” in the sense of being complacent about God’s commandments is not “saving faith” (§11). Eternal life is to be granted to the justified at the last judgment because of God’s grace and as a “reward . . . to be faithfully rendered to their good works and merits” (§16). Justification may also be lost through either loss of faith or the commission of other mortal sins; restoration is possible through the sacrament of penance (§§14, 15).



2. The New Interpretation of Luther’s View of Justification.

 

In the aftermath of the Reformation, it appeared that neither Catholics and Lutherans on the one hand nor Eastern Orthodox and Lutherans, on the other hand, could come to any kind of ecumenical agreement about justification. Concerning the Catholic and Lutheran differences, it was believed by Catholics that for Lutherans justification is merely a forensic action—God declaring the sinner righteous in God’s sight—whereas for Catholics it is making the person righteous; that for Lutherans, justification is based on grace/faith whereas for Catholics good works are needed; and so on. Regarding Orthodox and Lutheran differences, it was believed that for Lutherans the concept of theosis, or *deification (divinization), entertains the problematic view of human-divine synergy, and it champions the idea of freedom of the will. In recent decades, the Mannermaa School has introduced a new interpretation of Luther’s own theology of salvation—an interpretation somewhat different from the confessional writings (authored primarily by Philipp Melanchthon). The impetus for a new interpretation came from extensive ecumenical dialogues on *salvation with both Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches.

The basic theses and claims of the New Interpretation can be summarized as follows (Mannermaa; Kärkkäinen 2004, chap. 4): First, Luther’s understanding of salvation can be expressed not only in terms of the doctrine of justification, but also—occasionally—in terms of theosis (e.g., LW 51, 58; see Peura). While there are differences between the Eastern and Lutheran understandings of soteriology over questions such as free will and understandings of the effects of the Fall, Luther’s own theology cannot simply be set in opposition to the ancient Eastern idea of deification. Second, for Luther the main idea of justification is Christ present in faith (in ipsa fide Christus adest). Justification for Luther means a “real-ontic” participation in God through the indwelling of Christ in the heart of the believer through the Spirit. Third, in contrast to the theology of the Lutheran Confessions, Luther does not make a distinction between forensic and effective justification, but rather argues that justification includes both. In other words, in line with Catholic theology, justification means both declaring righteous and making righteous.

Fourth, what is crucial to Luther’s own doctrine of justification is the distinction between two kinds of righteousness, namely, the righteousness of Christ and the righteousness of the human being. The first type Luther defines as the alien righteousness, the kind of righteousness that Christ is in himself. It is this righteousness of Christ that makes the human being just. It is given solely on the basis of grace, sola gratia. The other kind of righteousness is given righteousness, in this sense human righteousness. Luther calls it “our” righteousness. It is a result of the first kind of righteousness and makes it effective, “perfects” it. Even though it is called “our” righteousness, its origin and source is outside the human being, in the righteousness of Christ. Christ’s righteousness is the foundation, cause and origin of human righteousness. Fifth, Christ’s righteousness given in the heart of the believer marks the beginning of the process of nullifying the power of sin and transforming the fallen nature. The emerging good deeds have nothing to do with salvation because the believer is already justified and the only purpose of the good deeds now is the good of fellow people. As a result, the Christian becomes a “work of Christ,” and even more, a “christ” to the neighbor; the Christian does what Christ does. In sum, justification means not only sanctification, but also good works, since Christ present in faith makes the Christian a “christ” to the neighbor.



3. Toward an Ecumenical Convergence.

 

3.1. A Fresh Look at the Biblical Teaching. In addition to the New Interpretation of Luther studies, which has helped build bridges between the Christian West and East as well as among the Western churches (Catholic and Protestant), new developments in biblical theology have paved the way to an ecumenically more fruitful approach to salvation. While the advocates of the New Interpretation of Luther’s views have not made the connection, I have argued that the “New Perspective” on Paul in New Testament studies may support their views (Kärkkäinen 2004, chap. 2).

The advocates of the so-called New Perspective on Paul, such as E. P. Sanders, J. D. G. Dunn and N. T. Wright, while not agreeing on all matters, have critiqued the traditional way of reading Paul through the lenses of the Reformation doctrine of forensic justification (Dunn). For the New Perspective, justification is but one of the many legitimate images of salvation in the Bible; it cannot be made the hermeneutical key. Many advocates of the New Perspective also argue that justification and sanctification can hardly be sharply distinguished from each other in the New Testament in the way Reformation theology has done since—in keeping with the Old Testament theology—justification means primarily making just, setting a person in a right relationship with God and with others. Justification is a new status and relationship to God by faith in Christ through the Spirit. It means union between the human person and her Creator. The New Perspective also holds that the traditional reading of Paul’s view of justification has been too individualistic; while justification calls for a personal response, it is integrally related to God’s saving purposes for the covenant community and to the coming of the *kingdom of God. Righteousness is thus also a relational concept, being right with God and other people.

3.2. The Joint Declaration on Justification. In 1999, the Roman Catholic Church and Lutheran churches agreed on the Joint Declaration on justification, the intention of which is to “show that on the basis of their dialogue the subscribing Lutheran churches and the Roman Catholic Church are now able to articulate a common understanding of our justification by God’s grace through faith in Christ” and “ that the remaining differences in its explication are no longer the occasion for doctrinal condemnations” (Joint Declaration §5). A convergence document, the Joint Declaration highlights shared views about the doctrine of salvation, while at the same time giving due notice of the remaining differences.

The starting point for the common declaration is the shared reading of the Bible (§8). In line with the new developments in biblical studies, it is acknowledged that the New Testament contains a diversity of meanings attached to the terms righteousness and justification (§9), such as the forgiveness of sins, liberation from the dominating power of sin and death, acceptance into communion with God and so on (§11).

The important affirmation that Christ is our justification (§15) forms a common bridge between two opposing orientations, namely the Lutheran Confessions’ forensic definition and the Catholics’ effective view of justification, illustrated also in subheading 4.2, “Justification as Forgiveness of Sins and Making Righteous.” Strongly echoing the New Interpretation of Luther as well as Eastern Orthodox orientations, it is mutually agreed that

God forgives sin by grace and at the same time frees human beings from sin’s enslaving power and imparts the gift of new life in Christ. When persons come by faith to share in Christ, God no longer imputes to them their sin and through the Holy Spirit effects in them an active love. These two aspects of God’s gracious action are not to be separated, for persons are by faith united with Christ.” (§22)




 

Clearly, the Lutheran partner has taken a significant ecumenical step in mutually agreeing that justification is not only forgiveness of sins but also internal change, even effecting love through the Spirit. The focal point is the union with Christ.

Roman Catholics confess with Lutherans that even while justified, Christians are still sinners in need of constant renewal (§28). This is the core of the Lutheran insistence on simul iustus et peccator (“just and sinner simultaneously”). Lutherans also believe that even though sin in the justified person is “real sin,” it is sin “ruled” by Christ and does not bring about separation from God (§29). Catholics for their part talk about “concupiscence,” an inclination to sin which is not counted as a “real sin,” since the personal element (which in Catholic theology makes sin, sin) is lacking. Only if the person voluntarily separates oneself from God does separation happen (§30).

In several places the joint declaration talks about human cooperation, which has been another major point of contention. It was mutually agreed that salvation comes “by grace alone” since human beings are unable to save themselves because of sin (§19). However, it is important for Catholics to underline the role of human “cooperation” in the preparation for and acceptance of justification. Even Lutherans are ready to acknowledge that persons may reject the offer of grace (§§20, 21). When it comes to the role of good works, here also some significant ecumenical steps have been taken: “We confess together that good works—a Christian life lived in faith, hope and love—follow justification and are its fruits. . . . Thus both Jesus and the apostolic Scriptures admonish Christians to bring forth the works of love (§37).” The confessional difference lies in defining the relation of good works to justification. In the Catholic tradition, good works contribute to growth in grace (§38), while for Lutherans it is important also to emphasize the nonmeritorious nature of salvation and the completeness of justification (§39).

The joint declaration challenges both Christian traditions to continue working not only in relation to the other tradition but also within their own theological tradition. For Lutherans, the open questions are the theological relationship between justification and sanctification, the role of human will and freedom, and the role of the Holy Spirit. For Catholics, the real challenges are the nature of sin after justification and the notion of merit.

3.3. The Critical Reception of the New Interpretation of Luther. The New Interpretation of Luther’s theology continues to receive criticism from across the Protestant world. In general, American Lutheran academia has welcomed this new way of reading Luther (Braaten and Jenson), whereas German Luther scholarship has been very critical. Germans have wondered if the New Interpretation blurs the distinction between the Catholic and Lutheran theology of salvation on the one hand and Orthodox and Lutheran, on the other hand. They have also noted that replacing the Lutheran Confession’s theology of justification with Martin Luther’s own view is not justified but rather that the latter should be read in light of the former (for some other criticism, see Kärkkäinen 2006).

Many Reformed and evangelical theologians have expressed their concerns about both the New Interpretation of Luther in general and the New Perspective in New Testament studies in particular (Husbands and Treier) as well as the Catholic-Lutheran convergence document. A leading evangelical New Testament scholar, D. A. Carson, voices these concerns by wondering if the New Perspective misinterprets Paul’s theology in general and his understanding of justification in particular; whether the current Roman Catholic theology of justification has really made any substantial changes at all, and thus, for example, joining justification and sanctification together opens the door to “works righteousness”; whether (semi-)Pelagian influences are being introduced in the ecumenical view of justification, and so on. In sum, there is unease about the eagerness to leave behind the Reformation interpretation of the righteousness “by faith” and “by grace alone” (Carson 1997).

The debate continues, and at this point, it is too early to say whether the Catholic-Lutheran convergence document will help establish a wider ecumenical consensus or whether the diversification of views will persist.



4. Justification in the Global Context.

 

How does the doctrine of justification fare in the global context of cultural and religious pluralism at the beginning of the third millennium (Greive; Kirst)? W. Altmann from Latin America has issued a call for Lutherans to expand the traditional doctrine of justification to encompass social responsibility. Speaking of Luther’s idea of the “passivity of faith” in the sense that faith receives the gift of salvation, he writes: “For Luther, passivity occurred exclusively in the relationship with God. When Luther was freed, he was freed from ‘doing all he could.’ Justification by faith is never all there is. It immediately reveals the importance of commitment to one’s neighbors and to their needs” (Altmann, 37).

Sunand Sumithra from India seeks to find connections between justification and Hinduism as primarily a religion of duty. The word for “religion” in India is dharma, which also means “duty personified.” “Hence, though the terminology of justification is not found in the index of any Hindu scriptures, yet justification would be universally understood by Hindus to mean that one stands justified before the whole of society if one has done one’s duty or what is socially appropriate” (Sumithra in Carson 1992, 216). In contrast, Chris Marantika from Indonesia thinks that Islam and Christianity are totally in opposition to each other: in Islam salvation is based on good works, whereas in Christianity salvation comes by faith as the righteousness of God. However, the common denominator could be the belief in one God, who in the final analysis determines who is to be just[ified] (Marantika in Carson 1992, 228). For Buddhism, as the Japanese Masao Uenuma argues, the whole question of the relevance of the Christian doctrine of justification is even more complicated, since one may wonder if Buddhism has any concept of salvation in the first place. What is the meaning of “emptiness” or enlightenment vis-à-vis justification (Uenuma in Carson 1992, 243)?

These and a host of other questions await those who dare to enter into dialogue with other religions from the perspective of the Christian view of salvation as justification.

See also DEIFICATION, THEOSIS; SALVATION; SANCTIFICATION.
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KINGDOM OF GOD

 

Much of contemporary global theological reflection on the kingdom of God is based on the insight that the kingdom of God in ancient Israel expressed a hope that God would reign upon the whole earth and banish from it all forms of idolatry (Ex 15:18; Ps 29:10; Is 24:23; 52:7; Mic 4:7; Zech 14:9). By definition, then, the kingdom of God is contrasted to all human political structures and can be established only by divine initiative. Humans can only acknowledge its presence by taking upon themselves “the yoke of the kingdom of God,” by which is meant reciting the shema daily and renouncing idolatry. That the hope in the Old Testament is raised against a persistent threat of ethnic annihilation might provide a clue to its nature: the kingdom of God is good news only to the powerless. Conversely, the co-optation of the symbol by the rich and the powerful represents a perverse falsification of kingdom values.

1. Divine Initiative versus Human Participation

2. Kingdom of God in the West

3. Kingdom of God in Liberation Theology

4. Kingdom of God Among Asian Theologians

5. Conclusion


 


1. Divine Initiative versus Human Participation.

 

In his first appearance in the earliest Gospel, Jesus announces, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” (Mk 1:15). The text sets up a dialectic between divine initiative and human participation, and the dialectic revolves around the figure of Jesus. The kingdom of God arrives, imminently and gratuitously, as good news without human input, yet the hearers are beckoned to take part in it in faith.

During the May Fourth period of China in the early twentieth century, when national survival was the major concern, the central theme among mainline Protestant thinkers was the character of Jesus, or more accurately “national salvation by character” (renge jiuguo lun). The underlying assumption was based on a Confucian premise that virtuous character could ultimately lead to national, even cosmic peace and prosperity. In that discussion the character of Jesus took center stage. Zhao Zichen (T. C. Chao) in his 1935 Life of Jesus suggested that Jesus had abandoned his apocalypticism in order to maintain his solidarity with all humanity. After his temptation, which Zhao took to include world domination through apocalyptic means (Mt 4:8-11), Jesus emerged convinced of his sonship—not as the Son of God but as one who would model for others that they all could be children of God. To Zhao, Jesus’ kingdom of God was a form of *universalism that taught “God as his father, all people his brothers and sisters, the world his family, and pure love an inexhaustible authority” (Zhao, 6). But while Jesus’ character exerted a powerful attraction on the world, the means through which this universalism was to be achieved was nationalism. Jesus was a Jew who never severed himself from the tradition of his forbears, but he learned the Jewish culture for the sake of a world vision. That was why whenever he preached the kingdom of God, he would, according to Zhao’s exegesis, leave out the apocalyptic overtones in favor of the Law and the Prophets, which Zhao took to mean loving God and others. He gave up his life, not because he believed in the resurrection, but because “he realized that the highest ideal for the people of Israel was to become the Suffering Servant for the whole nation, indeed the whole world” (Zhao, 120). Even though his roots were planted in the soil of Israel, his fruit transcended cultures.

Zhao’s influences could be traced to two sources: the neo-Confucian notion of national and cosmic salvation through self-transformation and his anxieties over contemporary China. The latter moved him to look to a foreign religion like Christianity for national survival; the former gave him an analytical tool to explore the salvific potentials in the character of Jesus. The result was an interpretation that turned Jesus into a Confucian sage who by his sheer character and virtues instilled a vision of possibility for national salvation and cosmic transformation. But while Zhao’s interpretation was clearly nonapocalyptic and this-worldly, his kingdom of God was not a merely political construct either. Divine connotations of terms like “son of God” and the “fatherhood of God” and the divine nature of the kingdom of God were central to his theology.

Zhao’s problem was to reconcile the Confucian impetus to transform society through self-cultivation, an impetus driven by the assumption that human nature is perfectible through self-effort, with a kingdom of God that could take full form only when inaugurated by God from outside of history. Zhao attempted to resolve the tension by minimizing Jesus’ apocalypticism but was clearly not pleased with his own answer, because he rejected it in a later publication. His difficulty became clear when he accused his senior colleague Wu Leichuan of collapsing Christianity into Confucianism. Wu in 1936 had interpreted Jesus and the kingdom of God along socialist lines, by flatly denying the possibility or even the desirability of Jesus’ divinity. Only because Jesus was human, argued Wu, could he become a model for the world. It was through his struggles, self-discipline, evolved understanding and self-cultivation that Jesus accomplished his “great character,” the foundation for a socialist vision of egalitarianism and prosperity. Wu’s kingdom of God had been one-sidedly political, but in rejecting him Zhao also rejected his own construction, since Wu’s was in many respects the logical conclusion of his own.



2. Kingdom of God in the West.

 

Zhao’s problem besets other interpreters as well: how to balance the tension between the kingdom of God as divine initiative and its realization through human participation. When does the divine initiative become so overwhelming as to render all human participants mere passive onlookers? The opposite tendency is equally damning: when does human participation become so indispensable as to deny the divine nature of the kingdom? The tension is framed differently in the West, as a temporal dialectic between the future and the present, but is at heart the same. Interpretive options that emphasize the present aspect of the kingdom tend to stress the necessity of ethics or political actions, while those that emphasize the future kingdom tend to view human actions as inevitable but tragically ineffectual.

The “thoroughgoing eschatology” of Albert Schweitzer views Jesus as a tragic figure who was so convinced of God’s imminent reign that he took upon himself the Messianic sufferings to try to force God’s hand in realizing the kingdom. The trouble with this interpretation is that it relegates all moral obligations as “interim ethics,” stipulations that are of temporary relevance. Coupled with the loss of faith in human progress and the inevitability of history at the end of World War I, scholarly opinions swung toward human participation. Jesus was compared to the revolutionary Zealot movement of first-century Palestine, according to which the kingdom of God was thought to be political, but Jesus’ failure bought him an execution as a messianic pretender. That is why he was crucified under the title “king of the Jews” between two seditious rebels (S. G. F. Brandon). The “realized eschatology” interpretation is less political but stresses the presentness of the kingdom in such sayings as “the kingdom has come to you” (Lk 11:20) and “the kingdom is among you” (Lk 17:21). Accordingly, the programmatic summary of Mark 1:15 is read as Jesus’ clarion call for followers to realize its vision of a moral ideal for the here and now.

Oscar Cullmann’s “already and not yet” tries to solve the problem on the metaphysical plane by suggesting that, while Jesus has announced the kingdom’s inauguration in his own person, the final consummation still has to wait for the end time. This more nuanced position paved the way for a number of more balanced proposals. For instance, Richard Horsley proposes that though Jesus expected the overthrow of social and political tyranny, he tried to realize it by advocating for a socioeconomic and religious, though not military or political, revolution. Jesus should therefore be regarded as an “eschatological charismatic” who held a Jewish theology of restoration (Sanders).

The most influential of the “already and not yet” approach is that of Rudolf Bultmann, which sacrifices the social dimension of the kingdom altogether and opts for an existentialist interpretation of the divine-human tension. What justifies this approach is his well-known statement that “the message of Jesus is a presupposition for the theology of the New Testament rather than a part of that theology itself” (Bultmann, 3). In other words, whatever Jesus might have preached, the early Christians turned him into an eschatological event, so that the proclaimer was himself made into the object of proclamation. If so, this eschatological event must be made present anew every time through proclamation, for at that moment the kerygma confronts the hearers with the existential choice of being open to the freedom of the future or persisting in an inauthentic life, closed off from future possibilities. The future thus breaks into the present and becomes the ultimate for the hearers. Bultmann’s kingdom of God retreats to the hearer’s interiority, which is asocial, atemporal and ahistorical. Once demythologized, temporal images about the end time affirm the finality and profundity of life here and now, while spatial images of heaven and hell refer to existential alternatives that confront hearers.

In achieving his delicate and brilliant balance between the already and the not yet, however, has Bultmann lost the very thing that made kingdom of God relevant in the first place: namely, how to achieve God’s kingdom in the sociopolitical reality of history? If the social and communal dimension of the kingdom is localized in an individual’s interior struggles, and if human responsibility is reduced to an attitude toward the unknown future, has not the kingdom of God become merely a solipsistic disposition?

Wolfhart Pannenberg restores the eschatological kingdom of God to its rightful place in history, though taking place in the future. The future must be the final and ultimate arbiter of all truth claims, including Jesus’ words, but only the imminent future could demand that hearers abandon their daily anxieties and be open to God’s possibilities. This imminent kingdom can solicit hope and trust in the hearers, without which human beings would cease to be authentic, for trust and hope belong to the fundamental anthropological conditions for being human.

Pannenberg’s kingdom of God is more than just a limiting test, however; unlike Bultmann’s, it has a social and communal dimension. Since Jesus’ preaching is accompanied by the practice of love and since love always involved others, according to Pannenberg, Jesus’ kingdom had a social and political dimension. The most appropriate though by no means the fullest expression of these ideals is the church, which should not be equated with the kingdom of God since love cannot be confined to the church. Nevertheless the church must take up the responsibility of shedding light on history on behalf of the kingdom. It must continue to get involved in society and to call attention to deviations from the kingdom ideals.

Pannenberg’s appropriation of the kingdom symbol represents a clear improvement over Bultmann’s existential interpretation. But by drawing in the church without clarifying its nature and relationship to the kingdom, Pannenberg is in danger of confusing the two. Though he definitively rejects the church as the kingdom of God, the church nevertheless represents the only social institution comparable to a kingdom. This raises the question: Against what or whom would the church be striving? And to what end? Pannenberg’s abstract ideal of the kingdom can turn out to relativize and discourage all forms of historical participation, even those that might produce limited but real successes, thus leading to inaction and passivism. If the present is seen as a not-yet in continuity with the future, instead of a not-at-all that stands in contradiction to the future, the possibilities of the present might well be deferred and disavowed by an ever-receding future, thus losing incentives to overturn the present oppressive conditions. What Pannenberg’s kingdom lacks is what liberation theologians call “anti-kingdom” elements—conditions which threaten the kingdom but from which God’s liberation must deliver the people.



3. Kingdom of God in Liberation T heolog y.

 

Taking the struggles for political and economic justice as starting point, liberationists insist that the kingdom of God is the center of Jesus’ message. The kingdom is clearly distinguished from the church, for it must be a kingdom of God, not a human organization. For that matter, Jesus’ message is not God but the kingdom of God: even God must be understood in relation to the kingdom of God. In this respect, kingdom of God mirrors Christology closely. Insofar as Christ’s two natures can be understood only through the mutual involvement of his divine and human natures, the kingdom of God must also be seen through its dual unity of God taking part in history and history disclosing itself according to the will of God. There can be no understanding of God apart from God’s continual involvement in history. Some liberationists would go so far as to say that “the relationship of God to history is essential to God” (Sobrino, 68).

Though Jesus never defines the kingdom, as he announces the kingdom of God as “good news,” euangelion, he is clearly in solidarity with all the little people, with all who suffer under historical calamities. Liberation Christology accordingly stresses not the uniqueness of Jesus or his acts but his commonality with humanity. What binds Jesus to all suffering humanity is the question all ask: Is there salvation from oppressive history? His answer is a resounding Yes, for the kingdom of God is at hand and it is offered to those who need it as good news: “God is coming close; God is coming close because God is good, and it is good for us that God should come close” (Sobrino, 77). Here the resemblance of the liberationists’ Jesus to that of Zhao Zichen and Wu Leichuan is significant.

How can one tell it is good news? By the reaction of the hearers. What distinguishes the kingdom of God from a utopia is that the latter induces an anxiety of waiting, while the former brings joy to its hearers. The hearers of the good news have joy because the kingdom is freely given—by God. As illustrated in the growth parables of the kingdom of Mark 4, the kingdom of God comes as the result of God’s grace and initiative; no one can force God’s hand.

The kingdom is offered not in words only but also in deeds. Jesus eats with tax-collectors, sinners and other outcasts to signify a deep acceptance of the excluded in the kingdom. As to the miracles of Jesus, they are complex signs. On the one hand, they effect no structural changes and are the proper prerogatives of Jesus. But on the other hand, the good news Jesus proclaims to the poor and to the diseased in his inaugural sermon (Lk 4:18-19) is the very miracles used to inaugurate the kingdom in reality (Lk 7:22). The multiplication of loaves for the masses is a miracle precisely because the masses are fed. In this usage miracles become symbols against oppression in the kingdom. In overcoming nature and diseases and in routing demons, Jesus shows that evil forces and their anti-kingdom elements can be overcome and eradicated—so that the oppressed and the poor can now dare hope.

If the message is to be good news to the oppressed and the poor, the concept of poverty must not be dematerialized or spiritualized. The poor in the Gospels include the economically deprived as well as the socially marginalized, but either way poverty is a force that opposes life. In suggesting that the kingdom of God is offered to the poor, Jesus in effect says that it is a kingdom of life and that God is a God who shows partiality toward the poor (see Preferential Option for the Poor). Those who look for portentous signs of the end misunderstand Jesus, because only the poor and the powerless can understand the kingdom is offered to them. Jesus illustrates this by accepting sinners and the undesirables of society, both to show compassion and to signify that the kingdom is about God’s unconditional love.

But how is one to resolve the tension between the gratuitousness of God’s kingdom and efforts to realize it through human responsibility? Liberationists offer three solutions. The first appeals to Jesus’ call for repentance and the human responses to the love of God, which are at heart one and the same. Repentance means requiring all to live a life worthy of the kingdom: the oppressed must not abandon hope and the oppressors must cease their oppression. That would be the very definition of responding to the message in hope. The second solution depends on a liberation Christology that stresses Jesus’ commonality with the people. He performs his healing and he fights on the side of the poor, not as a unique figure in human history but as one who shares a common humanity. All who share the same aspirations can therefore take up the same mantle. Last of all, the solution turns on what Ignacio Ellacuría calls the “analogy of the poor.” The poor includes not only the materially and socially impoverished but also those who practice a “conscious appreciation” of material poverty, namely, those who regard material wealth and spiritual poverty as contradictions and reorder their lives accordingly. This appreciation must be transformed into praxis: “The poor have to organize themselves as the poor to banish this collective and originating sin of the riches-poverty dialectic” (Ellacuría, in Sobrino, 127).

The thoughts of Jürgen Moltmann belong here as well. Moltmann posits a radical disjuncture between the future and the present. He locates the ultimate in the future kingdom of God, but now the future sits in judgment of and over against the present. The promise of the ideal person is held out in the future, but this ideal person is not just the sum total of potentials of the old but a critique and negation of the old. He similarly posits a rupture between the ideal society and the present one: the ultimate society is the contradiction and negation of the present one. The present society cannot be expected to progress toward perfection but must be overcome before it can be transformed. All this is profoundly symbolized in Christ’s resurrection, for it is the resurrection of a crucified man.

The church thus formed in the historical contradiction of Christ’s resurrection exists for the poor. Jesus came to preach the good news to the poor and proclaim liberation of the captives, and the church likewise takes place in history for those who are historically poor. On the other hand, the identity of “the crucified people” must remain “imprecise insofar as it is not identified, at least formally, with a specific group in history. . . . Nevertheless, it is precise enough so as not to be confused with what cannot represent the historic role of the Suffering Sevent of Yahweh” (Ellacuría, 277). This is Ellacuría’s analogy of the poor articulated in an ecclesiastical setting.



4. Kingdom of God Among Asian Theologians.

 

Asian theologians who reflect on the kingdom of God have been heavily influenced by liberation theology. The Korea *minjung theology attempts to redefine the symbol of kingdom of God by privileging the people. Some find the term kingdom open to co-optation by dictators to propose political messianism because of its abstract and otherworldly connotations. The people, the minjung, on the contrary, hope for a form of messianic politics as symbolized in the millennium. That is because minjung theology views politics from the bottom up, from the perspective of the people under the weight of oppression and exploitation. The collective term minjung refers to “the oppressed, exploited, dominated, discriminated against, alienated and suppressed politically, economically, socially, culturally, and intellectually, like women, ethnic groups, the poor, workers and farmers, including intellectuals themselves” (Chung, 138-39, citing Suh Kwang-Sun). Here Korean theologians draw a distinction between daejung, “masses,” and minjung, the conscientized people ready to engage the forces of oppression and other elements of the anti-kingdom.

The minjung are weighed down by a history of han, literally “bitterness,” “resentment” or “anger.” Han can take many forms: the colonial experiences under the Chinese and the Japanese, the inability to use and value one’s cultural heritage, even language, the resignation to the seeming inevitability of tyranny, anger at one’s willingness to be exploited. These powerful emotions could be organized and channeled for social transformation and revolution.

Because Christianity entered Korea not as an imperial ideology but as a religion of liberation and resistance against foreign invaders for the resolution of han, minjung theologians are much more ready to embrace the Christian symbol of kingdom of God rather than resources from either Buddhism or Confucianism, both of which more identified with historical colonialism. Accordingly, the minjung are not only the addressees of Jesus’ message of the kingdom, they are the kingdom itself, because in the Gospels Jesus identifies with the masses, the outcast, the sinners, the women. The ochlos of the Gospels are in fact the historically oppressed Korean people. “To cut off” han, or dan literally, requires individual sacrifice as well as a conscious identification with the people. Self-sacrifice means self-denial and renunciation of material wealth, and it serves to heal the psychological wound inflicted by oppression. Identification with the people means working with the people to form a conscientized minjung and to overcome oppression.

The fullest interpretation of the kingdom of God to date is that of C.-S. Song. Even though, unlike Zhao and Wu, Song’s reign of God is not characterized by Chinese nationalism, it is a thoroughly political and social vision, for to him the God of the Hebrew prophets and Jesus is a “political God.” By “political,” Song means not secular power that vies for supremacy through violence and oppression but a protestation against “the barbarism of power,” absolute tyranny that deprives people of their political, economic and spiritual freedom. With the liberationists, Song proclaims that the political God “takes the side of the poor against the rich.” As the new heaven and new earth of Revelation 21:22-24 indicate, transformation of the world must take concrete social and political shape, in and of this world and not out of this world. Redemption is “not redemption of individual souls but the redemption that brings the dead back to life, rights the wrongs committed by those in power, and eradicates injustice inflicted on the powerless by demonic systems and establishments” (Song, 57).

Still, Song’s reign of God is not nationalistic in that it is not marked by territorial boundaries or authoritarianism. For these very reasons, he eschews “kingdom” as a translation of basileia and would rather draw from the rich Asian cultural and spiritual resources for inspiration. Central to his interpretation of the reign of God is identification with all peoples of Asia and not just the concerns of a particular race or nation. The stuff of theology is the cries and sufferings of the peoples of Asia under the weight of oppressive regimes, greedy capitalism, naked ambitions and poverty. All this is embodied in Song’s understanding of the reign of God as a symbol of inclusion. Drawing on the parable of the great banquet (Lk 14:16 -24), Song suggests that the reign of God cuts across all cultural, national, ethnic, economic, even religious boundaries. The reign of God is a free gift for all, as exemplified in Jesus’ acceptance of people of all genders, classes and religions. The reign of God therefore has an all-inclusive, political and economic dimension.

In the last analysis, in spite of its social and political implications, Song’s reign of God is not so much a social construct as a moral critique and witness. Its central goal is to practice the politics of the cross, a prophetic critique of oppressive regimes, in order to bring about political transformation, a metanoia of power or a “transposition of power.” It involves witnesses in society for transformation from within. The reign of God is “very much more a social and political vision than a religious concept. It has to be to be the texture of a society. It must be the foundation of a community. The reign of God is, thus, a cultural happening. It would provide the fabric of a society in which a new social and political structure could be developed” (Song, 120). Song’s indebtedness to the liberationist model can be readily seen.

The strength of Song’s interpretation, like that of liberation theology, lies with its clear delineation of anti-kingdom elements. This is true with all other Chinese interpreters to varying degrees. Wu’s severe critique of the Chinese government of his day led him to propose a socialist vision of the kingdom of God. Zhao’s more moderate stance notwithstanding, he was also motivated by the national plights of his days. Song’s critique is not directed at any particular regime, but he is no less passionate in his rejection of all forms of injustice in Asia. The major weakness, however, is to what extent the final vision is a kingdom of God and not of human strivings. Even though Song insists that the reign of God is based on God’s initiative, its realization rests with the witnesses—that is, witnesses who can attest to and identify the authentic vision and witnesses who can embody it by personal involvement in its realization. Zhao and Wu in an earlier generation likewise resolved the dialectic between divine initiative and human effort in favor of the latter. What then are the criteria to recognize a transcendent vision that judges all human regimes apart from a secular political regime? Here the clarity of Ellucuría’s call for praxis with the poor is appreciated all the more.



5. Conclusion.

 

At the dawn of a new century, the kingdom of God remains a powerful symbol outside the West. In Asia, Latin America and Africa, where the rise of Christianity is coupled with stark political and economic realities, the kingdom of God provides rich resources for those engaged in gospel-inspired activism. The role of the church in the kingdom-of-God discussion is troublingly ambiguous, but mainly as a result of the church’s own ambiguity toward oppressive regimes. By contrast, the kingdom symbol has been less of a driving theological force in the West (with the notable exception of Moltmann). Even the old consensus of Jesus as an apocalyptic preacher no longer holds sway today. Some have attempted a noneschatological interpretation of Jesus’ message based primarily on the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, in which no Son of Man or apocalyptic kingdom sayings are found. Jesus, it is said, more properly belonged to Jewish and Cynic wisdom circles (Mack). The question must be asked how much such a view compromises the radicalness of Jesus’ message.

See also ESCHATOLOGY; HOPE, THEOLOGY OF; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; POLITICAL THEOLOGY; SALVATION.
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KOREAN THEOLOGY

 

One can define Korean theology as Christian theology done by Korean people whether they live in Korea or in other countries. The general category of Korean theology can be divided into several subcategories including Roman Catholic theology, *evangelical theology, and non-evangelical Protestant theology. Korean evangelical theology can also be divided into academy-based and church-based theology.

1. Roman Catholic and Mainline Protestant Korean Theology

2. Academy-Based Korean Evangelical Theology

3. Church-Based Korean Evangelical Theology


 


1. Roman Catholic and Mainline Protestant Korean Theology.

 

For the past twenty years, Roman Catholic theologians in Korea have been engaged with spiritual theology, environmental theology, philosophical theology, biomedical ethics, theology of interreligious dialogue and comparative religion. One prominent scholar is Seung Hye Kim, a professor of religion at So Gang University, a Jesuit school in Seoul, South Korea. Kim researched interreligious relationships among Christianity, Confucianism, Zen *Buddhism, Shamanism, *Judaism and *Islam. She has published numerous works which demonstrate cutting-edge Roman Catholic theological scholarship.

In relation to mainstream Protestant theology, we can identify several trends as well. The first trend is neo-liberal/revisionist theology. Representative theologians in this trend are Gyun Jin Kim of Yonsei University, Seoul, and some prominent *minjung theologians. Kim did his doctoral work at Tübingen University under the supervision of Jürgen Moltmann. Influenced by Moltmann, Kim did his theological work from a neo-liberal perspective and published Christian Systematic Theology (5 vols.). This work is regarded as one of the major theological works that demonstrate a coherent argument from an ecumenical/neo-liberal perspective. Three other theologians who were or are teaching at theological schools in the United States should be mentioned. First, the late professor Jung Young Lee of Drew University attempted to synthesize Christian theology with Asian religious traditions such as Taoism and Shamanism. For example, he endeavored to reinterpret creatively the doctrine of the *Trinity through the Taoist principle of yin and yang in his book The Trinity in Asian Perspective. The second is Andrew Sung Park, a professor of theology at United Theological Seminary, Ohio. As a Methodist ecumenical/neo-liberal theologian, Park has been formulating a theology of suffering and Han (grief) from a Korean immigrant perspective. In his book The Wounded Heart of God: The Asian Concept of Han and the Christian Doctrine of Sin, he argued that the traditional Christian doctrine of *sin should be revised from the perspective of the sinned-against. The third is Anselm Kyongsuk Min, a professor of philosophy and theology at Claremont Graduate University, California. Min wrote on Thomas Aquinas’s doctrine of the Trinity and postmodern theology from the perspective of Asian *liberationist theology.

The second trend is *feminist liberation theology. One of the representative theologians is Hyun Kyung Chung, a professor of Union Theological Seminary, New York. Chung paid attention to the suffering of Asian women who have long been suppressed by the patriarchal society and culture of Asia. In her book Struggle to Be the Son Again: Introducing Asian Women’s Theology, she argued that Asian women should be liberated from all imposed religious authority by considering Asian women’s everyday, concrete life experiences as the most important theological source.



2. Academy-Based Korean Evangelical T heolog y.

 

In relation to academy-based Korean evangelical theology, we can identify two major trends. The first trend is associated with conservative *Reformed/Calvinist theology. Representative theologians in this trend are Hyung Nong Park (1897-1978), Keun Sam Lee (1923-2006) and Chul Won Suh. Park studied at Princeton Theological Seminary and received his PhD from Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. His theology was deeply indebted to British Puritanism and Dutch Neo-Calvinism. He wrote Dogmatics (7 vols.), his magnum opus, in Korean. This work has been making a great impact on the theological work of his disciples and students. Keun Sam Lee was a Calvinist/Reformed dogmatic theologian and had a strong interest in Reformed theology of culture. Chul Won Suh did his doctoral work under the supervision of G. C. Berkouwer at Free University in Amsterdam. His main concern has been preserving and handing down faithfully the Calvinist /Reformed orthodox tradition. He wrote numerous theological books that demonstrate his commitment to Reformed orthodoxy.

The second trend is associated with broader evangelical Protestant theology. The representative theologians in this trend are Soo Young Lee, Jong Sung Rhee and Jong Nam Cho. Soo Young Lee published major works on John Calvin’s theology and has been committed to evangelical theology with Reformed predilection. Jong Sung Rhee has demonstrated his commitment to holistic theology, which is sympathetic to Karl Barth’s theology, and published Systematic Theology (12 vols.) in Korean. Jong Nam Cho is a Wesleyan theologian with a commitment to the holiness tradition. Cho was a major Korean participant in the *Lausanne Congress, which was held in Switzerland in 1974.

Several other Korean theologians who are teaching at theological schools in the United States belong to this trend. The major representative is Sang Hyun Lee, currently Kyung-Chik Han Professor of Systematic Theology at Princeton Theological Seminary. Lee has been a specialist on the theology of Jonathan Edwards and participated in the editorial work of the Yale edition of the Works of Jonathan Edwards series. In addition, Lee has been raising a solid evangelical voice at Princeton. Among other rising Korean evangelical theologians are Moon Jang Lee of Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, Paul C.-H. Lim at Vanderbilt Divinity School, and Sung Wook Chung at Denver Seminary. Moon Jang Lee has shown deep interest in Asian *hermeneutics and theology. Paul C.-H. Lim has researched widely Richard Baxter and British Puritanism. Sung Wook Chung has been deeply interested in the relationship between evangelical theology and Karl Barth, the uniqueness of Christianity in relation to other world religions (see Religions, Theology of), and Asian evangelical theology.



3. Church-Based Korean Evangelical T heolog y.

 

In relation to church-based Korean evangelical theology, we can identify six major trends. The first trend is associated with the practice of early morning prayer or dawn prayer. The practice of early morning prayer has been deeply embedded in the Taoist and Buddhist religious traditions in Korea for the past fifteen hundred years. Rev. Sun Joo Gil, an early Christian convert from Taoism, baptized the practice of early morning prayer into evangelical faith and began to practice it in a Christian manner from the early part of the twentieth century. When doing so, he appealed to the Lord Jesus Christ’s own practice of early morning prayer (Mk 1:35). Ever since, the practice of early morning prayer has become a distinguishing hallmark of Korean evangelical *spirituality.

Myung Sung Presbyterian Church in Seoul, one of the largest Presbyterian congregations in the world, has represented this trend, and Myung Sung Presbyterian Church’s senior pastor, Sam Whan Kim, is the most outspoken advocate of the practice of early morning prayer. Kim has been emphasizing its importance and trying to establish a theology of early morning prayer through his writing ministry. For example, in his recent book Tears of the Dawn, Kim has argued that by practicing early morning prayer evangelical Christians demonstrate their endeavor to imitate Jesus Christ’s way of spiritual life and his virtue of absolute dependence on God.

The second trend is associated with the discipleship training ministry that John H. Oak of Sarang Community Church in Seoul has been advocating and promoting for the last twenty years. The discipleship training ministry of Sarang Community Church is characterized by rediscovering the biblical role of the laity in the church. In his book Called to Awaken the Laity, Oak has argued that laypeople are the best and the greatest potential the church has, and laypeople are a serious challenge for the church if not mobilized. Therefore, according to Oak, the church must awaken laypeople from their spiritual slumber and equip and empower them to be faithful disciples of Jesus Christ.

The holistic evangelical theology and spirituality of Doorae Community Church in Guri, South Korea, represents the third trend. Doorae Community Church has been advocating and promoting a solid evangelical theology and spirituality of social engagement and action for the past thirty years. Doorae Community Church’s transformative theology and spirituality is deeply indebted to the theology and ministry of its founding pastor, Jin Hong Kim. In his best-selling book I will Awake the Dawn, Kim has presented a dramatic picture of his life and ministry, which was committed to helping the poor, the sick and the downtrodden, and bringing justice and transformation to Korean society. Through other books and speech engagements, he has emphasized the importance of the church’s responsibility for social ills and injustice. He has also passionately promoted the centrality of the spirituality of community, which the ancient Jerusalem church demonstrated most vividly.

The fourth trend is related to the cultural and missional ministry of Onnuri Community Church in Seoul, South Korea. Onnuri Community Church’s cultural and missional engagement is deeply indebted to the thought and spirituality of its senior pastor, Yong Jo Hah. When Hah founded Onnuri Community Church, he had a vision to build a church that would make a healthy impact upon Korean culture in general. His vision also included building a church that would send two thousand missionaries all over the world. Under Hah’s leadership, Onnuri Community Church has been involved with publication ministry, broadcasting ministry, praise and worship ministry, contemporary Christian music ministry, education ministry, family ministry, counseling, and world mission for the last twenty-five years. For example, Tyrannus Publishing Company, the representative of Onnuri’s publication ministry, has published thousands of new evangelical books and several influential evangelical magazines such as Salt & Light and Ministry & Theology. Salt & Light is regarded as an equivalent to Christianity Today in the United States and has become one of the most influential Christian magazines in Korea.

The fifth trend is connected with the spiritual formation movement of Giguchon Baptist Church in Suwon, South Korea, which is the largest Baptist church in Korea. This church’s spiritual formation ministry is profoundly indebted to the evangelical theology and spirituality of its senior pastor, Dong Won Lee. He has recently been attracted to the spiritual formation movement in the United States led by Renovaré. Lee has also developed personal relationships with major leaders of the spiritual formation movement in America such as Eugene Peterson, Richard Foster, Dallas Willard and Bruce Demarest. He has also regularly attended international spiritual formation conferences and arranged numerous spiritual formation conferences in Korea. As a result, he is now rising as the major leader and spokesperson of the spiritual formation movement in Korea and is deeply involved with the Korean chapter of Renovaré.

The sixth trend is associated with the *Pentecostal and *charismatic ministry of Yoido Full Gospel Church, the single largest congregation in the world. Yoido Full Gospel Church’s ministry is inseparably connected with the theology and spirituality of David Yonggi Cho. Since the establishment of the church in 1958, Cho has strongly advocated a Pentecostal understanding of Spirit baptism, arguing that the *baptism in the Holy Spirit is a second blessing given to the believers after their conversion to the Christian faith. He has also emphasized the gift of speaking in tongues as the very sign of the baptism with the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, he has closely linked the message of the second blessing of Spirit baptism with his own theology of prosperity gospel and positive thinking. Although Cho has been a Christ-centered, Bible-believing and gospel-loving theologian and pastor for the last fifty years, it is undeniable that his Pentecostal theology of prosperity and positive thinking has had a negative impact upon Korean churches in general by diluting their evangelical identity and authenticity.

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; ASIAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; ASIAN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; CHINESE THEOLOGY; JAPANESE THEOLOGY; MINJUNG THEOLOGY.
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LAITY

 

The term laity is derived from the Greek word laos, “people.” In theological contexts laity refers to the people of God, often in contrast with “professional” clergy. Recent theological reflection on the laity has been rooted in the trinitarian nature of God. Viewed from a contemporary global perspective, the Christian laity represent a powerful force of service for the sake of the gospel.1. Theological Foundation

2. The Five Mindsets of the Global Layperson

3. Summary


 





1. Theological Foundation.

 

An appropriate theological beginning and ending point for understanding the concept of laity is found in an understanding of the *Trinity (Stevens). The nature of God, understood from a trinitarian perspective, is the basis for understanding what it means to be the people of God; if indeed people are formed in the image of God, then understanding the nature of God sheds light on the nature of persons. Recent understandings of the Trinity suggest the nature of God as relationality, wherein each member has a role, simultaneously expressed in mutuality and particularity within a context of shared rule that is relational and personal (LaCugna 1992). From a trinitarian perspective, “persons are made to exist in communion” (LaCugna 1993). The relationality within the Trinity suggests the people of God are then, by nature, communal and relational—individual in their particularity, and mutual in shared responsibility for work and service. The implications of these ideas for a global perspective on lay people suggest the importance of welcoming and planning for the uniqueness and particularity of diversity; the importance of shared *leadership and the centrality of relationships that cross borders.



2. The Five Mindsets of the Global Lay person.

 

*Technology has created a flat world where communication is instant, opportunities are limitless and the boundaries that once divided “here” from “there” are blurring at a mind-boggling rate. This being the case, what does it mean to be a global layperson in a flat world like ours? How shall the global person of faith respond?

Being an engaged and active layperson in today’s world calls for a shift in thinking. To borrow the typology of Gosling and Mintzberg, five mindsets are called for to actively participate and engage with this globalized world (see Globalization): the Global Mindset, the Synthesis Mindset, the Leadership Mindset, the Follower Mindset, and the Action Mindset. Operating with a global mindset requires laity to view things from the perspective of the big picture. And this requires synthesis thinking, the ability to put disparate ideas together. With this insight the global layperson is poised to serve as leader. And leadership cannot be understood properly apart from followership, particularly courageous followership. Leadership and followership always call for action, and most often this action is transformative and leads to expanding peace and justice in the world.

2.1. Global Mindset. Embracing a global mindset requires shifting from a state of twilight slumber to being vitally awake—awake to changes happening all over the world at the global level and awake to the voice within that longs for everything to stay the same. In short, developing a global mindset involves moving from ignorance to awareness. From here one must take the journey to understanding, and this requires dialogue with those who are different. This should lead to appreciation and even further to acceptance, and then eventually to personal and institutional transformation (Chin, Gu and Tubbs).

The global mindset requires an appreciation for the power of connectivity because the world is getting smaller by the hour, thanks to technology. At present the global mindset means watching with wonder and employing curiosity to understand the dramatic shifts of power and policy taking place in the new developing countries of the world—China, India, the former Soviet Union and Brazil, just to name a few. The scale and scope of everything is changing very quickly. Every person with a computer and Internet connection can plug in and play on the flat field of vast opportunity, and because of this the scale of work and influence has the capacity to reside at the individual level. At the same time the individual can easily become global very quickly through the use of networks, both people and technological, and thus the scope of individual work is potentially much larger than ever before. Understanding these rapid changes requires a shift in thinking to embrace the synthesis mindset.

2.2. Synthesis Mindset. Synthesis thinking is required for the global layperson. Synthesizers are astute at “putting together disparate things” (Friedman) and recognizing that nothing is separate, everything is connected, that we are one great chain linked together; change anywhere along the chain affects the entire chain eventually. Synthesizers are very good at seeing patterns of interrelationships in the systems and processes that enable people to get things done. These processes may include patterns of communication, work processes and decision-making processes. The synthesis mindset looks for the interrelatedness of forces, sees the patterns in these forces and understands them as part of a larger, more common process (Senge et al.). Synthesis thinking involves the ability to “get up on the balcony,” to see the patterns of activity on the dance floor below; to acquire a perspective of the whole system while at the same time viewing the small details that create the process of the dance (Heifetz). The balcony perspective opens up the possibility to export new insight and knowledge gained in the service of leading to make a difference in the world.

2.3. Leadership Mindset. Global laypeople think and act globally and serve a vital leadership role that crosses borders. Because “global leadership acts in the interests of the whole, not just one particular part” global leaders are bridge builders (Gerzon and Ury, 81). To lead in this way involves the ability to collaborate and orchestrate (Friedman). Global leaders engage in work from the individual to the multinational level using values that cross borders to resolve conflict in relationships, improve and transform processes, and seek to effect positive outcomes (Gerzon and Ury, 87).

The leadership mindset for global laypeople suggests a shared framework of global values. The type of values needed could be categorized as benevolent, and this means preserving and enhancing the welfare of others in everyday interactions; this might include values such as love, truthfulness, responsibility, fairness, unity, tolerance and respect for life. Alongside these values are a set of values related to competence and the action needed for achievement of good work. These values might include intelligence, capability and freedom (Kidder; Schwartz and Bilsky). Putting these values to work requires the global layperson to be a good translator. Translators are good at explaining things, much like an excellent teacher; in fact the best leaders are also good teachers (Kouzes and Posner). Translation in this sense is the ability to clearly grasp what is happening at the global level and translate this to others at the local level in ways that are understandable and plausible.

2.4. Followership Mindset. Leading also involves effective following; in fact, leaders never cease to be followers. Global laypeople are often called to be courageous followers, to stand up for convictions of faith, to stand down in the face of unethical conduct. Courageous following begins with knowing the source of courage that comes from faith in God, outrage felt toward injustice, and certainly from one’s own values. The courage needed to be an effective follower involves accepting the consequences of actions and taking risks in the service of principles and goals. “If our principles and goals are clear, enormous self-empowerment can occur” (Chaleff, 22). Laypeople around the world express courageous followership when they quietly lead simple and profound transformational change through countless acts of resistance to injustices, or strengthening dialogue to bring peaceful forms of change, or building local networks mobilized to take action.

2.5. Action Mindset. Global laypersons take action in the world, activating ideas, people and other resources. Important movements in societies occurred because groups of people came together with good ideas, enough creativity, the necessary resources at the right time to take action to create social change. The civil rights movement in 1960s in America is a good example of this.

The action mindset of the global layperson seeks ways to engage in “social innovation.” Social innovators are those who are on the look out for ways to deploy good ideas, harness resources and set people in motion in the service of humanizing the marginalized, forgotten, invisible and otherwise displaced of the world. Social innovators work quietly behind the scenes creating processes and systems to help one human story after another transform from merely surviving toward the other end of the continuum to thriving. Social innovation requires creativity, which is ability to see the common in uncommon ways and the capacity to see what is unseen to most, the courage to take action and inspire action on the part of those served, and the ability to contain and regulate the inevitable distress that comes from such work.



3. Summary.

 

What does our world need from its faithful global laity? Perhaps now at the very least, a five-way mindset that results in action. This action will require imagination, generosity, the capacity and the willingness to think very long-term, resulting in collective discipline, and finally, the ability to design good questions that lead to new points of understanding. Global laypeople are in the best position to utilize these five mindsets in the service of their faith and their world.

See also BUSINESS; CULTURE AND SOCIETY; LEADERSHIP; WORK, THEOLOGY OF.
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LAND

 

The theme of land in Scripture is a surprisingly rich one that spans the biblical story from creation to new creation and entails ethical and missional dimensions. 1. Land in Creation Perspective

2. The Land of Israel in Old Testament Perspective

3. Land in New Testament and Eschatological Perspective


 





1. Land in Creation Perspective.

 

Though the Hebrew words for the earth and land ([image: 038]ereṣ and [image: 038]âdâmâ) can be used somewhat interchangeably, the latter usually signifies land in the sense of the soil—the cultivated portion of the earth’s surface, the place of human habitation. Land, in this sense, as a part of the Bible’s teaching on the earth as a whole, must also be set within the biblical doctrine of creation. At least three things can be affirmed about land from this creation perspective.

It has been declared good by God. The goodness of creation is a fundamental biblical affirmation. Land is included particularly as the source of so much creational provision and blessing—as many Psalms testify. The positive value of land is further reflected in the ecological mandate (that we are to rule and to serve the earth under God’s authority, Gen 1:27-28; 2:15), and in the economic task (that we are to engage in productive work in the process).

It has been declared cursed by God. In response to human rebellion and disobedience God declared, “Cursed is the soil [[image: 038]âdâmâ] because of you” (Gen 3:17). The result is the painful, stressful and frustrating struggle that humanity has on the land, merely to survive on the earth. It is this curse that Lamech, father of Noah, longed to have lifted as he named his son (Gen 5:29), and which, in the Bible’s eschatological vision, will eventually be no more (Rev 22:3).

It has been declared covenanted by God. The flood narrative is a prototype of both sides of God’s response to the cursed earth: destruction and renewal. An old sinful world perished. A new world began as Noah stepped out onto Mount Ararat. The echoes of the creation narrative are strong in Genesis 8:15-17. It was, of course, still the old world not yet washed clean of its sin, as the narrative quickly shows. But the whole story becomes the sign not only of God’s covenant commitment to all life on earth while it lasts (Gen 8:20—9:17), but also of the coming final judgment and renewal—the new creation (cf. 2 Pet 3).

The creation narratives, then, set land within the tension of these realities. Land is good, for God made it. Land is cursed, for we have sinned. Land is covenanted, for God has made promises that include it in his ultimate purpose for all creation.



2. The Land of Israel in Old Testament Perspect ive.

 

2.1. The Covenant with Abraham: Land as an Integral Part of Redemptive Blessing. It is not surprising, therefore, that the covenant promise which actually launched the work of redemption in history included land in its terms. In fact in purely statistical terms, land is clearly the dominant note in the ancestral promise. Out of forty-six references to the Abrahamic promise in Genesis to Judges, only seven do not mention the land while twenty-nine refer solely to it (e.g., in Gen 28:4, the “blessing of Abraham” is simply possession of the land).

There is thus a continuity and consistency in the total biblical story. Genesis 1—11 shows humanity in God’s earth, but living in a state of alienation from it and longing for restoration and the removal of the curse from the land. The concluding vision of Scripture looks to a new creation in which God will once again dwell with redeemed humanity. The foundational redemptive covenant of grace with Abraham, therefore, includes land in order to capture in a particular and local context what will ultimately be universal: that is, blessing not only to all nations but also to the whole earth itself.

2.2. Israel’s Land as Microcosm of the Earth. It follows from the above point that the land of Old Testament Israel has to be viewed in the light of the universality of the Abraham covenant as well as its particularity. That is, while the historical gift of the land to the tribes of Israel is certainly described in the Old Testament as God’s faithfulness to his promise to Abraham, that promise had as its ultimate scope the blessing of all nations. The other two main ingredients of the Abrahamic promise also have universal intent: posterity (the fact that Abraham would become a nation through whom God would bring blessing to all nations) and relationship (the unique covenant relationship between God and Israel, which the Old Testament itself foresees as being ultimately extended to the nations). The land element of the Abrahamic promise then has to be viewed consistently in the same universal context. Old Testament Israel possessed its land as part of its mission in relation to the rest of the nations and as part of God’s redemptive intention for the whole earth. That is a vitally important point concerning the concept of election.

Now this link between the land of Israel and the whole earth can be viewed eschatologically. But it is also vitally important as the basis for a paradigmatic understanding of the relevance of Old Testament Israel to other cultures and societies separated by history and geography. Israel was created and commissioned to be “a light to the nations.” There was, therefore, a sense in which everything connected with them was exemplary in principle. The gifts of land to live in and law to live by were intrinsic to the way God shaped Israel to be a model people. All the time one studies the particulars of Israel’s social, economic and political structures one must keep in mind the universal goal of Israel’s existence in the first place (Wright 2004).

2.3. Divine Ownership, Divine Gift. Among the clearest parallels between creation teaching about the whole earth and Israel’s theology of their own land are the twin themes of divine ownership and divine gift. The creation basis of Old Testament teaching gives us two complementary truths about the earth: on the one hand, it belongs to God who made it (1 Chron 29:11; Ps 24:1; 89:11; 95:4-5; Jer 27:4- 7); on the other hand, it has been given and entrusted to human beings (Gen 1:28-30; Ps 8:6; 115:16). God, as ultimate owner, thus retains the right of moral control over how the earth is used. Human beings are accountable to God for the care and use of the earth and all its resources.

Israel’s system of land tenure embodied the same two principles. On the one hand, the land was God’s gift to Israel, an essential part of the promise to Abraham and a tangible proof of his faithfulness. As their “inheritance,” it was at the heart of their covenant relationship to Yahweh. On the other hand, the land was still owned by God (Lev 25:23), so that as divine landlord God retained authority over how it should be used. Hence Israel’s whole economic system was subject to God’s moral critique. The paradigmatic connection between Israel as a society and the rest of humanity means that we can make positive use of Israel’s comprehensive and detailed laws and institutions concerning the distribution and use of land in our own efforts to think biblically about economic and environmental ethics in our day.

2.4. Creation Values in Old Testament Economics. When we examine the details of Israel’s economic legislation, it is possible to see how so much of it was geared to restoring creation values—that is, values that we may perceive as inherent in the creation narratives as regards human relationship to the earth, such as shared access to resources, the value of work, the expectation of economic activity and growth, the need for justice in using and sharing all that is produced. Thus, we can take up each of these four principles:

Shared access to and use of the land and its resources was built into the initial distribution of the land among the tribes at the time of the settlement. The purpose was made very clear—that each tribe, clan and family should have sufficient resources according to its size and needs (Num 26:52-56; Josh 13—19).

The right and responsibility of productive work are reflected in the sizeable number of laws concerning working humans and animals, slaves, hired labor, conditions of work, treatment by employers, payment, sabbath and festival rest and so forth. (e.g., Ex 20:8-11; 21:1- 6, 20-21, 26-27; 23:12; Lev 19:13; 25:39-40, 43; Deut 24:14-15; 25:4; Job 31:13-14; Is 58:3-14; Jer 22:13).

Economic growth in material goods and provisions is both validated and put under careful control and critique. The same chapter of Deuteronomy that points to the God-given goal of abundance and sufficiency (Deut 8:7- 10) also highlights the dangers of excessive surplus (Deut 8:11-18). Most interestingly, and of great practical effect in Israel throughout its whole biblical history as far as the evidence shows, was the principle of inalienability of family land. Land itself was not to be treated as a commercial commodity, for private speculation and profit. It could not be bought or sold, except within the kinship groups (Lev 25:23- 28). The story of Naboth (1 Kings 21) and its context shows that the violation of this principle involved a capitulation to a foreign religious worldview on the one hand and the invasion of gross rural injustice on the other.

Justice in the use and distribution of the product of economic activity on the land is also a major concern of Old Testament law. There can be all kinds of neutral reasons why some people become wealthier and others poorer. The law seeks to redress such economic imbalance by structural measures aimed at the control of debt especially (Ex 22:25; Lev 25:36-37; Deut 23:19-20; 24:6, 10) and other tactics to relieve poverty and to restore the poor to dignified participation in the community: gleaning rights (Lev 19:9-10; Deut 24:19-22), storage and distribution of the triennial tithe (Deut 14:22- 27; 26:12-15), the sabbatical year (Ex 23:11; Lev 25:6-7; Deut 15:1-3) and the jubilee year (Lev 25:8-22) All of this was part of the structures of Israel’s economic system, intended to encourage justice and compassion in the ordinary cycles of a functioning economy on their land.

2.5. Land as the Test of Covenant Loyalty. The land functioned like a moral and spiritual barometer in the Old Testament. So much of the prophetic anger is directed at economic injustice and oppression, in which the abuse and misuse of the land is dominant. On the one hand, Israel fell into the kind of nature polytheism that characterized the Canaanite view of the land, and thus compromised their unique covenant relationship with Yahweh (Hosea, Jeremiah). On the other hand, they allowed economic practices in the use of land, mostly associated with the monarchy, which eventually polarized the nation into a wealthy land-owning elite and an oppressed peasant population (Amos, Isaiah, Micah). In other words, the land stood at the junction of the vertical and the horizontal of covenant relationships. Neglect of either one (worship of the true God; the practice of social and economic justice) always indicated or involved neglect of the other.



3. Land in New Testament and Eschatological Perspective.

 

3.1. Principles and Promise. What happens to the land in the New Testament? It will help if we make a conceptual distinction between interpreting the land in terms of principles and in terms of promise. In the section above, we analyzed some aspects of Israel’s economic system of land-tenure seeking to identify and articulate those principles upon which it was based, the objectives it was aiming to achieve, its rationale, motivations and practical outworkings. Once we have done that, then we are in a position to ask how such a paradigm ethically impacts the context in which we ourselves live.

When we approach the land of Old Testament Israel from the perspective of its inherent promise, however, we see the fulfillment of that (as of all Old Testament promise) in the coming of Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah. All Old Testament promises have their “yes” and “amen” in Christ (2 Cor 1:20). Whether Gentiles or Jews, believers in Christ constitute the spiritual seed of Abraham and are heirs to the covenant and promise (Gal 3:26-28). But that promise made to Abraham had the land as a major constituent. If all the great themes of Old Testament faith and ritual converge typologically on Christ, where does the land fit in?

3.2. Person, Not Territory. The physical territory of Palestine is nowhere referred to with any theological significance in the New Testament. The land as a holy place has ceased to have relevance. The vocabulary of blessing, holiness, promise, gift, inheritance and so forth, is never used of the territory inhabited by the Jewish people anywhere in the New Testament as it so frequently is in the Old. The holiness of the land, and indeed all its other attributes in Old Testament thinking, was transferred to Christ himself. The promise of the spiritual presence of the living Christ sanctifies any place where believers are present, thus universalizing the Old Testament promise of God’s presence among his people in their land, for now the people of Jesus are everywhere.

Furthermore, the geographical land of Israel has no place in New Testament teaching regarding the ultimate future of God’s people. Even in key passages where the relation between Jew and Gentile Christians is discussed, and especially in Romans 9—11 where Paul speaks of the future of the Jewish people, no mention whatever is made of the land.

3.3. In Christ as in the Land. The New Testament, then, gives no theological significance to the territorial land of Palestine as such. But even in the Old Testament the land embodied many aspects of the covenant relationship between Yahweh and Israel—its promises, blessings and demands. So we must first recall the function of the land in Israel’s life and faith, and then ask what aspect of Christian life and faith has absorbed or fulfilled that function in the New Testament. What did the land signify for an Old Testament Israelite? What bears a corresponding significance for the Christian? To belong to an Israelite household living in God’s land was to experience secure inclusion within the covenant relationship: the land was the place of life with God. But it also meant to accept the demands of that covenant relationship: the land was also the place of a specific moral and spiritual lifestyle before God. To possess the land was to share in the inheritance and responsibility of all God’s people. The land, in short, for an Israelite meant security, inclusion, blessing, sharing and practical responsibility. And these things are precisely what the New Testament affirms that the believer, Jew or Gentile, now enjoys in Christ and in the fellowship of Christ’s people.

Paul’s classic exposition of this new, all-inclusive dimension of the Christian gospel, Ephesians 2:11—3:6, is rich in Old Testament land imagery. Gentiles, before coming to Christ, were “excluded from citizenship in Israel, foreigners to the covenants of the promise”—that is, they had had no share in the land-kinship membership of Israel (Eph 2:12 NIV). But, through the cross of Christ, Gentiles “are no longer foreigners and aliens [the land-less dependants in Israel’s economy], but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household” (Eph 2:19 NIV). This speaks of permanence, security, inclusion and, as he soon points out, practical responsibility (cf. Eph 3:6). All of this strongly Old Testament language of inheritance evokes the pattern of relationships between God, Israel and their land, within which the Israelites of old had found their security. But now that security is enjoyed by all in Christ—believing Gentiles as well as believing Jews. What Israel had through their land, all believers have through Christ. People from all nations are enabled to enter into the privileges and responsibilities that had been focused on life in the land. Now Christ himself takes over the significance and the function of that old land-kinship qualification. To be “in Christ,” carries the same status and responsibilities as to be “in the land.”

Hebrews makes exactly the same point to Jewish believers. In Christ, the author repeatedly affirms, “we have” everything that the Old Testament faith spoke of. The only thing we do not have is that here we have no earthly, territorial city (Heb 13:14). There is no “holy land” or “holy city” for Christians. We have no need of either. We have Christ. Hebrews, then, insists that Jews who believe in Jesus lose nothing of what they had before, but now have it in eternally greater reality through Christ, including all that the land stood for. Paul insists that Gentiles who believe in Jesus gain nothing less than the full inheritance that had belonged exclusively but temporarily to Israel. For in Christ all are equal; no one loses and everyone gains.

3.4. Land in Biblical Eschatology: A New Creation. But the promise-fulfillment motif in relation to the land divides in two in the New Testament, rather like the dual presentation of the kingdom of God. There is an already and a not-yet. Already, we have in Christ, and in fellowship with the whole household of God in him, the reality which the land gave to Israel. But there is yet to come the ultimate fulfillment of all that the land promised the people of God: namely, the restoration of all things in a new creation, a new heaven and a new earth—an eschatological interpretation.

The climax of Old Testament eschatological vision regarding creation is found in Isaiah 65—66. The words, “I am about to create new heavens and a new earth” (Is 65:17), introduce a wonderful section which portrays God’s new creation as a place that is joyful, life-fulfilling, environmentally safe, with guaranteed work-satisfaction. This and related passages are the scriptural (Old Testament) foundation for the New Testament hope, which, far from rejecting or denying the earth as such or envisaging us floating off to some place else, looks forward likewise to a new, redeemed creation (Rom 8:18-25), in which righteousness will dwell after purging judgment (2 Pet 3:10-13), because God himself will dwell there with his people (Rev 21:1-4).

See also CREATION AND ECOLOGY; GREEN THEOLOGY; HOLISTIC MISSION; RELIEF AND DEVELOPMENT; ZIONISM, CHRISTIAN.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. W. Brueggemann,
The Land (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977); W. D. Davies,
The Gospel and the Land: Early Christianity and Jewish Territorial Doctrine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974); D. E. Holwerda,
Jesus and Israel: One Covenant or Two? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995); P. Johnston and P. Walker, eds., The Land of Promise: Biblical, Theological and Contemporary Perspectives (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2000); G. von Rad, “The Promised Land and Yahweh’s Land,” in The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays (New York: McGraw Hill, 1966) 79-93; P. W. L. Walker, ed., Jerusalem Past and Present in the Purposes of God (rev. ed.; Carlisle: Paternoster, 1994); C. J. H. Wright,
God’s People in God’s Land: Family, Land and Property in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990; repr. 1996, 2006); idem, Old Testament Ethics for the People of God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2004).

C. J. H. Wright

 

LATIN AMERICAN CHRISTOLOGY.
See CHRISTOLOGY.





LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY

 

In one of his twelve theses against the subjection of the indigenous people to slavery, the Dominican Fray Bartolomé de las Casas maintained that the religious Canon could not be universally applied without taking into consideration its sociohistorical context. When responding to the Spanish claim that the indigenous were barbarous by Augustinian definition, he noted that we have to research the Canon and the Canon writers before making such claims, for “this is something that even the Fathers of the Canon would do if they were confronted with the same dilemma we are confronted today” (Henríquez). It is De las Casas’ insistence on readaptating the Christian message to new realities and situations that has set the base for all Latin American theologies. Throughout their history, Latin American theologies have re-contextualized and re-historicized the Christian message within their own sociopolitical, cultural and economic situations. One can then affirm that all Latin American theologies, whether Protestant or Catholic, indigenous or ecological, feminist or Afro-American, construct their theological and religious identity from their own unique context. In today’s world, three important issues inform this context: religious syncretism, cultural diversity and social inequality. Latin American theologies are attempting in one way or another to respond to these issues today.1. Syncretism

2. Cultural Diversity

3. Poverty and Social Inequality


 





1. Syncretism.

 

From the beginnings of what we know as Latin America, we find a mixing or a combination of “foreign” religious practices and cosmologies with “native” ones. This religious syncretism began early in the colonial time, as historical documents testify, and it is expressed in stories, myths, religious practices, ethical values and cosmological visions. In the institutional church this syncretism finds its maximum expression in the apparitions of the Virgin and saints with both indigenous and European features. The *Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico incorporates indigenous elements of the Aztec goddess Tonatzin. Andean Virgins incorporate Inca elements of the sun and the moon. In *popular religion we encounter religious festivals and celebrations that combine indigenous with European elements. El Dia de los Muertos (“Day of the Dead”), celebrated in most countries in Latin America and among the Hispanic population in the United States, combines ancestry worship, an indigenous tradition, with Western religious symbols. Religious practices such as Candomblé and Santeria in some areas of the Caribbean combine African diaspora religious elements with Catholic and indigenous ones. In these ceremonies Catholic saints are often combined with African deities. In all, we find a fluidity of religious elements that express the region’s European, indigenous and African heritage.

Latin American theologies, in one way or another, reflect this fluidity of religious practices and cosmological visions. As in the past, they have constructed theological discourses utilizing and combining European and North American hermeneutical elements with non-European ones. This is exemplified in the different theological movements that combine “outside” theological categories with “internal” ones. *Feminist theologies, for example, construct gender discourses by combining Western hermeneutical and philosophical categories with their own cultural and geographical categories. *Liberation theologies utilize Marxist analysis in their criticism against structural sin. Evangelicals and Pentecostals rely on Anglo-American anthropological categories to construct their ethos that rejects behaviors and attitudes rooted in the “flesh” such as smoking, drinking, dancing or listening to popular culture.

In the twenty-first century this mixing of different values will deepen, as global phenomena such as the Internet and immigration allow for an exchange of religious cosmologies and ethos within and from outside Latin American borders. We see this trend in the different theological studies on “border crossing” and immigration. We also see it in the different theological alliances between local and international movements that confront ecological crises, economic development strategies around issues of social inequality, peace initiatives, and so forth. Latin American theologies’ long history of syncretism has allowed them to respond to historical challenges from a flexible position. They are thus responding to *globalization by expanding and deepening their historical combination or mixing of “native” with “foreign” values.



2. Cultural Diversity.

 

Latin America is not only a religiously diverse but also a culturally diverse region. The region has a very diverse population with many groups of different ancestries and heritage combined. While the majority of the population is made of European, indigenous and African descent, there are an increasing number of Asian and Middle Eastern groups across the region. Brazil now holds the largest Japanese population outside of Japan. The two candidates in the 2004 presidential elections in El Salvador were of Palestinian descent.

This cultural diversity has shaped and is continually shaping Latin American theologies’ premises. While for many years Latin American theologies were only appendixes of European theological thought, in recent decades they have challenged this Eurocentric heritage by framing theological language in their own sociocultural context. Theological movements such as *liberation theology, intercultural philosophy, feminism and indigenous theology, to name a few, have challenged European theological paradigms on the base of their cultural diversity and cosmologies. They contend that European hermeneutical categories do not reflect the cultural diversity of the region and thus are unable to incarnate the Christian message in other realities.

Latin American theologies are increasingly relying on Afro, indigenous and Asian cosmologies and philosophies to construct their theological vision. They see in the region’s cultural diversity not only the fountain or the reservoir of theological knowledge, but also the alternative to the current globalization, dominated often by U.S. and European cultural references.



3. Poverty and Social Inequality.

 

For centuries, Latin America has been unable to solve the problems of its historical inequality and the condition of poverty in which many of its citizens live. According to the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, ECLAC, 39.8 percent of the population, or 209 million people, live in poverty, and 15.4 percent, or 81 million people, live in extreme poverty. In addition, the region not only represents the highest percentage of income inequality around the world, but an inequality that has deepened during the last decade.

Latin American theologies have to confront this shocking reality of poverty and social inequality. Theological movements such as liberation theology are the most evident example of this trend, as they combine sociohistorical and economic analysis with theological language. Other movements considered to be socially conservative are also responding to this reality of poverty and neglect. *Pentecostal movements, for example, stress the importance of living “by the Spirit” through the rejection of behaviors and attitudes rooted in the “flesh” such as smoking, drinking, dancing or listening to popular culture. This ethos is a way of living that delivers the believer from the worldly and thus restricted world and transports it to the “sacred.” The believer ought to demonstrate in his or her actions with the world this ethos or spirituality. By affirming a spirituality of the sacred rather than the flesh, Pentecostals redefine the value of human beings and the group. They reintegrate individuals into a community restoring the self-esteem that social stigma and poverty have taken away from them. This protects the most vulnerable members of a given society from social disintegration. Many times this redefinition of values increases the social mobility of poor families in their communities as they invest more time, energy and economic resources into the well-being of their own families and communities.

Elizabeth Brusco shows how the evangelical way of living redirects male income back into the household, thereby raising the living standard of women and children. This benefit explains the appeal of evangelicalism for women and questions the traditional assumption that organized religion always disadvantages them. Brusco also demonstrates how evangelicalism appeals to men by offering an alternative to the more dysfunctional aspects of social exclusion in a machista culture.

Whether approaching the problem from a structural and socioeconomic point of view, or from a more personal or individual point of view, Latin American theologies cannot avoid responding in one way or another to the daily reality of children and seniors begging for change on the streets of most cities across the region, to youth gangs controlling entire urban and rural communities, to the inadequate access to health and educational services, to the rampant crime, to corruption and to other social phenomenon connected to the region’s historical inequality and poverty.

See also AFRICAN BACKGROUND THEOLOGIES IN LATIN AMERICA; COUNTER-REFORMATION; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, INDIGENOUS; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC.
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LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, INDIGENOUS

 

Defining today’s indigenous religiosity, particularly specific beliefs among various groups, is a broad and complex task, which also implies entering into phenomenology, since indigenous theology is formulated in its rituals and lived myths. This often feels strange for Christian cultures that have often been hostile toward indigenous theological reflection.

At the end of the twentieth century, the first congress of indigenous people in Latin America changed the name of the continent to Abya Yala a name given to the region by the Kuna people of Panama. The exact translation varies between “fertile land,” “land that lives” or “land that is flowering.” They assumed this name from an ideological perspective, based on the argument that the names “America” or “New World” are terms that would make sense to European colonists and not to the peoples who were already on the continent when they arrived.1. Common Elements

2. Principles of Worldview


 





1. Common Elements.

 

The common elements in today’s indigenous theology, whose roots are found in the cultural continuity of the peoples, are expressed in symbolic language. This is particularly true because the indigenous cultures of Abya Yala continue to thrive in daily living and in their languages that recreate their theological origins in the rituals around civil and agricultural life.

A common element in Latin American indigenous theology is the mystery of understanding of all that lives as a gift from God. In fertility one understands and attends to God: God makes everything grow, and everything springs from God’s hands. God is the supreme creator and conveys life. That is why the shedding of blood in indigenous traditions is a symbol of deity. God is present in one’s offspring, according to a prayer to the creator gods in the Pop Vuh, sacred book of the Quichés: “Give us our offspring, our succession, as long as the sun moves and there is light.”

This quote shows, as do the literature and present ritual practices, the fundamental purpose of *myth, which is to explain the origin of being and of all things. As the Hebrews, inspired by God, did in Genesis, these myths show that all religions recognize humans as created beings.

Their understanding, based on their observations, led these peoples to define astral movements with great exactness and from there to develop calendars more exact than the Gregorian one we use in the West today. Time was and is a concern of the Latin American indigenous peoples. That is why the sun, moon and planets are important in their ethical interpretations. The exactness of the orbits made them believe, to this day, that everything repeats itself and that in this cycle one finds the harmony of the universe, which humans should observe and not violate. All the symbolism of time is represented in a dualistic conceptualization of the world: the supra-world (heaven) and the infra-world, earth and what is under it. The Mayans call it the heart of heaven and the heart of earth, while the Aymaras, from the south of Abya Yala, call it what is being seen or was seen and what has not been seen. The worldview of the indigenous peoples sees all the created order as a totality and an integration of the cosmos. God is in all and in everyone.



2. Principles of Worldview.

 

The following principles help us understand the framework upon which the indigenous base their theology.

2.1. Relativity. In the worldview of the indigenous peoples nothing stands alone, all aspects of human life and nature are interrelated. Therefore, the Western division of spiritual and material seems strange to them. For the Mayans human beings are so harmonized with the divine nature that their essence is composed of vegetable and animal substance, that their future is governed by the same laws as the physical world, while the universe behaves and acts like a human. In other word, humans are cosmic and the cosmos is anthropomorphic.

2.2. Complementarity. The concept that every element in life has its complement is developed, in their explanation, using dualities, what is above is complemented by what is below (supra-world and infra-world), the East has its complement in the West, life its complement in death, and man his complement in woman. One can see this in the Pop Vuh narratives, where the creators are pairs or multiples of pairs. They are always elders, the creator grandfather and grandmother. It is important to note that numerical expressions often appear in pairs or groups of four.

2.3. Cyclicality. For ancient and modern indigenous thought, life is cyclical. Everything repeats itself, what is above and what is below, every present moment is repeated in the past and the future. This made it possible for the ancient Mayans to make their calculations and predictions. This may also be where they got their concept of eternity. For the Mayans there was not only one end of the world, there were many ends, with their complementary beginnings.

2.4. Sacredness. The sense of the sacred among the Mayans seems to be linked to the fact that God is the owner of all, particularly of the land and the corn. That is why one needs to ask God permission to use the land. The transcendent and the immanent are intrinsically linked. Therefore, if one wants to understand indigenous theology one cannot use a Western method, but must work from within the phenomenological parameters defined by current Mayan rituals. “Humans and nature are subject to the sacred. The universe was conceived by the Mayans as the setting and the manifestation of divine forces, as a combined set of hierophanies (manifestations of the sacred) and kratophanies (manifestations of power)” (de la Garza, 20).

See also AFRICAN BACKGROUND THEOLOGIES IN LATIN AMERICA; HISPANIC/LATINO THEOLOGY; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, INDIGENOUS; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC.
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LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT

 

Latin American Protestantism is a growing movement with many faces. Most forms of Protestantism on the continent have been strongly influenced by theological perspectives from the United States or Europe. Protestant theology has also been impacted by its location within the most Catholic continent in the world. There have also been many Latin American Protestants who have questioned the importance of theological reflection, feeling that the only important thing is for the church to be involved in *evangelism. Because of these factors Latin American theologian René Padilla has described Latin American Protestants as a people without a theology, though another theologian, José Míguez Bonino, clarified that such a theology does exist, but it has tended to be reductionistic.

1. Protestantism and Christendoms in Latin America

2. Theological Streams in Latin America

3. Development of Latin American Protestant Theological Reflection

4. Issues for Protestant Theology in Latin America


 


1. Protestantism and Christendoms in Latin America.

 

Latin American Protestantism has lived in the shadows of both *Latin American Roman Catholic and North American Protestant hegemony. This has affected theological reflection in several ways. On the one hand, much of early Protestant thought reflected an anti-Catholic polemic that sought to evangelize by convincing Roman Catholics of the error of their ways. Because Protestants were a relatively small minority in countries where Catholicism was the state religion, they developed theological perspectives that had a strong separatist and often apocalyptic bent. Many Protestants also tended to view theology as a tool for convincing people of the superiority of Protestantism. Theological reflection often focused on those issues that most clearly differentiated Protestants from Catholics, often with a polemical intent.

But Latin American Protestants have also lived in the shadow of U.S. and European Protestantism. Many Protestants never saw need for theological reflection born in the region. It was assumed that theological perspectives brought by the missionaries were correct and well suited for the continent. For some, theological reflection consisted of repeating theological concepts from the United States or Europe. In its most extreme form, it amounted to translation as theological reflection.



2. Theological Streams in Latin America.

 

In his book Faces of Latin American Protestantism, Míguez Bonino identifies four major streams that reflect the different means and moments in which Protestantism arrived on the continent and how each has developed. Each of the four “faces”—liberal, evangelical, Pentecostal and ethnic—looks very different, but all of them have a common theological theme: *mission. Mission “is not visible as an explicit theological formulation but rather as an ‘ethos’ that permeates the speech, worship, and life of the Protestant community, a self-understanding manifested in all attitudes, conflicts, and priorities” (Míguez Bonino, 131). The various groups may not agree on what the mission of the church looks like, but all Protestant groups in Latin America have been drawn together by a common sense of mission rather than by a common theological or doctrinal perspective.

Nonetheless, because the Christian missionary enterprise in Latin America, both Catholic and Protestant, was linked, directly or indirectly, to a colonial or neo-colonial effort, this has created a number of ambiguities in Protestant theological reflection. Protestants have often focused on issues raised by Catholic evangelization on the one hand, such as forced conversions, syncretism and the unjust political and social structures that developed on the continent. But on the other hand, various shades of Protestantism have had to deal with triumphalism, escapism, evangelization as competition, managerial missiology, implicit (and even explicit) support of U.S. foreign policy on the continent, an ecumenicalism that does not respond to the complexities of Catholic-Protestant relations in Latin America, and many other issues raised by the Protestant missionary enterprise.



3. Development of Latin American Protestant Theological Reflection.

 

Protestant theological reflection throughout much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, such as it was, tended to have a polemical and apologetic focus. That tendency began to change as Protestants continued to grow and become a more important segment in Latin American societies.

It was mission that began bringing Latin American Protestants together. Latin American Protestant missionaries were excluded from the 1910 Edinburgh missions conference because Latin America was considered “evangelized” (i.e., Roman Catholic). This created the impetus for a number of continent-wide conferences: Panama (1916), Montevideo (1925) and Havana (1929). At first the focus was almost exclusively mission activity with a strong foreign missionary presence. But gradually these meetings opened the way for Latin Americans to meet together for theological reflection and led to the development of more formal organizations among Protestants. The first significant one, the Conferencia Evangélica Latinoamericana (CELA), met in 1949, 1961 and 1969.

Protestant theological reflection was impacted by its context and by key events in the broader church. The political and social situation on the continent created the context for the churches to reflect on their role and their understanding of mission. The growing social disparities, tied to growing political tensions, in the midst of the East-West conflict, became the environment for new theological reflection. Some Protestant theologians joined with their Catholic counterparts in the development of *liberation theology. Others were not ready to take that path, but nonetheless recognized that Protestant theological reflection had to respond to their context.

Meanwhile, issues from outside the area were also shaping the theological landscape. Several Latin American leaders were involved in the meetings that led to the formation of the World Council of Churches (WCC). Some would be involved in liberation theology and would later work to organize WCC-related churches in the region into the Consejo Latinoamericano de Iglesias (CLAI) in 1982, creating one crucial locus for Protestant theological reflection. Apart from Míguez other important voices from this perspective included people like Emilio Castro, Gonzalo Baéz Camargo and Mortimer Arias.

During the same period the more conservative Protestant churches were impacted by the Berlin Evangelism Conference (1966) and the *Lausanne Conference (1974). There was the formation of a younger group of Latin American leaders who did not follow liberation theology, but who were convinced that the church needed to respond to the issues raised by it. They developed the Congreso Latinoamericano de Evangelización (CLADE), which has held continent-wide meetings in 1969, 1979, 1992 and 2000. In 1970 these younger theologians formed the Fraternidad Teológica Latinoamericana (1970), which continues to serve as another important forum for theological reflection in the region. The most well known of the theologians/missiologists to develop within this perspective have been René Padilla, Orlando Costas, Samuel Escobar and Emilio Núñez.

Another important challenge for theological reflection has been the rapid growth of Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal churches. Most questioned the role of formal theological reflection, but they played a key role particularly as a form of *popular religion. According to Samuel Escobar, “liberation theology opted for the poor, but the poor opted for Pentecostalism.” The continued growth of Pentecostalism and neo-Pentecostalism in the midst of continued poverty and injustice has created new conversations between Latin American theologians and the popular church. The goal is to create an environment that both celebrates the spiritual vitality of the churches and gives these churches interpretative tools to respond missionally to their reality.



4. Issues for Protestant Theology in Latin America.

 

The church in mission will likely be the focus of theological reflection in Latin America for many years. Many of the issues raised over the last five centuries continue to weigh on Protestants and will continue to challenge them to reflect theologically on how to respond.

• The relationship between Protestants and Catholics, and the continuing implications of both Catholic and Protestant evangelizations, will continue to weigh on theological reflection as each struggles with what it means to be a Christian in a “Christianized” environment, and on the competition between Catholics and Protestants.

• Structural injustice continues to keep a large percentage of the population in grinding poverty, and that is exacerbated by the globalized economy (see Globalization). The East-West conflict is over, but the issues addressed by liberation theology were not resolved. Various forms of “misión integral” and Latin American theology are seeking to respond to this reality.

• The continued existence and growth of “non-orthodox” religious movements and popular religious movements also challenge Protestants to consider how they understand the faith.

• The ongoin\g struggle of the indigenous peoples for justice cannot be ignored by a church that wishes to have a missional perspective (see Latin American Indigenous Theologies).

• The poverty of the region is also contributing to the ongoing destruction of the environment, particularly some of the most important rainforests in the world. The impact of this devastation is being felt around the world.

• Other key issues for Protestant theology include global migration, machismo and the conflictive relationship with the United States.


 
Various Protestant theologians, such as Míguez Bonino, Padilla, Escobar and Pedro Arana, propose that the future of Protestant theological reflection is to be found in a new and more profound reflection on the triune God and mission. This will push Protestants beyond the reductionism and give them new tools to address the profound challenges faced by Latin American Protestant churches today.

See also HISPANIC/LATINO THEOLOGY; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, INDIGENOUS; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR.
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LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC

 

Since its introduction five hundred years ago, Catholicism in Latin America has been deeply affected by its relationship with European conquest and colonial rule over indigenous peoples, as well as by the worldview of the indigenous peoples themselves. The twentieth century saw the development of Latin American *liberation theology and its responses from the Vatican, as well as a host of new challenges for the church.1. Brief History

2. Colonial Christendom

3. Political Independence and the Separation of Church and State

4. New Christendom and Radical Changes on the Continent

5. From John Paul II to Benedict XVI

6. Challenges for the New Millennium


 





1. Brief History.

 

The origin of the Latin American Catholic Church dates back to the conquest and colonization of the Americas by Spain and Portugal at the end of the fifteenth and beginning of the sixteenth century. From the very beginning, the diversity and multiformity of the Church was apparent. Christopher Columbus arrived in 1492 and in 1493 the first Catholic priest, Fray Bernard Boyl, stepped onto these lands. The presence of religious orders and congregations was significant and active throughout the continent, even before the establishment of the Church hierarchy. The first order to embark on an evangelistic mission were the Franciscans (in Santo Domingo), then the Dominicans (1526), the Augustinians (1533) and later the Jesuits. Women Concepcionists arrived in Mexico and established several convents between 1576 and 1596.



2. Colonial Christendom.

 

The missionary endeavor known as Christendom was characterized by particular practices—both ecclesial (on behalf of the church) and political (on behalf of the state). This model, known as Colonial Christendom, involved several kinds of relationships: church and world, church and state, church and history. Under the influence of the theology of Juan Ginés de Sepulveda, colonial Christendom justified the war against the indigenous peoples as the fulfillment of a natural law, the dominion of the perfect over the imperfect, a domination that was not perceived as an advantage for the victor, but rather as a benefit for the victims who had the opportunity for moral elevation. This natural law demanded that the indigenous peoples set aside their beliefs in favor of the true religion and the knowledge of the truth. Thus the indigenous population was plundered and decimated in the name of Christ, whose cross, a sign of salvation, took on the shape of the sword of the conquistador, a symbol of domination.

2.1. Theological Debate in Spain: Bartolomé de las Casas and Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda. Christendom was in fact not homogenous and was plagued by internal contradictions. The Dispute of Valladolid (1550) in Europe, between Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda and Fray Bartolomé de las Casas concerning the nature of human beings and cultures in Latin America was the most important theological discussion of this period. Bartolomé de las Casas began his prophetic ministry with Anton de Montesinos (1511), initiator of the prophetic cry in defense of the indigenous peoples. Las Casas pointed out the relationship between sin and economic structures. In particular, his critique focused on the encomienda system, the means through which colonizers were assigned a quota of indigenous peoples to work for them, in exchange for their christianization. Voices in defense of the indigenous peoples—such as those of Antonio de Valdivieso, Cristóbal de Pedroza and others—contributed to the development of different understandings of mission and of the Latin American church.

2.2. Organization of the Church in Latin America During the Colonial Period. The actual structuring and organization of the church in Latin America took place between 1511 and 1620. Procedures were established for naming Latin American bishops, as well as for defining their privileges and obligations. The church sought consensus among civil society and supported the state. During this time several universities were founded, among them the University of Lima, as well as seminaries and secondary schools. The graduates of these institutions were authorized to teach church doctrine to the indigenous peoples. The training of mestizo, black and white native-born priests generated debate and controversy from the very beginning. All educational centers were directly related to the Church, the king and the right of patronage. The Councils of Mexico and Lima were marked by the Tridentine Reformation, in which the task of the church was focused almost exclusively on the indigenous population and on mission. These councils are known as the Hispanoamerican Council of Trent (1582 and 1585).



3. Political Independence and the Separation of Church and State.

 

New conflicts erupted in the Church between 1620 and 1700, this time concerning the task of evangelization and, in particular, the patronage system—a system in which the state maintained power over all the hierarchical structures of the Church. The eighteenth century bore witness to a great intellectual movement, fomenting not only the founding of educational centers, but also libraries, docents and publishing. Toward the end of the colonial period, cultural unease and interest in experimentation became noticeable, in keeping with modern times and the *Enlightenment. Between 1825 and 1870 the consolidation of the republican regime in Latin America made way for the independence processes that took place in the region. During this time in some countries of Latin America the church and state entered into conflict, while in others, a separation was established based on what was referred to as a concordato. Neocolonial anticlerical liberalism influenced mestizos and native-born whites, providing them with the foundation for the ideologies of liberation that led to the independence movements. Beginning in 1850 the Protestant Church’s presence became noteworthy and, along with liberalism and the institution of the Masonic movement, began to be perceived as competition by Latin American Catholicism.



4. New Christendom and Radical Changes on the Continent.

 

Economic recession and its consequences characterized the period between 1930 and 1959 in Latin America. In 1959 Pope John XXIII convened the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, following the celebration of a mass for the unity of all Christians in San Pablo Extramuros. The Second Vatican Ecumenical Council decree on ecumenism, “Unitatis Redintegratio,” proclaimed in 1964, introduced the term aggiornamiento as an alternative to the term modernization in an effort to avoid the polemic discussions concerning modernity, as well as the term reformation, in an effort to avoid any allusions to Luther’s Protestant reformation. As a prophetic gesture, aggiorgamiento sought to explore and develop true and inimitable doctrine in a way that would respond to the demands of the times. Pope John XXIII’s concern for the church of the poor found echo more often in dialogue with the North Atlantic and Central European developed world, than with the Third World. The bishops of Latin America were just not sufficiently aware of the severe and unjust situation of poverty in their own contexts and churches. It wasn’t until the Second Episcopal Conference of Medellín (1968), focusing on the presence of the church in the current transformation of Latin America, that the voices of the poor were heard. After almost five centuries of Catholic presence in Latin America, the bishops of Medellín were the first to adopt the specific situation of Latin America as their point of reference.

4.1. Liberation Theology: Option for the Poor. The process that began in the Second Vatican Council, immersed as it was in the socioeconomic and political situation of the Latin American continent, gradually led to a new theological situation. New generations of theologians, Christians’ commitment with processes such as the Cuban revolution, with a new understanding of the relationship between faith and politics, as well as the martyrdom of committed Christians gave way to the emergence of a Latin American theological thought. Latin American or liberation theology began to be characterized by the use of the social sciences as a tool for analyzing the Latin American context. The starting point was the awareness of an unjust and alienating situation of economic, social, political and cultural dependence.

National security regimes and revolutionary processes characterized the years between 1972 and 1984 in Latin America. This period began with the Fourteenth Assembly of the Latin American Episcopal Council (CELAM) in Sucre, Bolivia, in 1972. Events such as the end of Paul VI’s pontificate (1978), the repression experienced in many countries on the continent, the celebration of the Third General Conference in Puebla, along with the Popular Sandinista Revolution in Nicaragua in 1979, established a framework for affirming the active resistance of grass-roots sectors, as well as a strong human rights movement. The Base Ecclesial Communities (CEB’s) announced the irruption of the poor in the historical processes of Latin America and in the life of the Christian community that is ever present in its midst. The poor “come with their suffering on their backs,” as Bartolomé de las Casas once said; they carry with them their race, culture, class, language and their experience of exploitation (see Preferential Option for the Poor). Theological and pastoral reflection during this time was a product of the dynamics between social and ecclesial practice. The broadening of the bases of this reflection led to continental congresses in 1980 and 1984.

4.2. Response from the Vatican. The Third General Conference of the Latin American Episcopate, held in Puebla (1979), and, even more so, the Fourth General Conference held in Santo Domingo (1992) on the occasion of 500 years of the evangelization of Latin America, had as their objectives the study—in keeping with the gospel of Christ “the same yesterday and today and forever” (Heb 13:8)—the themes of “new evangelization,” “human promotion” and “Christian culture.” These events made more visible the tensions that were present within the Latin American Catholic Church. Taking the good news to the oppressed had become for many an experience of being evangelized by the oppressed. Puebla pointed this out by speaking of the “evangelistic potential of the poor,” an expression of the commitment of the Church with the poor and the base communities. Pope John Paul II defended the Second *Vatican Council in his apostolic letter Tertio Millennio Adveniente (TMA), in preparation for the jubilee of the year 2000, reminding that “An examination of conscience must also consider the reception given to the Council, this great gift of the Spirit to the Church at the end of the second millennium.” This statement revealed a process of acceptance of Vatican II in the Latin American context.

The option for the poor and for justice of the Latin American Catholic Church has been marked along the way by martyrs such as Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero, assassinated in El Salvador, Bishop Enrique Angilelli in Argentina, Bishop Juan Girardi in Guatemala and a number of laypersons committed to a new way of being the Church. These martyrs speak directly to the historic, political, economic and religious reality of the context and demand accountability for the situation of violence, poverty and oppression (see Persecution and Martyrdom).

Catholic theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez in Perú have been questioned by the Episcopate in an attempt to clarify their position with respect to liberation theology. Leonardo Boff was called, for the same reason, to answer questions before the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith at the Vatican in Rome. The official document of this Congregation, “Theology of Liberation,” published in 1984 and signed by Cardinal Ratzinger and Archbishop Alberto Bovone, criticizes the use of Marxist analysis and the new hermeneutic that proposes a political rereading of the Bible. The mass communication media responded for the first time to this questioning of liberation theology, and Boff publicly asked, “What must the Church be, in order to carry out its mission of liberation and maintain its unrenounceable religious identity?” He also affirms that the use of Marxism can be a contribution to the Church, primarily for the oppressed around the world.



5. From John Paul II to Benedict XVI.

 

The influence of John Paul II in the ecclesial and theological processes in Latin America has been significant. In his letter to the bishops of Brazil in 1986, he stated that liberation theology was not only useful but necessary. Theological publications with liberation perspectives were not condemned in Latin America, but their distribution was limited to certain sectors of the Catholic Church in the region. Thus, the twenty-six-year pontificate of Karol Wojtyla was characterized by a social and political background against which contradictions, varying positions and charismas can be observed. His visit to Nicaragua in 1983 in the middle of the war was a controversial and historic moment in the history of that country. A second visit took place in 1997 in a different political context, and his visit to Cuba in 1998 demonstrated a papal strategy that responded to a political position.

One of the significant effects of John Paul II papacy in Latin America has to do with the doctrine and piety of Mariology (see Mary, Mariology). Of his fourteen encyclicals, thirteen mention the Virgin Mary, affirming her presence and function in the economy of salvation. This emphasis had an effect on the religious culture of Latin America and on the perception of gender roles.

Although at the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the third century, a conservative tendency had been apparent in many groups within the Church, there was also a process of secularization taking place in Latin America. In the face of the apparent silence of liberation theology during the postsocialism period, there have been strong signs of emerging theologies, such as the biblical movement or the rereading of the Bible from traditionally excluded sectors of society, as well as diverse pastoral emphases that seek to articulate evangelical praxis with the accompaniment of the poor, even among grass-roots movements. The expansion of religious life on the continent, through established international congregations, as well as autochthonous congregations—especially women’s groups—have provided a connection with the life of the people, with the excluded, and have infused the spirituality of the Catholic Church with new vitality. Also important has been the active role of the laity, with women take on leading roles in the tasks of evangelization and education. Catholic women, such as Ivonne Gebara, have contributed much with their publications on important feminist perspectives.

The legacy of Vatican II, which charged the bishops with an ecumenical commitment, can be seen in the many efforts toward establishing ecumenical relationships on the continent: dialogue between the Latin American Council of Churches and the Latin American Episcopal Conference (CELAM), translation of the Bible into indigenous languages, work with humanitarian organizations, common human rights projects of blacks, indigenous peoples and women, as well as publications and forums on themes of common interest with the Latin American Protestant church and so on. The Directory for the Application of the Principles and Norms on Ecumenism recommends the establishment of ecumenical committees in each diocese, as well as on a national and regional level, or the designation of a delegate in each diocese to promote an ecumenical spirit and interchurch relations.

In 2001, at the Twenty-eighth General Assembly of CELAM, the delegates decided to ask John Paul II to convene a new General Conference of the Latin American Episcopate. John Paul II participated in the first steps of its preparation and approved the idea of celebrating this conference. Upon his death in 2005 and the election of Pope Benedict XVI, the following theme was agreed on: “Disciples and Missionaries of Jesus Christ so that Our Peoples Will Have Life in Him.” He also proposed the subtitle, taken from John 14:6: “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.” Just a few weeks into his papacy, Pope Benedict XVI expressed full agreement with the celebration of the General Conference.



6. Challenges for the New Millennium.

 

The Latin American Catholic Church faces challenges in many areas: *ecclesiology, *Christology, liturgy, intrareligious and interreligious dialogue, *spirituality, interculturality, prophetic witness, and the need to continue to shape itself as the Church of the poor, as well as the evangelization or recovery of the faithful in the midst of the growth of *Pentecostalism, and the *charismatic renewal within the Catholic Church. These challenges also correspond to the challenges presented to the church in the world, such as the ordained ministry of women, ecological issues, ethics, *sexuality, family disintegration, abortion, HIV-AIDS, sexual violence and abuse and so on. The social and economic gap between the rich and the poor is ever widening, and the reality of poverty and injustice continues to be the stage for the pastoral and evangelistic ministry of the church.

See also AFRICAN BACKGROUND THEOLOGIES IN LATIN AMERICA; HISPANIC/LATINO THEOLOGY; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, INDIGENOUS; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT.
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LAUSANNE MOVEMENT AND COVENANT

 

This movement for world evangelization was generated by a “World Congress on Evangelization” held in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1974. Billy Graham and his association called this congress to bring together representatives of the Christian community who were committed to the authority of the Scriptures and to the biblical call to make the *gospel known to the world.

Following a World Conference on Evangelism in Berlin in 1966 and a number of regional conferences on *evangelism, Graham could see that there was need for a theological underpinning to the range of activities in which evangelicals were involved. He announced to the 2,700 participants from 150 countries gathered at Lausanne his hopes, based on Ephesians 2:13- 20, that the Congress would (1) “frame a biblical declaration on evangelism,” (2) “complete the task of world evangelization,” (3) “state what the relationship is between evangelism and social responsibility” and that (4) “a new koinonia or fellowship among evangelicals of all persuasions will be developed throughout the world” (Douglas 1975, 27, 34).

The congress reflected on the theological issues that currently challenged the Christian community and the need to have a clear focus on obedience to the Lord’s command to take the gospel to the whole world. The work undertaken in plenaries and in discussion groups resulted in the production of a covenant (edited by John R. W. Stott). This Lausanne Covenant captured the theological reflection which was undertaken, as hoped for by Graham. The fifteen paragraphs affirmed, among other things, these essential theological themes:• There is one God whose trinitarian nature has been revealed to us.

• The uniqueness of Jesus Christ who is “the only mediator between God and people.”

• The power and presence of the Holy Spirit, and “evangelism should arise spontaneously from a spirit-filled church.”

• The authority of the Scriptures and “the power of God’s word to accomplish his purpose of salvation.”

• The nature of evangelism and the need to exhibit the righteousness of God, for “faith without works is dead.”

• The visible personal return of Jesus Christ is “a further spur to evangelism.”

• The call to discipleship, the urgency of the evangelistic task, spiritual conflict, and that “the church which preaches the cross must itself be marked by the cross” were also clearly noted (Stott 1996).


 



Everyone at the congress indicated their commitment to the Covenant and returned to their home churches making known the urgency of the call to evangelism especially by being newly aware of those communities in the world who still had not heard about Jesus’ saving grace. Yet for many there were new challenges such as the challenge to show that we are to be transformed “in the totality of our personal and social responsibilities.” There was also a concern that some of the theological issues addressed required further thought, and a number of consultations were set up to explore these issues, particularly in respect to the gospel and culture and evangelism and social responsibility. The reports from these consultations helped to strengthen the theological base for determining an evangelical approach to issues that had been divisive in the evangelical church.

The 1974 Congress participants were so encouraged and enthused with the outcomes in terms of the Covenant that they voted for a continuation committee now known as the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization (LCWE). Following the consultations the Committee decided to set up a number of working groups, held a number of regional conferences on evangelism so that the gospel task could be contextualized, and decided to have a second international congress in 1989 to be called Lausanne II. This was held in Manila and has been described “as the most representative gathering in the history of the church.” With 4,300 participants from 173 countries, deeply concerned “to focus the whole church of Jesus Christ in a fresh way on the task of taking the whole gospel to the whole world” (Douglas 1990).

The theological stance taken at the 1974 Congress was reaffirmed at Manila and this was reflected in the Manila Manifesto (Douglas 1990). This declaration of convictions had twenty-one affirmations followed by twelve detailed paragraphs on the theme of “Calling the Whole Church to Take the Whole Gospel to the Whole World.” The commitment to the authority of Scripture, to the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, to the need for all people to respond to God’s saving grace as outlined in the gospel of Jesus Christ and the need to be aware of the *spiritual warfare such that we preach God’s word in the power of the Holy Spirit were clearly stated. The Manifesto also declared that the “authentic Gospel must become visible in transformed lives . . . and as we preach the kingdom of God we must be committed to its demands of justice and peace” (section 4).

In the section headed “The Gospel and Social Responsibility,” the manifesto clarified some of the competing concerns by declaring that “Evangelism is primary . . . yet Jesus not only proclaimed the kingdom of God, he also demonstrated its arrival by works of mercy and power. We are called today to a similar integration of works and deeds. . . . the biblical Gospel has inescapable social implications. . . . We determine to ‘seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness’” (Douglas 1990, 236-37).

The LCWE Committee followed up the Manila event with the publication of Lausanne Occasional Papers and then called for a forum to be held in Thailand in 2004. This was a working conference such that participants came to contribute to a specific topic and spent most of the conference time working with their own issue group. The topics for these thirty-one groups aimed to develop theological awareness in a world deeply influenced by postmodernism, the ascendancy of some of the world religions and an emphasis regarding all religions as equally a means for knowing God. The 1974 and 1989 theological themes were affirmed, but the Lausanne Occasional Papers produced by each of the issue groups brought the theological issues to bear on current world pressures (Claydon). These papers reveal a breadth of interest, a global involvement in taking the gospel to the world, a unity in the evangelical world based on the commitment to evangelism and on the authority of Scripture, and they reflect considerable hands-on experience by the participants such that the suggested action steps are rooted in genuine experience in different parts of the world. A number of the issue groups have formed continuing programs for action and application of some of the outcomes of their work.

What has become very evident is that the continuing process of Lausanne events, including the regional conferences and working groups, has enabled the church to re-affirm theological truths about basic matters of doctrine and the validity of the gospel we are called to proclaim. These biblical truths include the universality of Christ’s mediatorial work in a postmodern world, the priority of evangelism where about one-third of the world has still not heard of God’s saving grace, and the challenge to the church that it is responsible to demonstrate God’s love and his righteousness in deeds. The continuing reflection on *biblical theology at the Lausanne conferences and in the various working groups has helped the Christian community to see what needs to be done, and the Lausanne Occasional Papers provide ideas and models as to how to go about it. The evangelical community has been affected by the Lausanne affirmations enabling gospel-minded people to invest effort in *holistic mission tasks while maintaining an emphasis on the proclamation of the gospel. This is evidenced in the number of organizations committed to proclamation and demonstration of God’s love that have come into being as a result of the Lausanne challenges. The theological affirmations and the call to strategic action have strengthened the desire and capacity for Christians to work in partnership in making known the kingdom of God, a partnership possible because the basic doctrines of the faith have been reaffirmed and restated in mission terms and in a language relevant to today’s world.
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LEADERSHIP

 

By nearly everyone’s definition, leadership in one way or another is equated with influence. It is a subject of great debate and concern throughout the secular world as well as throughout the global church today.

God’s example seems to confirm the importance of leadership for the well-being of his people on earth, for throughout the biblical accounts he called forth leaders to bless the nations (Abraham), lead his people out of captivity (Moses), lead his people into the promised land (Joshua), establish an earthly kingdom for his people (David) and so forth down to the calling of Saul (Paul) to proclaim his name.1. Cultural Models of Leadership

2. Today’s Leadership Challenges

3. Godly Leadership Matters

4. In Summary 


 





1. Cultural Models of Leadership.

 

Culture generally determines more about leadership styles and models in the church than does anything else. Therefore throughout the church globally many models of leadership are now functioning, which the local leaders claim are Christian models. Some major ones include the following.

1.1. The “Big Boss” Model. This style exists in many cultures. This type of leadership exerts power and position much as any tribal chieftain or royalty of a small nation would do. Within the church it is sometimes clothed as being “apostolic” and accountable only to God. It ranges from its raw and ugly form as the all-controlling boss with the enormous corner office, to the much loved “benevolent dictator” who still makes every decision and only gives away responsibility but never authority.

1.2. Age-Equals-Authority Model. In cultures that revere age and equate age with wisdom those with seniority automatically are the leaders. When this happens the young people inevitably become restless because they find no place to use their gifts. They often have to break away and start new movements because there is literally no place for them within the traditional church structures.

1.3. Family-Dynasty Model. In some Asian cultures leadership can only be entrusted to family members. They hand down the leadership of business or politics only within blood lines, and the same tendency appears in mission agencies and churches within those cultures.

1.4. Machismo Model. Many cultures will only confer leadership to males. In some cultures this goes even further with leadership equated with the rugged, physically strong, violent and sexually promiscuous males. While this is a form of the “big boss” model mentioned earlier, this distinction of gender discrimination adds many complications when it enters the church due to its implications regarding war, physical power and even domestic violence.

1.5. Democratic-TV-Star Model. In current Western cultures the charismatic personality who is photogenic, attractive, articulate and can win the election is often perceived as God’s chosen leader. This has too often resulted in those without the needed wisdom, maturity and integrity falling dramatically into sin from positions of leadership.

1.6. Servant-Leader Model. Following the model of Jesus is altogether too rare in the church throughout history because it has always been and always will be countercultural. Its hallmarks include sacrificial *love and being more interested in seeing God’s kingdom established than one’s own. Though rare, leaders attempting to follow this model can be found in nearly every culture.



2. Today’s Leadership Challenges.

 

Excellent leadership is an urgently felt need today, in part because we are living in a time of escalating rapid change. In times of insecurity, fear and challenge people naturally look to leaders for answers, yet answers are harder to find.

*Globalization means that there are no truly isolated challenges, but rather each one impacts the entire world—as the journalist Thomas Friedman has popularized, globally, through books like The Lexus and the Olive Tree and The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century.

Adding to the instability and globalization is the move from the well-established modern age into postmodernity. Even the term “postmodernity” reflects the rapid change being felt. We know we have left “modernity” but cannot yet define our current realities with a proper term so therefore it is merely referred to as “post” the last era (see Modernism and Postmodernisms).

One of the practical implications of this cultural shift for leaders is the need to change how we manage people and institutions. As Paul McKaughan, Dellanna O’Brien and William O’Brien stated in the book Choosing a Future for U.S. Missions, “We are moving from an organizational paradigm of order and control which was derived from the Industrial Age. The new information era into which we have moved will be administratively much less neat. When once our structures tended to dominate and control, now structures will be much more subservient to our task” (McKaughan, O’Brien and O’Brien, 52)

The rapid growth of the church across the Global South adds to the current leadership challenges. As Philip Jenkins confirmed in The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity, that phenomenon has literally turned the statistics of Christianity upside down, and current structures and many leaders seem ill equipped to absorb those changes in a timely way.

While some of these challenges—like rapid change, globalization, postmodernity and rapid church growth—spring from positive or arguably “neutral” factors, the pandemic of HIV/ AIDS, religious strife, accumulating natural disasters and the expanding divide between rich and poor also make effective leadership even more complex.



3. Godly Leadership Matters.

 

While the current challenges are legion, godly effective Christian leadership has never been easy, as documented throughout Scripture. Yet it has always been critical to the orthodoxy of God’s people, to the spread of the gospel message and to the expansion of his kingdom. Passages throughout the book of Judges are representative of the failures of God’s people for lack of leadership as throughout this book of Israel’s ongoing and often shocking levels of evil are explained with the comment that Israel had no king.

Denominations have long recognized that as its leaders go, so goes the church, and as a result planted their “brand” of seminaries and Bible training programs throughout the world and required successful completion of those programs as the entrance ticket to church leadership. While the individual results of these strategies may be debated, the reasoning behind it—that leadership matters—is not debatable.

While numerous examples of failed leadership negatively impacting the church are available throughout Scripture and currently, the hope resulting from good leadership is equally available. A simple Bible survey reveals a plethora of “biblical” forms of leadership. We find that God called judges, prophets, kings, priests and later apostles, disciples, elders, deacons and teachers to provide aspects of leadership for his people from time to time. And though much could be made of comparisons of those structures, arguably only one common trait is required by God for leaders to be “successful” from his perspective. That timeless quality is obedience. At first glance obedience may seem simple enough; however, “simple” obedience to the almighty God is an ambition requiring life-long intentionality, effort, learning and willingness to change.

Obedience assumes several qualities or skills of a leader, all of which spring from relationship with God. Knowing God is the first quality of any leader in the Bible. Christian leadership is a calling from God, which means an initial encounter with him is essential. From Abraham through Paul, story after story is told of leaders encountering God, receiving God’s instructions to them, and their struggle to carry those forward to lead his people.

David is often depicted as the epitome of godly leadership, and God seems to confirm this through his passionate love for David and the blessings bestowed on him. Closely comparing the stories of Saul and David we see nearly identical encounters, calling and receiving of instructions, and it is only in their struggle to obey that God identifies the essential differences between them as a matter of the heart. Truly a heart after God is the essence of godly leadership.

This truth is reinforced in the New Testament as Jesus’ departing words to his disciples are that he must go so that another may come, his Holy Spirit, to indwell, lead and guide them. Thus from the stories of these leaders as they struggle to obediently carry out God’s calling in the Bible we can discover the qualities of godly leadership, including a heart after God, humility, integrity, servanthood, sacrifice, faith, justice, kindness and so forth.

It is interesting to note that secular professionals in leadership and management today often unwittingly document the reality of the positive impact of leadership traits easily recognized as Christian. For example, Jim Collins published the results of years of research into what makes some companies much more successful than others; in Good to Great, he identifies one of the top factors as something he calls “Level 5” leadership. This is defined through traits such as “ambition first and foremost for the company and concern for its success rather than for one’s own riches and personal renown” (Collins, 25).



4. In Summary.

 

While many models of supposedly Christian leadership exist throughout the world they often spring primarily from the local culture. God identifies obedience and a heart after him, especially as it was modeled by Jesus during his life here on earth, as keys to leadership that is pleasing to him. This makes the activities of knowing, hearing and obeying God desperately important for leaders as they attempt to live out the qualities of godly leadership. Yet “simple” obedience to the almighty God is always and inevitably a lifelong struggle—made ever more challenging by the current realities of the modern world.

See also LAITY.
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LIBER ALISM

 

Liberalism, in the sense that is important for global theological reflection, denotes a broad range of philosophical perspectives and thinkers that emerged from the *Enlightenment and its antecedents. It is a dynamic tradition that has developed over time and whose influence is broad and far reaching. Liberalism recognizes the primacy of the individual self. The individual is fundamentally prior to other individuals and society, and selects the terms under which it relates to them. In this sense it is a selective self. The individual is further a law unto itself, and in this sense can be called an autonomous self. Further institutions to which the self subscribes are in principle its own product and derive their legitimacy in some ways from its consent, and so it is a pre-institutional self (cf. Schmitz).1. The Liberal Tradition

2. Liberalism and Religious Belief

3. A Hispanic Critique


 





1. The Liberal Tradition.

 

The liberal tradition reflects a particular conception of *justice and the nature of the “good.” As M. Sandel has argued, this conception of liberalism is, above all, a theory about justice, and in particular about the primacy of justice among moral and political ideals. It conceives of society as composed of a plurality of persons, with varying aims, interests and conceptions of the good. A liberal society is best arranged when it is governed by principles that do not themselves presuppose any particular conception of the good. What justifies such regulative principles is not that they promote social welfare but that they conform to some concept of right given independently of the good. This liberalism comes from Immanuel Kant and is assumed in much contemporary moral and political philosophy.

This liberal tradition is at the heart of both contemporary U.S. liberalism and contemporary conservatism. It functions as the presupposed and implicit interpretive horizon against which all political debates take place in the United States. As Alasdair MacIntyre has argued, all contemporary debates are really between conservative liberals, liberal liberals and radical liberals. There is thus little room for the criticism of the system itself. The result of this is the deconstructed self of postmodernism.



2. Liberalism and Religious Belief.

 

With this liberal understanding of self and society, religious belief precedes and exists independently of participation in a religious community. When questioned about their religious faith, Anglo-Americans are often wont to respond: “I’m religious, but I don’t belong to a church” or “I have my own spirituality, though I don’t ascribe to any particular religion.” The assumption underlying such responses is that participation in a religious community is in no way intrinsic or essential to religious belief; one relates to God as an individual, not as part of a community. The locus of religious faith is the individual believer, not the community of faith. Church membership is thus seen as freely chosen and open to mobility, so that to acquire members churches must compete with each other in the marketplace. The assumption is that the pluralism this implies is benign and inevitable.



3. A Hispanic Critique.

 

For U.S. Hispanics, as for many other cultures in the world, the understanding of the individual and the community is opposed to this Western liberalism. *Community is understood to be fundamentally preexistent (therefore involuntary) and constitutive. Therefore, the universal is not merely the sum of the particulars; rather, the universal is mediated by the particulars. From this perspective, pluralism is not the foundation of a free society—as it is for modern liberal individualism—but the consequence of authentic liberation, the consequence of the option for the poor. Thus the possibility of universal dialogue, tolerance, and understanding is predicated upon the preferential identification with one concrete historical, flesh-and-blood, particular person. The starting point of authentic pluralism is not the autonomous, socially unsituated self, confronted with an unlimited choice among a multiplicity of options in a marketplace. The starting point is instead, the scarred hands, the weathered face and sun-parched olive skin of the elderly Mexican woman—or of the crucified Jesus.

For the U.S. Hispanic theologian, then, it will not be sufficient to read books about Jesus Christ, or even to study relevant dogmatic declarations or biblical texts—as important as these might be. We must instead look first—even if not only—to the concrete, historical relationship to Jesus (often, for example, by actually touching his image and kissing his feet). It is here that we come to know him, as surely as it is in our concrete, historical relationship with our families and friends that we come to know these. It is the view of Catholics that we cannot relate to other persons except through the mediation of our bodies (that is, intellect, touch, feelings, sight). The importance of this incarnational and relational quality cannot be overstated. This concrete faith is repeatedly reinforced in U.S. Hispanic popular Catholicism (see Popular Religions). For many other people in the world, though they may not express it in quite this way, a concrete, relational community takes precedence over the liberal individualism that is prominent in Western cultures.

See also COMMUNITY; CULTURE AND SOCIETY.
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LIBERATION THEOLOGY

 

Liberation theology arose in the Latin American church of the late 1960s as an ecclesial and contextual theology responding to a specific historical and social setting. Amidst the diversity found among proponents of liberation theology, certain core concepts may be identified. Ultimately it may be understood not as a system of beliefs but as a new way of doing theology that is grounded in the life of Christian discipleship in solidarity with the poor.1. Historical Context and Sources

2. Core Concepts of Liberation Theology

3. Areas of General Consensus but Internal Debate

4. Some Extreme, Non-Representative Opinions

5. The Future of Liberation Theology

6. Further Perspective and Response


 





1. Historical Context and Sources.

 

The theology of liberation was a response to a very specific moment in history, both worldwide and in Latin America. Theologically, *Vatican Council II, and its Latin American follow-up at Medellín, Colombia (1968), energized Roman Catholic theology with new vigor. From the Protestant side, the theology of *hope was important, both for its *eschatology and its emphasis on the exodus from bondage. A second very important factor was the emergence of the ecclesial base communities. Facing a booming population explosion and a severe scarcity of vocations to the priesthood, the church opted to mobilize lay leaders and celebrate the Word and the Eucharist in the poor neighborhoods (“barrios”) of almost every Latin American country.

A third factor was specially important. In the early sixties, the United Nations announced a new “Decade of Development,” and U.S. president John Kennedy inaugurated the Alliance for Progress, the Peace Corps and related institutions, inspired by the developmentalism of W. W. Rostow and others. The model was Brazil, which soon began to experience an “economic miracle.” The horizon was lined with industrial smokestacks, but most of the profits went to foreign companies and a small managerial elite; what actually developed was not prosperity but poverty, the gap between rich and poor, and the slums. The theologians who had identified pastorally with the poor in their base communities abandoned the developmental model and adopted as their new paradigm integral liberation from oppression. Liberation theology was a pastoral response to this historical moment in Latin America.



2. Core Concepts of Liberation Theology.

 

Because liberation theology usually rejects any claim to a univocal, universal theological system, many prefer the plural term “theologies of liberation.” Nevertheless, a certain nucleus of core concepts, without which no one could be considered a liberation theologian, unite the movement. To analyze accurately this theology, its core concepts should be distinguished from other subjects of partial consensus but internal debate, as well as from the nonrepresentative personal opinions of certain individual liberation theologians.

The basic common denominators of liberation theology center around their *hermeneutics and methodology, rooted in contextual interpretation. Rather than theology’s traditional goal of formulating an all-embracing system of doctrinal truths, unrelated to any specific historical situation, Latin American theologians began to understand the theological task as that of relating faith to life and practice in the context of the specific realities of their own society in a continent with the highest percentage of professing Christians in the world but also the most scandalous inequality of wealth anywhere on earth. This contextuality should not be misunderstood as provincialism, however, both because their theologizing is done in constant dialogue and debate with other theologies, and because their own contextual theology can then enter into intercontextual (but not uncontextual or supercontextual) dialogue with the contextualized theologies of other geographical areas (especially Africa and Asia) and the specific contexts of other people (blacks, women, native peoples) around the world. At the same time, this method of analysis has also demonstrated that North American and European theologies are in fact no less contextual to their own situation, although often less critically so.

Traditional theology, under the influence of Graeco-European philosophy, viewed ultimate truth as idea (“idealism”), accessible through intellectual analysis of one sort or another (“rationalism”), and therefore a process separate from action. Liberation theology sought to restore the biblical epistemology that sees theory and practice as two inseparable sides of truth (Hebrew, [image: 038]ĕmĕt). Praxeological method in theology means that biblical and theological reflection cannot be separated from the goal of transforming lives and history (in biblical terms, integral mission). In Latin America, a continent of broadly generalized injustice and impoverishment which nevertheless claims to be Christian, praxis inevitably centers on the biblical categories of justice, poverty and wealth, prophetic denunciation and promise.

This focus promotes a close correlation between biblical exegesis, theological reflection, historical context and Christian praxis. This is understood as the hermeneutical circle, first formulated in Europe (Gadamar, Bultmann) as the circulation between the text and the self. In liberation theology this is reinterpreted as the movement from biblical text to contemporary context and vice versa. This means reading each historical moment in the light of Scripture, and reading Scripture in the light of the specific context for their obedience to the Word. This also implies a hermeneutic of faithful rereading of ancient texts. Liberation theology contends that this is the essential hermeneutical method within the Bible itself (see, e.g., Gerhard von Rad’s Old Testament Theology) and also of the best biblical and theological interpretation through the ages. This rereading must be faithful both to the original message (what God said in the past) and to its contemporary meaning (what God is saying to us now through the Scripture in today’s reality). Applying these methods, liberation theologians have made valuable contributions to biblical scholarship (e.g., Gustavo Gutiérrez, Severino Croatto, Pablo Richard, José Porfirio Miranda, Carlos Mesters).

2.1. Salvation as Liberation. The history of Christian soteriology has always been structured in binomial pairs. The biblical message of *salvation was born in the Abrahamic covenant with its sharp contrast of curse (Gen 3—11) and blessing (Gen 12:1-3 and parallels; Gen 50:20). In the Synoptic Gospels the binomial pair is that of the present age and the age to come; in the Fourth Gospel, life and death, darkness and light; in Saint Paul, sin and *justification; in Eastern Orthodoxy, mortality and immortality; in Luther, guilt and forgiveness and so on. Facing the injustice suffered by the popular masses in supposedly Christian Latin America, and inspired by the theology of hope, liberation theology adopted another soteriological binomial pair, that of oppression and liberation (Ex 2:23-24; 3:7-10, 16-22; 6:5-9). The exodus paradigm is central to Old Testament theology and the basis of most of Israel’s feasts and its sabbath and jubilee years, is affirmed by Christians in every celebration of Holy Communion and climaxes in the visions of John of Patmos (rereadings of the Exodus plagues; Rev 15:3-4). Its legitimacy cannot be questioned. On the other hand, to limit salvation to political and economic liberation alone (Israel was liberated in order to worship Yahweh) is a reductionism that most liberation theologians have avoided.

2.2. Consistent Rejection of Dichotomies. Another way to focus the definitive nucleus of liberation theology is through their attitude to numerous dualisms, derived in large part from Greek philosophy, which have permeated much of traditional theology. These new attitudes are themselves part of liberation theology. First, as indicated above, is a radical rejection of any dichotomy between theory and practice. Over against what could be called the “rationalistic idealism” (theological truth is idea/doctrine, arrived at exclusively by pure, objective intellectual effort), liberation theology proposes a praxeological *epistemology in which thought and action, action and thought, theology and mission, are inseparably conjoined from start to finish. In this it appeals to Marx’s classic eleventh thesis against Feuerbach, which transposed into theological terms could read: “Until now the theologians have contemplated the faith in order to explain it (systematic theology); the real task is to understand faith in order to transform history (mission).” This is not mere *pragmatism, nor does it depreciate in any way serious intellectual endeavor, but it establishes an inviolable relation between thought and action, theology and ethics, faith and integral mission. It also implies a far greater respect for lay and peasant, who have not been exposed to the methods of *systematic theology but have lived their faith and learned from the school of daily discipleship.

Also emphatically rejected is the traditional dualism of the individual and the community. Liberation theology rejects the radical individualism of modern, capitalist society. Biblically, person and society are bound inseparably together in corporate solidarity. Individualism and collectivism are two sides of the same false dichotomy. The individual can be a real person only within the nexus of interpersonal, social relationships. A society is a true community only when it nourishes the personal values of both the individual and the society. “Personal problems” (e.g., alcoholism, drug addiction, divorce) always have important social dimensions, and social problems are also personal. This implies a serious task of structural critique of society as basic to integral liberation.

Liberation theology also reinterprets more dialectically the relation between eternity and time and between heaven and earth. Like the Bible, it concentrates much less on atemporal celestial doctrines and much more on the action of God in history and in the world. It seeks to maintain a balance between the transcendence and the immanence of God, and understands transcendence less as “above” in a metaphysical and unhistorical sense and more as “ahead” in a trans-historical and sense (the new creation). Consequently, they reject any dichotomy between salvation history and secular history. There is only one history, not two. But not all history is saving history. The historical saving action of God is realized within the heart of secular history, as the inner of two concentric circles (cf. Oscar Cullmann, Christ and Time). With Abraham, God created a new history from within secular history and sent Abraham back into secular history as blessing to the nations.

All of the above imply a firm rejection of any dichotomy between faith and politics. While traditional theology tended to pride itself on being politically neutral and “objective,” for liberation theologians this neutrality is itself a political option, and usually one of the worst. The biblical message is replete with political implications and demands about poverty, compassion and justice. Christians—and the church— should be firmly committed to those biblical goals. But this should not imply a political reductionism. In the words of liberation theologian Leonardo Boff, “Everything is political, but politics is not everything.”

In summary, liberation theology proposes new methods and new agendas for doing theology. It has introduced “the poor,” “structural evil” and “socioeconomic transformation” as new loci for reflection. This new concentration implies a much broader use of historical and socioanalytical tools. Philosophy, the major ally of theology ever since the Apologists and the school of Alexandria, takes second place to history, sociology and political science as the major aids to the theological task.



3. Areas of General Consensus but Internal Debate.

 

Liberation theology is far from homogeneous and has never sought to establish a unified “system” or a well-defined theological “school.” Aside from the core concepts, summarized above, which unite the very diverse participants in this movement, few generalizations can be made, and false generalization is an ever-present temptation. This is particularly true on two highly debatable subjects: armed struggle and Marxist ideology.

Liberation theologians, like Héldor Cámara of Brazil, often distinguish between violence by the powerful (structural violence), revolutionary violence aimed at liberation from the former, and repressive violence against those struggles for liberation. Others point out that the Hebrew words for violence consistently apply to oppressive and repressive violence but not to liberating armed struggle; hence, the book of Judges, so full of bloodshed, never calls this “violence” but “salvation.” All liberation theologians denounce oppressive and repressive violence, and would sympathize one way or another with those who sacrifice their lives for freedom and justice. But the attitude toward “liberating armed struggle” is not uniform. Some, like Héldor Cámara of Brazil and Adolfo Pérez Esquivel of Argentina, are consistent pacifists and reject all recourse to armed struggle. Most endorse armed struggle as a kind of variation of just war theory, but under strictly defined conditions which differ from one liberation theologian to another.

Attitudes to communism, prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union, also varied greatly. When Marx is brought into the discussion at all, most liberation theologians show a basic appreciation for the historical contribution of his thought. Engels and Lenin are more debatable; among later thinkers, Gramsci is praised by many. But few of them were uncriticial admirerers of the Soviet Union; some were in fact frankly anti-Soviet.

In the light of these facts, it is inaccurate and unfair to describe liberation theology as “theology of violence” or “revolutionary theology.” Such careless accusations only reveal a lack of understanding of what liberation theology is.



4. Some Extreme, Non-Representative Opinions.

 

Most liberation theologians emerged from pastoral contexts, usually the neighborhood base communities, rural and indigenous or student pastorates. Others, fewer in number, arose primarily from the academic world of sociology, political and economic science and theory. Not surprisingly, the former tend to be marked by much more biblical and theological emphasis and greater involvement in the religious community. The latter, while their contribution to liberation theology has not been insignificant, have sometimes been the source of aberrant statements which have misrepresented the best of liberation theology. One liberation theologian, for example, privately described God as “the revolutionary spirit of the proletariat.”

We have already mentioned the temptations to reductionism of the gospel to sociopolitical and economic liberation alone. This has also led some extremists in the liberation theology camp to overestimate, and at times even absolutize, the revolutionary movements which they have endorsed. After the triumph of Fidel Castro in Cuba, and later the Sandinista victory in Nicaragua, some declared that the *kingdom of God had now arrived on earth, or equated these historical moments as the equivalent of the promised coming of the Christ.

Such opinions are clearly deviations from the core convictions of liberation theology, and are always promptly corrected by other liberation theologians. But enemies of liberation theology, who usually feel deeply threatened because their own conservative ideology is questioned, have found great delight in ferreting out every such aberration and joining them into a shocking “anthology of heresies” in order to condemn the movement. To do so is even more irresponsible than to accuse all liberation theologians of being communists or promoters of violence. Every theological movement (for example, Calvinists or Arminians) has had its extremists and deviants, but no theology should be judged by its worst aberrations.



5. The Future of Liberation Theology.

 

From a political standpoint, history has not dealt kindly with liberation theology. It was born during the hope-filled days of Salvador Allende in Chile, who was promptly overthrown by the brutal dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet. Military dictatorships took over one Latin American country after another, and sophisticated electronic tortures were the common experience of those who struggled for freedom. Then hopes surged as the Nicaraguan Sandinistas overthrew the Somoza dynasty, but the Sandinistas began their administration under the dark shadow of the bitterly hostile regime of Ronald Reagan and were soon caught up in a bloody war with the U.S.-sponsored contras. Then came the collapse of the Soviet Union and the “Special Period” in Cuba. In 1990 the U.S.-financed UNO Party of Violeta Chamorro, complete with the political advisers of the U.S. Republican Party, won a surprise victory over Daniel Ortega and the Sandinistas. Merely to have survived such a series of adversities could be seen as a vindication of the durability of the liberation cause.

In general, liberation theology has responded well to this series of crises. These bitter experiences have dampened considerably the optimism of their early years, as they have responded to new challenges and once again shown themselves to be truly contextual. Biblical dimensions have been deepened; political and economic viewpoints have become more moderate, with more tendency to recognize the importance of the market economy, when properly supervised by the state. Theories are less grandiose now, and ideas of taking over the government, as in the past, are now almost totally abandoned; the idea now is to work from the ground up through ecclesial base communities, cooperatives, community development projects and so forth. An important task now is to nourish hope, to keep alive the dream of a new and better social order. The almost exclusive emphasis on the economic liberation of the poor has been broadened and enriched by emphasis on justice and equality for blacks, indigenous peoples, women, the handicapped and so on. Typical is the vision of the Mexican Zapatista movement for a “society where no one is excluded.”

It can be said that liberation theology, while obviously not perfect, has made a valuable contribution to worldwide theology, from which all of us can and should learn. Despite its reverses, it has made lasting contributions to theology and, by all indications, will continue to do so.

J. E. Stam



6. Further Perspective and Response.

 

Liberation theology is among the most controversial theological movements of the past century. Not surprisingly then, few such movements have been subjected to as much distortion and misinterpretation, not only by its opponents but also by some putative sympathizers. Consequently, the task of writing a brief summary of liberation theology, which will present a balanced yet frank analysis of this complex movement, is a truly daunting challenge, one that the above discussion by J. E. Stam meets well.

In his discussion of the historical context in which liberation theology emerged, Stam perceptively highlights the key factors which, in their conjunction, fostered the development of liberation theology. As he makes clear, liberation theology was born within and from the heart of the church, having been inspired by official ecclesiastical initiatives as well as, especially, grassroots ecclesial communities, many of which also involved the active participation of clergy and even bishops.

As Stam emphasizes in his analysis of its core concepts, liberation theology rejects epistemological dichotomies. Liberation theologians seek, above all, to ground theological reflection in a holistic, integral praxis of Christian discipleship. The three intrinsically interrelated dimensions of this praxis are the struggle for justice, theological reflection and prayer or worship. As Gustavo Gutiérrez argues, liberation theology represents, then, not a new theme for theology but a new way of doing theology, one grounded in the life of Christian discipleship in solidarity with the poor.

The ultimate warrant for this understanding of the theological task is scriptural. Gutiérrez suggests that the rationale for a “*preferential option for the poor” is in God; Scripture reveals a God who identifies in a special way with the victims of history. Thus, we are called to a solidarity with the poor, not only on ethical grounds but on explicitly theological or epistemological grounds—if God is present particularly (even if not exclusively) among society’s outcasts, then, in order to “see” and reflect accurately on God’s activity in history, the theologian must also begin his or her theological reflection in the midst of the poor.

The use of social analysis is thus secondary to and contingent upon this scriptural foundation. Liberation theologians use social analysis as one tool for mediating between the Scriptures and the contemporary social context. When that tool no longer proves adequate either to Scripture or to contemporary experience, the social analysis is subject to critique or even rejection. Thus, as Stam observes, while liberation theologians have found some of Marx’s insights helpful, they have also increasingly acknowledged the shortcomings of Marxist thought, or any analysis not sufficiently attentive to noneconomic forms of oppression and liberation.

This increasing attention to noneconomic dimensions of praxis was further stimulated by the numerous sociopolitical crises which, as Stam notes, impacted Latin American societies during the last decades of the twentieth century. During these same years, moreover, the Vatican issued two important documents addressing what it perceived as dangerous tendencies among “some” theologians of liberation. These warnings were accompanied by the appointment of bishops, throughout Latin America, who opposed liberation theology. As Stam suggests, most liberation theologians have responded to these historical events by encouraging dialogue with their critics which, in turn, has led to a deepening of the central insights of liberation theology.

More recently, therefore, liberation theology has emphasized dimensions of liberative, Christian praxis that, while acknowledged even in the earliest years of the movement, were sometimes not given as much prominence as they are now. This is particularly true of the spiritual dimension of liberation which, while affirmed from the outset, has gained increasing prominence in the last decades, especially as that spirituality is manifest in the lived faith of the poor, or “popular religion.” Greater attention to and appreciation of popular religion as liberative praxis has also been accompanied by increased attention to indigenous and Afro-Latin American religious traditions as resources for theological reflection (see African Background Theologies in Latin America).

The central methodological role of spirituality and popular religion has also led to an increased interest in theological aesthetics and “aesthetic praxis” as safeguards against reductively instrumental interpretations of praxis. The spirituality of the poor constitutes a dimension of human praxis, or action, which can be liberating even though it is not explicitly political or intended to achieve a political end. The preferential option for the poor cannot exist apart from human relationships grounded in love; Gutiérrez insists that there can be no option for the poor apart from concrete friendships with poor persons. These relationships are neither explicitly political nor aimed at some political end; they are meant simply to be lived and enjoyed as ends in themselves (as “aesthetic” experiences). Yet, in the face of dehumanizing social forces, the ability to affirm one’s humanity in relationships is itself the necessary foundation for political action intended to create a more just, more humane society. Liberation can thus be conceived not simply as the end result of human praxis but as the praxis itself, the human relationships themselves, through which the poor affirm their own human subjectivity and thus implicitly resist the social forces that threaten that humanity.

This is not to suggest that contemporary liberation theologians have left behind political and economic concerns. However, if during the 1960s and 1970s liberation theologians drew on the insights of dependency theory and Marxist social analysis to understand the Latin American historical context, over the past decade they have stressed the overweening power of neoliberalism and *globalization as forces impinging on every aspect of Latin American life. In such a global context, argue liberation theologians, the poor are not merely “marginal” but are altogether excluded from participation in the global economy; they are unnecessary and thus invisible.

As in the past, liberation theology will continue to evolve along with changing historical conditions. Its central methodological insights, however, have remained constant. If liberation theology is essentially a reading of the Scriptures through the eyes of the poor, as long as there are poor, marginalized or excluded persons, there will be liberation theology.

R. S. Goizueta

 

See also LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; POVERTY; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR; SOUTH AFRICAN THEOLOGY.
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LITURGY AND WORSHIP

 

The liturgy is that order of worship that has developed throughout Christian history and has been adapted in various ways in the many Christian denominations. It is the expression of Christian tradition that embodies the developing practices of worship that God’s people have used over time. However widely worship practices differ in various cultures, their roots all go back to Scripture and the practices of the early church.1. Liturgy and Worship

2. Justin Martyr, First Apology


3. The Liturgical Movement and Vatican II

4. Protestant Critiques of Liturgical Practice

5. The Relationship Between the Ordinary and the Propers

6. Worship and Culture


 





1. Liturgy and Worship.

 

Liturgy is a transliteration of the Greek leitourgia, a compound of laos (people) and ergon (work). Originally, leitourgia meant a public work or service done at one’s own expense, and later it came to be used for almost any type of public service done for the benefit of the community. The payment of taxes or the building of a road could be understood as a leitourgia. Eventually, the term was applied to the worship done by the Christian assembly (Hess, 551-52). Based on the construction of the Greek word, some Christians will refer to liturgy as “the work of the people,” yet they should also ask, What type of work is done in liturgy and to what end? Here the definition of worship is crucial. The English word derives from the Saxon weorthscipe, which means to ascribe value or honor (De Graeve, et. al., 850). In worship, the actions and words of the assembly mark what is believed most valuable. Biblical, theological reflection must be brought to bear upon this “work.”

Since Christians believe that the triune God is the proper focus of worship and the one worthy to receive praise (Rev 4), the assembly should make a worthy offering to God (Rom 12:1-2). Such conviction carries aesthetic and moral implications. The church is called to offer its best thinking and artistic expression while understanding that aesthetic discernment is culturally conditioned. Failure to recognize this fact has led to much regrettable misunderstanding among Christians and has fueled the contemporary “worship wars.” Morally, Christian worship should reflect a biblical vision of *justice and *love for the whole world and it must not be used to rationalize *sin and injustice, especially nationalism. Such demands are rooted in the biblical narrative, especially the Gospels (Amos 5:21-24; Mt 6:1-21; Mk 7: 1-13). Vincent Donovan’s discovery that Masai tribe members were ashamed to perform some of their dances within the Eucharist is instructive. If they could not be included in the Eucharist, then “such dances should no longer be part of their lives at all” (Donovan, 125). Unworthy offerings cannot be justified. Moreover, the liturgy offered to God should overflow into mission and acts of justice.

How should the liturgy be performed? Christians may use a variety of written and printed texts within their worship. Among these are hymnals and songbooks, prayerbooks and other liturgical texts, and the Bible itself. Nevertheless, Christian liturgy is not primarily something that one prints on paper but rather something that a gathering of Christians does. The relationship of texts to liturgical action is like the relationship of a cookbook to a meal; the cookbook may be helpful in preparing the meal and novices are wise to consult one, but the meal is the important thing. Many Christian assemblies use few if any liturgical texts, and the practice of extemporaneous prayer is well attested in key early church sources.



2. Justin Martyr,
First Apology.

 

Acts 2 provides an intriguing description of the Christian ordo that emerged in the wake of the first Pentecost. The newly baptized Christians formed an ecclesial community in which “they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42). They lived in community and shared their possessions according to need, and the Spirit was evident in their midst (Acts 2:43-47). We can speculate as to the shape of their table fellowship, the form of their prayers and the meaning they attached to each, but no specific determinations can be made. Like other New Testament passages, this text offers a suggestive glimpse of early church liturgical life, but it does not provide us with a detailed outline of it (see, e.g., Mt 26:26-29; Lk 24:13-35; Jn 13:1-17; Acts 20:7-8; 1 Cor 11:17-34, etc.).

A more detailed account is found in First Apology, written by Justin Martyr around AD 150 in an attempt to describe the worship of his Roman congregation. The community of baptized Christians gathered together “on the day called Sunday,” thus commemorating the Lord’s Resurrection. Their service began with readings “from the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets,” which would continue for an indefinite length of time. Instruction on the readings would follow, delivered by “the president” of the assembly. Here we have something like a sermon. According to Justin, the entire assembly participated in the prayers that followed. After the prayers, Eucharist was celebrated: “bread and wine and water are brought and the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability.” It appears that these prayers were delivered extemporaneously, without the use of fixed texts. The president spoke the prayer and the people assented to it by voicing their “Amen,” thus making each accountable to the other. After this thanksgiving, all of those present received communion in both the bread and the wine. Participation of the whole church was so important that deacons carried the consecrated elements to those who could not gather with the assembly. Other offerings were received and distributed to the poor, and in this way liturgy and mission flowed together (Justin Martyr, 186). The pattern described here includes all of the aspects witnessed in the Acts 2 text—biblical content rooted in the apostolic witness, prayers and table fellowship overflowing in compassionate ministry. One finds here a clear pattern followed by the community and its leaders, yet with room for improvisation.

To what extent does Justin Martyr reflect Christian liturgical life in the second century? Liturgical scholars have been increasingly less willing to make sweeping conclusions about texts such as First Apology. Rather than saying that most early Christians worshiped according to this pattern described here, they will say, rather, that First Apology demonstrates what one community did or perhaps only what the author believed that they should do (Bradshaw, 17). According to Paul Bradshaw, some ancient church rubrics should be read backward, as if the action prohibited had actually been practiced. Else why go to the trouble of forbidding it? (Bradshaw, 17-19). For instance, when Ignatius of Antioch, in his letter “To the Smyrnaeans” insisted that only those Eucharists authorized by the bishop were valid and that other celebrations were done “in the devil’s service” (Richardson, 115; see Bradshaw, 200), we should thereby presume that such nonsanctioned observances of the Lord’s Supper were occurring.

One cannot determine the extent to which Justin’s text reflects the practices of second-century congregations. Justin’s ordo was, however, deeply influential in the development of modern liturgical theology—its focus on the centrality of the baptismal covenant, its emphasis on Bible reading and biblical *preaching, its witness to the participation of the assembly in the *prayers, the offering and Holy Communion (see Lord’s Supper), as well as the missional focus of the assembly.

Liturgical scholarship does a disservice to the church if it insists on a slavish reproduction of ancient practices. Rather, the church is free to discern the shape of its liturgical life in dialogue with the Scriptures under the guidance of the Spirit as revealed in the witness of Christians from the past and from the present global reality. In addition to the foci noted above, Justin’s witness to extemporaneous practices within a disciplined pattern presents promising yet underdeveloped possibilities for reflection.



3. The Liturgical Movement and Vatican II.

 

The ordo of First Apology has functioned as both touchstone and goal for the liturgical movement. The framers of Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy had it in mind when they made their famous statement about worship and the “full, conscious, and active” participation of the assembly:Mother Church earnestly desires that all the faithful should be led to that full, conscious, and active participation in liturgical celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy. Such participation by the Christian people as “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a redeemed people” (1 Pt. 2:9; cf. 2, 4-5), is their right and duty by reason of their baptism.

In the restoration and promotion of the sacred liturgy, this full and active participation by all the people is the aim to be considered before all else; for it is the primary and indispensable source from which the faithful are to derive the true Christian spirit; and therefore pastors of souls must zealously strive to achieve it, by means of the necessary instruction, in all their pastoral work. (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, §14)

 


 
The witness of *Vatican II led to reforms in a number of key areas. Its call for “richer fare ... at the table of God’s Word” (Constitution §51) led to the development of the three-year Sunday lectionary, a practice introduced to Catholic parishes at the beginning of Advent 1969 and adopted by a variety of Protestant denominations before the next decade had passed. One finds its influence among many evangelicals. Other key emphases within the Constitution and the post-Vatican II reforms include the following: (1) renewed focus on baptism and the dignity of the baptismal vocation as the foundation for Christian worship and mission (Constitution §§14, 66-71); (2) the restoration of the catechumenate based on practices retrieved from ancient church sources such as The Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus (Constitution §§64-65); (3) restoration of the Eucharist as the highest expression of Christian worship (Constitution §2), with communion available under the signs of both the bread and cup (Constitution §55); (4) reduction in focus on the work of the ordained (Constitution §51); (5) recovery of the daily office as corporate prayer of the people (Constitution §§99-100); (6) commitment to the use of vernacular languages and other local cultural forms (Constitution §§36-38).








The call to “full, conscious, and active participation” in worship has been felt throughout the mainline denominations. Many congregations moved their altar tables away from the east wall position that they had held in the Western churches for more than a millennium. The backs of clergy had been turned to the assembly. With this move, clergy began presiding over the Lord’s Supper while facing their people, and the change was striking. Eucharistic celebrations have steadily increased to the point that they are the norm for the principal Lord’s Day service in many denominations, such as the Episcopal Church (Book of Common Prayer, 13). The norm is officially affirmed in some other denominations, such as the United Methodist Church, even when it is not yet widely practiced there (see Felton, 34).

Commitment to the vernacular principle may be one of the post-Vatican II Catholic Church’s most significant points of influence on mainline Protestant worship. The churches that descended from the Protestant Reformation had long prided themselves, over against Catholics, as churches that spoke in the vernacular, yet when the newly translated Catholic forms began to appear beginning in the late 1960s, Episcopalians and Methodists, among others, were forced to admit that liturgies rendered in Elizabethan cadences were not vernacular texts. Both through that realization and through theological ferment encouraged by reflections on newly discovered ancient texts, a new generation of service books has emerged in the past generation, each of them bearing the marks of the post-Vatican II discussions. Among these are the following: The Lutheran Book of Worship (1978), The Book of Common Prayer (Episcopal Church, 1979), A New Zealand Prayer Book (The Anglican Church in Aotearoa, New Zealand and Polynesia, 1989), The United Methodist Book of Worship (1992), the Presbyterian Book of Common Worship (1993) and Uniting in Worship 2 (Uniting Church of Australia, 2005).

Emphasis on use of global *music reflects the movement to more complete participation, as does commitment to the use of various modern and postmodern contemporary music forms. One can view the charismatic movement, which emerged within the liturgical forms of Roman Catholicism and the mainline Protestant denominations, as an expression of deeper, more complete participation in corporate worship. Such recognition opens up possibilities for dialogue among Pentecostals and other Christians.



4. Protestant Critiques of Liturgical Practice.

 

4.1. Martin Luther’s Critique of Liturgical Practice, and Its Contemporary Relevance. As we have demonstrated, the post-Vatican II reforms address many concerns held by the Protestant Reformers. Liturgical reformers continue to struggle against the liturgical piety inherited from the late medieval West. When seen in this light, Martin Luther’s Babylonian Captivity of the Church provides a good reading on key symptoms of liturgical dysfunction. He insisted that the late medieval church was “captive” at these points: (1) the practice of withholding the cup from the laity (Luther, 27-28); (2) the doctrine of transubstantiation, which failed to offer helpful insight into Christ’s presence in the full Eucharistic liturgy (Luther, 28-35); (3) the doctrine of the Eucharist as sacrifice, which led to the sale of indulgences (Luther, 35-57).

For our purposes, it is important to note the depth dynamic of these issues. Theologians continue their discussions about the best way to express the mystery of Christ’s presence in the breaking of the bread (Lk 24:35). Again, the way forward comes through focusing on the assembly as the primary locus of Christ’s presence. Thus Edward Schillebeeckx wrote, “the church’s sacraments are not things but encounters of men on earth with the glorified man Jesus by way of a visible form” (Schillebeeckx, 44). Fundamental disagreement about the doctrine of both kinds no longer exists, although churches still struggle with the best way to deliver the cup (common or individual cups? intinction?), not to mention whether the cup should contain wine or grape juice. The sale of indulgences is no longer endorsed, although one can see it and the both kinds controversy as symptoms arising from a church in which clerical power had become more important than one’s standing among the baptized. Such clericalism reduced the sacramental role of laypeople to that of observer and receiver. Although many late medieval Catholics developed a significant piety in the face of such restrictions (see Duffy), their manner of participation was far from the biblical ideal. Luther criticized a church in which cultural and ecclesiastical forms had been allowed to persist without consistent biblical critique.

Liturgical reformers continue to wrestle with similar dynamics. Clericalism still restricts liturgical life. It is not unusual to see the chancel filled primarily by clergy who do most of the praying and the speaking while the laity watches them. Biblical critique of cultural forms remains difficult to sustain, and thus one finds national flags in church and prayers for the welfare—and sometimes the victory—of one’s homeland military forces. In spite of the counsels of Scripture, prayers are rarely offered for one’s enemies (Mt 5:43-48).

4.2. Charles Grandison Finney’s Critique of Liturgical Practice, and Its Contemporary Relevance. In his Revival Lectures, Finney codified those “new measures” that developed in the American context, most notably the mourner’s bench (Finney, 302-5). He voiced suspicion of classic liturgical forms by insisting that forms of prayer are contrary to the leadings of the Holy Spirit. He wrote, “forms of prayer are not only absurd in themselves, but they are the very device of the devil to destroy the spirit and break the power of prayer. . . . Prayer does not consist in words (Finney, 111). He called the church to move beyond a slavish dependence on printed materials, a valid critique with which the church continues to wrestle. Hearing a liturgical text poorly read is hardly edifying. Some respond to the problem by rejecting all written prayers and using only extemporaneous prayers, yet those who hear the latter often realize that extemporaneity does not always lead to variety, much less to depth. Others project texts onto screens, thus taking books out of the hands of congregants but leaving them focused on a text. Finney’s critique can be received as a call for congregations to praise God from the heart. What can be done to facilitate this movement?



5. The Relationship Between the Ordinary and the Propers.

 

In the best liturgical practices one finds a creative balance among the ordinary, or the usual elements of the service, and the propers, those specially used at various times in the Christian year. The ordinary is that part of the service (or calendar) that remains the same week-to-week and year-to-year. That the assembly hears readings from Scripture and (in most cases) a sermon is part of the ordinary, as is the practice of singing hymns and offering prayers at a similar point during the weekly gatherings. Established patterns for celebrating the *sacraments—including their schedule—are part of the ordinary. Other prayers and responses may be part of the ordinary, like praying the Lord’s Prayer or a particular theme song. The propers, those parts of the order that change week to week, work in creative tension with the ordinary. The propers include particular hymns, Scripture lessons and prayers, variations in Eucharistic prayers, and hopefully, the sermon. One might include manifestations of spiritual gifts or other unplanned responses to the Spirit—what early American Methodists called “the work of God” (Ruth, 50-51)—as propers. One might also create a new category to describe these phenomena, perhaps calling them “spontaneous responses” or using the early Methodist phrase.

Observing an ordinary allows for a memorization of texts and patterns, thus encouraging a deeper engagement with them. Propers prevent worship from becoming simply repetitive, and the need to produce propers encourages theologians and artists to reflect on the meaning of the liturgy. A willingness to allow unplanned responses reminds the congregation of God’s immediacy and sovereignty. Denominations and congregations must discern the proper balance among these liturgical values. Although finding such balance may be difficult, holding it as the telos of Christian liturgy is both worthy aspiration and foundation for continuing ecumenical discussion.

M. W. Stamm



6. Worship and Culture.

 

All Christian worship takes place at a specific time and place. In order to be understood, worship is rendered in a language that is intelligible to the worshippers. In order to participate fully, ritual actions must be comprehended by those in the assembly. While the central actions of Christian worship are nearly universal—baptism, Lord’s Supper, hearing and sharing the Word, and singing—the performance of these vary widely according to faith tradition and cultural context. The following overview of current thought on the interaction between worship and culture(s) begins with a brief biblical and theological introduction followed by a summary of five twentieth-century documents (“worship” and “liturgy” will be used synonymously, reflecting the ecumenical nature of the topic and the documents discussed).

6.1. Biblical and Theological Contexts. The roots of cultural diversity in Christian worship are found in the incarnation itself. John 1 reminds us that “the Word [logos] became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth” (Jn 1:14). Humanity received God in a human form. Paul in Philippians elaborates on the miracle of the incarnation: “who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross” (Phil 2:6-8 NRSV).

Because God came to humanity in the form of a man, God entered into the human dimensions of space and time, that is, Christ took on a particular cultural form. While he gave significant evidence of not being bound by parochial narrowness of a single culture, he spoke the language of the people, traveled among people, ate and drank in various settings, and suffered and died according the manner of capital punishment used at that time. God chose to take human form in a politically occupied country and fell victim to the crosscurrents between Jewish leaders and the appointed powers of Rome. Because Christ was fully human, he had to function within a specific cultural context.

Sri Lankan ecumenist D. T. Niles captures the essence of our cultural situation as the *gospel spread to different cultures in a statement made during the 1950s:The gospel is like a seed and you have to sow it. When you sow the seed of the Gospel in Palestine, a plant that can be called Palestinian Christianity grows. When you sow it in Rome, a plant of Roman Christianity grows. You sow the Gospel in Great Britain and you get British Christianity. The seed of the Gospel is later brought to America and a plant grows of American Christianity. Now when missionaries came to our lands they brought not only the seed of the Gospel, but their own plant of Christianity, flower pot included! So, what we have to do is to break the flower pot, take out the seed of the Gospel, sow it in our own cultural soil, and let our own version of Christianity grow.




 




H. Richard Niebuhr’s seminal work, Christ and Culture (1951), explored this relationship. While Niebuhr’s five-part paradigm is still helpful, John Howard Yoder has critiqued Niebuhr in Authentic Transformation: A New Vision of Christ and Culture (1996) for assuming that culture was a monolithic entity without variety and complexity.

Since the Second *Vatican Council (1962- 1965) the interaction between culture and liturgy has taken center stage in liturgical discourse and the “flower pot” of Euro-American cultural dominance has become cracked, if not totally broken. The concept of “liturgical inculturation” has been gaining acceptance and was commonly used by the turn of the century. In Toward a Theology of Inculturation (1988) A. Shorter defines “inculturation” as the “on-going dialogue between faith and culture or cultures. More fully, it is the creative and dynamic relationship between the Christian message and a culture or cultures” (Shorter, 11). Filipino priest and scholar Anscar Chupungco elaborates on the concept in Liturgical Inculturation: Sacramentals, Religiosity, and Catechesis: Inculturation is a “process of reciprocal assimilation between Christianity and culture and the resulting interior transformation of culture on the one hand and the rooting of Christianity in culture on the other. . . . [This] process of interaction and mutual assimilation brings progress to both [worship and culture]; it does not cause mutual extinction” (Chupungco 1992, 29).

6.2. Primary Documents on Liturgical Inculturation. A synopsis of five relevant twentieth-century documents highlights the changes toward a more self-conscious understanding of the role of culture in liturgy. Several of these documents refer to sacred music because music is one of the most important cultural manifestations in liturgy.

6.2.1. Motu Proprio of Pope St. Pius X on Sacred Music (1903). This document reaffirms the position of the Council of Trent (1545-1563) in reacting to the Protestant Reformation in its various forms. The use of vernacular languages and musical styles by the Reformers added cultural diversity to worship in contrast to the cultural universality sought in Catholic liturgy—the premise that worship should be virtually the same regardless of cultural context. Motu Proprio purports that “Sacred music must . . . exclude all that is profane, not only in itself, but also in the manner in which it is presented by those who execute it. . . . [S]acred music must be universal in this sense. One the one hand, every country can admit its own native music forms into its compositions for church. On the other hand, these kinds of music must be subordinate to the general character of sacred music. . . . These qualities are found in Gregorian Chant” (§§2-3)—a form of singing distinctly associated with worship in the Catholic Church.

To place these comments in the context of Niebuhr’s paradigm, Motu Proprio reflects “Christ above culture.” The church and its worship, though part of the world, should strive to be above and beyond the expectations and limitations of any one culture.

6.2.2. Sacrosanctum Concilium (1963). Sixty years after Motu Proprio, The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, the most famous document affecting liturgy from the Second Vatican Council, was published. The fullness and richness of this document can only be introduced here. Though opening the door for and encouraging cultural variations in the liturgy, this document is rooted in the “most sacred mystery of the Eucharist” (article 47) and the eschatological understanding that “the earthly liturgy we take part in [is] a foretaste of that heavenly liturgy celebrated in the holy city of Jerusalem toward which we journey as pilgrims, where Christ is sitting at the right hand of God, a minister of the holies and of the true tabernacle” (article 8).

While “liturgy does not exhaust the entire activity of the Church” (article 9), “liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed [and,] at the same time it is the fount from which all the Church’s power flows” (article 10). Thus, any discussion of culture’s impact upon liturgy must be seen within the context of this “high” view of liturgy and not as a Christian practice that is easily manipulated for entertainment or to accommodate personal taste.

In contrast to Motu Proprio, this document states that the “Church respects and fosters the genius and talents of the various races and peoples. The Church considers with sympathy and, if possible, preserves intact the elements in these peoples’ way of life that are not indissolubly bound up with superstition and error. Sometimes in fact the Church admits such elements into the liturgy itself, provided they are in keeping with the true and authentic spirit of the liturgy” (article 37). Liturgical inculturation suggests that pastors need “to ensure that the faithful take part fully aware of what they are doing, actively engaged in the rite, and enriched by its effects” (article 11).

Liturgical inculturation should be seen in light of a desire “that all the faithful be led to that full, conscious, and active participation in liturgical celebrations called for by the very nature of the liturgy” (article 14). While universal mysteries and eschatological spirit anchor the liturgy, all Christians desire the transformative aspects of liturgy described above. This calls for the conscious engagement of worship and culture in dialogue.

Two documents, the Milwaukee Symposia Report (MS) and the Snowbird Statement (SS), provide a counterpoint on the possibilities for sacred music in the wake of Sacrosanctum Concilium (SC).

6.2.3. The Milwaukee Symposia for Church Composers: A Ten-Year Report (MS, 1992). The ecumenical Milwaukee Symposia included over sixty composers of texts and music who met five times between 1982 and 1992. Edward Foley, a Capuchin father, is the primary author and editor of this document. While liturgical music was the major topic of the discussion of these symposia, the centrality of the paschal mystery and the Word, and the primacy of the assembly formed the basis for these discussions (article 9). Following the lead of SC in areas of worship and culture, MS states that “cultural diversity calls us to think differently about worship and its music. Each culture provides another entry point into the paschal mystery, offering different ways of viewing the world and encountering God” (article 56).

The document questions the “intrinsic musical superiority” of Northern European music between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries (article 60). Aesthetic “standards” are not absolute, but church musicians must balance “the accepted, Euro-American compositional standards with a more functional standard for evaluating ritual music . . . [something that is] essential if we are going to cross linguistic and ethnic borders in our worship music” (article 61). Furthermore, every congregation should establish a “core repertoire, shaped according to the diversity and need of the local community” (article 61). Finally, singing across cultures within liturgy is of value “even in linguistically and ethnically homogeneous communities” because the “musical symbol can serve as a bridge into another culture” (article 63).

6.2.4. The Snowbird Statement on Catholic Liturgical Music (SS, 1995). The Snowbird Statement is in many ways a reaction to the MS. The seventeen signatories of SS are all Roman Catholic church musicians from the United States, Canada, Ireland and England. While affirming the “many positive developments . . . set in motion by the Second Vatican Council,” the authors of SS “feel obliged, however, to name and critique those developments which we view as problematic, imperfect or unworthy of the church’s mission” (article 2).

Rather than using the language of culture and diversity, this document affirms “beauty” and cautions against worship “committed to pragmatic, ideological or political ends” (article 3). The need for musical “standards of excellence in the composition and performance of all musical forms in the church’s liturgy” is verified. While affirming the development of ritual music since the Second Vatican Council, the more functional nature of ritual music may mean that this music “is often inadequately attentive to the beautiful and the artistic” (article 5). In a search for “criteria for musical judgment” across cultures, the authors of SS “consciously reject . . . relativistic positions. . . . We do not share the often asserted opinion that comparison is valid only within a particular style” (article 6). Finally, the authors believe that there “exists a characteristic ethos of Catholic liturgical music, although we acknowledge that such is difficult to define” (article 8).

The Milwaukee Symposia and the Snowbird Statement represent two different responses to Sacrosanctum Concilium. The former wades into the challenging waters of welcoming crosscultural diversity in liturgy while the latter continues the thorny search for common standards of beauty that are not relative to any given culture.

6.2.5. The Nairobi Statement on Worship and Culture (1996). The Nairobi Statement (NS) represents one of the most comprehensive responses to the Second Vatican Council. While a product of the Lutheran World Federation under the leadership of Lutheran liturgical theologian Gordon Lathrop, Catholic scholar Anscar Chupungco, one of the foremost interpreters of SC, served as a consultant. Christian Worship: Unity in Cultural Diversity (1996), edited by S. Anita Stauffer, contains the complete document as well as supportive articles. Only the most salient features can be included here.

The NS focuses on four lenses through which one may view liturgy. Taken together they provide a multidimensional view of worship and culture:1. Worship is transcultural. “The resurrected Christ whom we worship, and through whom by the power of the Holy Spirit we know the grace of the Triune God, transcends and indeed is beyond all cultures” (art. 2.1).

2. Worship is contextual. “Jesus whom we worship was born into a specific culture of the world” (art. 3.1).

3. Worship is countercultural. “Jesus Christ came to transform all people and all cultures, and calls us not to conform to the world, but to be transformed with it” (art. 4.1).

4. Worship is crosscultural. “Jesus came to be the Savior of all people. He welcomes the treasures of earthly cultures into the city of God” (art. 5.1).


 



6.3. Conclusion. Regardless of worship tradition, the discussions of the relationship between worship and culture that took place during the last half of the twentieth century invite a careful and conscious consideration of this topic. While worship must reflect its cultural context in order to invite the “full, conscious and active participation” of the congregation, culture may be seen as a Trojan horse that can subvert liturgy if not consonant with the purposes of worship. The global face of Christianity at the turn of the twenty-first century reminds us that two-thirds of the world’s Christians live in the southern hemisphere. Many countries are sending missionaries to the United States and Europe. The crosscultural component of life calls worshipers in the northern hemisphere beyond their cultures of origin to consider the possibilities of worship as a preparation for the gran fiesta when “a great multitude that no one [can] count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, [will stand] before the throne and before the Lamb” (Rev 7:9).

C. M. Hawn

 

See also BAPTISM IN WATER; LORD’S SUPPER; MUSIC; PRAYER; PREACHING; SACRAMENTS, SACRAMENTALITY.
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LOCAL THEOLOGIES

 

Local theologies are theologies that have been developed to express the meaning of God and the great themes of the study of *God (theology) in specific contexts. This conscious attempt to address such contexts began in the middle of the twentieth century, and interest continues in the twenty-first. They are intended both to give interpretations of the gospel within specific locales, as well as contribute to the worldwide expression of theology in global society.1. Terminology

2. Origins

3. Development

4. Evaluation and Prospects


 





1. Terminology.

 

Different terms are used to designate local theologies. The terminology itself indicates distinctive emphases in the interaction of theology, context and culture. In early usages in the 1960s, especially in Protestant and evangelical circles, such theologies were called “indigenous theologies” or “ethnotheologies,” echoing the ending of the colonial era and the mission to “the nations,” respectively. In 1972 Shoki Coe introduced the term “contextual theologies,” emphasizing theological interpretations of, and growing from, specific contexts. Contextual theologies and its theological process, *contextualization, have become the standard terminology in Protestant circles (although also used by many Roman Catholic authors as well). At about the same time Jesuits were introducing the term “inculturation,” where the emphasis was placed on the gospel message entering a specific culture, following the theological term “incarnation” as expressed in John 1:14. “Inculturation” has become the term of choice in Roman Catholic circles. The designation “local theologies” arose in the mid-1970s to specify these theologies having a local focus rather than the universal pretension of most academic and pastoral theologies. In Great Britain, “local theologies” took on the additional meaning of theologies developed to address social issues among those on the margins of society (e.g., racism and poverty). Today “contextual,” “inculturated” and “local” are often used more or less interchangeably.



2. Origins.

 

While concerns about expressing Christian practices and doctrines in new contexts go back to the Jew-Gentile debate in the New Testament, the modern concern for theological expression in heretofore non-Christian contexts first appears in 1955, when a group of Roman Catholic priests from francophone Africa published a volume entitled Les prêtres noirs s’interrogent, expressing discontent with European theology as it was being transplanted into Africa. Local theologies did not begin to proliferate, however, until methodological questions began to be taken up. Gustavo Gutiérrez’s Theology of Liberation (1971) marked the beginning of theological reflection on the issues of poverty and oppression as they were found in Latin America. The founding of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT) in the mid-1970s marked the beginning of *liberation theologies as a genuine movement.

What liberation theologies did for local theologies that focused on social issues, reflection on culture began to do for local theologies growing out of the decolonization movement. The first widely read book to concentrate on culture and cultural methods in local theologies was Charles Kraft, Christianity in Culture: A Study in Dynamic Biblical Theologizing in Cross-Cultural Perspectives (1979). Another one thereafter was Robert Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (1985). These two, written by an evangelical anthropologist and a Roman Catholic theologian, respectively, are the two most cited books on method. Other works appearing at about the same time were by evangelical authors David Hesselgrave, Communicating Christ Cross-Culturally (1978) and Paul Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (1985). The latter two lean more toward anthropology than toward theology. Other books on method have appeared since, and tend to build on these previous works. For example, Clemens Sedmak published Doing Local Theology in 2002.



3. Development.

 

In the half century since local theologies have developed, they have undergone a number of transformations. One such set of changes has had to do with geographic location. In the first phase of their development (roughly 1955- 1990), local theologies were situated principally in Africa, Asia and Latin America. They had arisen there as a response to the perceived inadequacies of the prevailing European and North American theologies. The latter theologies had the pretense of being “universal” theologies, that is, speaking the truth about God for every time and place. But these theologies sometimes ignored the questions and issues on the other continents. Nor did those universal theologies speak in categories that corresponded to the frameworks of the rest of the world’s experience of reality. The view was often that the rest of the world needed to “catch up,” so to speak, with Europe and North America. This colonialist view of most of the world appeared even more odd inasmuch as many authors (especially in Africa) noted that the worldview of their peoples was actually closer to biblical worldviews than the modernized West.

Not only inadequacy, but also a certain pride in doing something new can be found in those early local theologies. Constructing a local theology was part of the nation-building that was going on after independence from colonial European powers. It was part of the “third way” between capitalism and communism that had inspired the meeting of nonaligned nations in 1955 at Bandung, Indonesia, where the term “Third World” had come into use (although since largely abandoned because it had come to connote “third rate”).

Local theologies took on a new significance starting in the mid-1980s. Already before that time, African Americans and Latinos in the United States had begun appropriating the methods and interest of local theologies outside the United States as a way of giving voice to their minority and oppressed status. But starting in the mid-1980s, mainstream European and North American theologians began to take up the methods of local theologies in order to deal with the decline of what once had been Christian societies. Lesslie Newbigin, returning to England from years working as a missionary in India, called for a revival of faith in what had become a largely secular country. Pope John Paul II, from the Roman Catholic side, spoke of a “new evangelization,” which meant the rebirth of faith in Europe and North America. Local theologies, in this sense, became a tool for a rebirth of faith in societies that had seemed to have lost or outgrown their faith. In the United States, groups inspired by Newbigin, such as The Gospel and Our Culture Network, consciously followed in Newbigin’s footsteps.

Since the mid-1990s a third development can be detected. The worldwide impact of *globalization has caught many societies in a struggle between a homogenization of culture arising from powerful consumerist forces (emanating especially from the United States) and local resistance to those forces in order to assert autonomy and a society’s own history and heritage. This struggle has brought forth a new kind of local theology on all continents that tries to assert local witness to faith in the midst of dehumanizing economic and social forces.

A second set of changes in local theologies can be discerned in any given location as the contexts of those theologies change. Two examples may suffice. The term “local theologies” was widely used in pre-Apartheid South Africa to designate those black theologies developed in the struggle against the “church theology” that supported or tolerated Apartheid (see South African Theology). When legal Apartheid came to an end, new elements had to be introduced. One such proposal (although not without opposition) was to develop a theology of “reconstruction,” taking as its biblical model the rebuilding of Jerusalem after the exile. In Latin America, much of the liberation theologies of the 1970s and 1980s had been developed within the context of national security states. By the 1990s, those ideologies had disappeared, and the social challenge had shifted to the impact of globalization on poorer countries. In the midst of the reexamination of contexts, a turn was also made to develop local theologies in indigenous communities, an area that had been largely neglected at the height of interest in liberation theologies.



4. Evaluation and Prospects.

 

Given the interactive character of communication that continues to increase in a globalized world, it would seem safe to say that local theologies will be an enduring phenomenon for the foreseeable future. While the forces of globalization are powerful and homogenizing, most people still live their lives locally. Giving voice to faith in the concrete circumstances of their context means that there is a place for a local theology. Given, too, the persistence of oppression, discrimination and racism, there will likewise be a need for a local theology. At one time, local theologies may have appeared to be separatist and even at times elitist. They could be seen as contributing to the fragmentation of postmodern societies. And in an unstable and conflicted world they can appear to be sources of separation and danger. In these instances, one can understand calls for eliminating local theologies in favor of solely universal or universalizing theologies. But better perhaps is to see the need for both: a vehicle for Christians to confess their common commitment to Christ, and a means of showing what it means to live a Christian life in each time and place. Christian faith, after all, has both universal dimensions—embracing all of humanity—and a particularist place in the life of each Christian person.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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LOGICAL POSITIVISM

 

Logical positivism (also known as logical empiricism or neopositivism) was one of the most significant movements in twentieth-century philosophy. Having great admiration for the natural sciences, logical positivists dealt primarily with semantical, epistemological and logical questions related to scientific knowledge. They thought that all genuine knowledge is based on empirical observation, and they rejected metaphysics and theology. Logical positivism was influenced by classical empiricist philosophy (John Locke, David Hume) and nineteenth-century positivism (August Comte, Ernst Mach). The achievements of modern physics (Einstein’s theory of relativity) and modern formal logic (Gottlob Frege, Bertrand Russell, Ludwig Wittgenstein) were central to their philosophical program. In particular, Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921) had a great influence on logical positivism.1. Logical Positivism and the Vienna Circle

2. The Philosophical Doctrines of Logical Positivism

3. The Challenge to Theology 


 





1. Logical Positivism and the Vienna Circle.

 

The historical core of logical positivism was a group of scientists and philosophers in Vienna between the two world wars. In the late 1920s this group came to known as the Vienna Circle. It had a close relationship with Verein Ernst Mach (the Ernst Mach Society), founded in 1928. The Vienna Circle was led by Moritz Schlick (1882-1936), and the best-known member of the group was Rudolf Carnap (1891- 1970). The Vienna Circle arranged international meetings and published the journal Erkenntnis. From the beginning, the Vienna Circle had close contacts with German philosophers, and in the 1930s several philosophers from other European countries and the United States sojourned in Vienna and were influenced by logical positivism.

Political developments in the 1930s in Austria and Germany were fateful for the Vienna Circle. The group was associated with progressive political views, and some of its representatives were socialists. In 1936 a mentally ill student, who sympathized with Nazism, murdered Schlick, and the rise of Nazism forced several members of the Vienna Circle to emigrate to other countries. Although this was the end the Circle, it was not the end of logical positivism as a broader philosophical movement. Those who emigrated continued their research and had a remarkable influence on philosophy in the United States and England.



2. The Philosophical Doctrines of Logical Positivism.

 

One can characterize logical positivism by referring to the following positions and doctrines that are usually associated with it: (1) Logical positivists made a sharp distinction between analytic and synthetic statements. Following Wittgenstein, they thought that analytic statements—e.g., logical statements and statements that are true by definition—are tautologies and devoid of factual content. Synthetic statements, in contrast, add factual knowledge about the world, and they can be shown to be true by empirical observation. Logical positivists strongly rejected the existence of Kantian a priori synthetic knowledge—e.g., knowledge of arithmetic and the principle of causality—which is not grounded on sense experience. (2) Another central position of logical positivism was the verification principle of meaning. According to this principle, which was adopted from Wittgenstein’s early work as well, only those factual (synthetic) statements that could in principle be verified by appealing to empirical observations are meaningful. This is closely related to the third doctrine: (3) radical reductionism, which claims that each meaningful statement is translatable into a language of empirical observation. Thus, logical positivists thought that the theoretical statements of science are translatable into statements about immediately given empirical observations. (4) The fourth doctrine of logical positivism is the unity of science. The methods of natural and human sciences are not genuinely different, for both of them should be based on objective empirical grounds. This meant that the methods of natural sciences provide the model for psychology and the social sciences. (5) Logical positivists thought that the language of traditional metaphysical philosophy has no cognitive meaning, since metaphysicians make claims that cannot be verified by empirical observation. Thus the problems of traditional philosophy have no solutions. These problems are confusions, they are not genuine problems at all. (6) The sixth position is the conception of philosophy as primarily the clarification and analysis of language. Logical positivists held that philosophy, unlike empirical science, does not offer us knowledge about reality. Instead its task is to analyze and clarify language and to determine the criteria of meaningful language. The task of philosophy is not to provide an epistemic or metaphysical ground for science, but to offer formal and logical tools for scientific study. It was thought that modern logic could be used in developing a universal scientific language that would eliminate the vagueness and ambiguity of natural languages.

Although early logical positivism introduced itself as a school of thought, it was never a wholly unified movement. There were significant disagreements among the members of the Vienna Circle, and they also developed and changed their own positions. Already during the 1930s, the verification theory of meaning, which is often regarded as the fundamental doctrine of logical positivism, was subjected to severe criticism. It was noted that scientific language typically includes statements that cannot be verified conclusively. For example, it is impossible to verify statements about universal laws of science by making finite numbers of observations. For these reasons, logical positivists had to modify and weaken the verification theory of meaning. However, the modifications of the theory offered by Carnap and others were not regarded as successful. Logical positivism was unable to provide a satisfactory definition of the verification principle of meaning.

According to the common view, one of the most serious criticisms of logical positivism is contained in W. V. O. Quine’s article “The Two Dogmas of Empiricism” (1951). He argued that the distinction between the analytic and the synthetic is not as clear as logical positivists supposed it to be. Quine questioned the standard definition of analytic statements as statements “which hold come what may” and synthetic statements “which hold contingently on experience”. In his view, all beliefs are, in principle, subject to revision. According to his holistic theory of meaning, “any statement can be held come what may, if we make drastic enough adjustments elsewhere in the system” (Quine, 211). Hence, it is impossible to make a sharp distinction between linguistic (analytical) and factual (synthetic) components of singular statements. Another important challenge to logical positivism came from Thomas Kuhn’s philosophy of science. According to the standard positivist view, theoretical concepts of science can be defined on the basis of empirical observations, and competing scientific theories can be evaluated by appealing to theoretically neutral empirical data. Kuhn rejected this view, claiming that empirical observations are influenced by prior beliefs, theories and presuppositions. Observations are theory-laden, and thus the logical positivist view that empirical concepts are not dependent on theoretical concepts proved to be problematic.



3. The Challenge to Theology.

 

Logical positivism provided one of the most important challenges to theology in the last century. In Language, Truth and Logic (1936) A. J. Ayer, who introduced logical positivism to the English-speaking world, pointed out that the principles of logical positivism have serious consequences for ethics and theology. He argued that ethical and religious expressions are not verifiable and should therefore be regarded as factually meaningless. As these expressions have no factual content, Ayer thought they might be understood as expressions of feelings or attitudes. Another important book dealing with the challenge of logical positivism to theology is New Essays in Philosophical Theology, edited by Antony Flew and Alasdair MacIntyre. In an article included in this volume, Flew formulated his well-known falsification challenge to theism. He argued that if theistic utterances—such as “God loves people” or “God exists”—are to be statements, it must be possible to make some observation to the contrary. If it is not possible to show what conceivable experiences count for or against these utterances, they are really not statements at all. Verificationist and falsificationist challenges to theology gave rise to a lively discussion of the nature and function of religious language in the 1950s and 1960s. In the 1970s the discussion began to wane, and nowadays the verificationist conception of meaning is a rare bird in philosophy of religion. Some atheistic analytic philosophers of religion, such as Kai Nielsen and Michael Martin, have shown a certain sympathy toward it, but the majority of analytic philosophers of religion cheerfully treat religious statements as cognitively meaningful and deal with traditional metaphysical and epistemological questions linked with theism.

Logical positivism exerted a great influence on Anglo-American philosophy up to the 1960s. Although only a few philosophers endorse the tenets of early logical positivism today, the spirit of logical positivism is still alive in analytic philosophy. In particular, those analytic philosophers who place high value on formal logic in analyses of philosophical questions may be regarded as heirs of logical positivism.

See also EPISTEMOLOGY.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. A. J. Ayer,
Language, Truth and Logic (London: Victor Gollancz, 1936); idem, ed., Logical Positivism (New York: Free Press, 1959); A. Flew and A. MacIntyre, eds., New Essays in Philosophical Theology (London: SCM, 1955); W. V. O. Quine, “The Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” Philosophical Review 60 (1951) 20-43; P. Schilpp, ed., The Philosophy of Rudolf Carnap (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1963); L. Wittgenstein,
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1921).

T. Koistinen

LOGOS.
See CHRISTOLOGY.

 

LOMBARD, PETER.
See MEDIEVAL THEOLOGY.





LORD’S SUPPER

 

The Lord’s Supper is a ritualized meal instituted by Christ. It is celebrated regularly by Christians, most often in connection with their Sunday worship; it is commonly located at the second half of the service of liturgy or after the sermon. By this act the church looks back in remembrance to the cross of Christ, looks forward in anticipation of the consummation of the reign of Christ, and embraces the present reality of the ascended Lord who sustains and leads the church through the gracious ministry of the Spirit. In most Christian churches it is a rite for Christian believers, to which one is welcome if and when one has been baptized in the name of the Father, the Son and the Spirit. Thus the Lord’s Supper is the complement to *baptism, with baptism as the rite of initiation into Christian faith and the Lord’s Supper as the rite by which the faith of the church is sustained and nurtured.1. Points of Agreement

2. History of Disagreement and Division

3. Recent Developments

4. Points of Convergence


 





1. Points of Agreement.

 

It was clearly the intent of Jesus that this meal would unite his disciples not only with himself but with each other. Yet for many Christians, this has been the practice of the Christian faith that has most revealed the deep divisions and disagreements within and between diverse theological and spiritual traditions. It is noteworthy then that the Lord’s Supper has been a primary focal point of interdenominational and ecumenical conversation in the past century. Further, while there has been profound contention in the past, there has also come about a remarkable convergence of perspective as Christians reread the biblical text, and do so in light of their resolve to be united in Christ, and to give other Christians a second hearing as they seek to learn from one another, allowing the perspectives of others to shape and inform their own understanding and practice. All of this has been further enriched by the global character of the Christian faith and the increasing awareness that culture and local setting can and must illumine the approach of the church to this sacred meal.

When it comes to the meaning of the Lord’s Supper, virtually all Christians agree on the following four points.

1.1. It Is Ordained by Christ. Christians agree that this meal has been instituted by Christ—an ordinance—so that when the church practices the Lord’s Supper, it is in response to the explicit mandate of Christ Jesus and therefore integral to the life and witness of the church. In the celebration itself, those presiding at the meal will often reference the actual words of Jesus as found within the Gospels and 1 Corinthians: “Do this in remembrance of me.” And thus, while the form that the celebration of the Lord’s Supper might take and the nuance of meaning that is associated with this meal might be particular within a specific theological tradition or culture, the basis for this meal is the call of Christ himself. In mandating this observance, Jesus explicitly linked it to his own death. And while some are not convinced, most Christians agree that he did so in connection with the ancient Jewish Passover rite, thus linking his death with the Passover—he is himself the sacrificial lamb—and linking the Lord’s Supper with the Passover feast. Just as the Passover represented the renewal of the old covenant, what is clear to all is that in establishing this meal, a new covenant was established, and this covenant is renewed with each celebration of the Lord’s Supper.

1.2. The Practice of the Apostolic Church. Christians also agree that this ordinance was a regular practice of the early church. Christ appeared to the disciples in the breaking of the bread (Lk 24:30-31), and this deeply animated the celebration of the Lord’s Supper for the first Christians. We read that they devoted themselves to “the breaking of the bread,” as well as the doctrine of the apostles. It would seem that they celebrated this meal each time they gathered. And when they gathered, they did so with great joy (Acts 2:42-46; 20:7).

1.3. The Need for Caution and Attention to Meaning and Practice. The church has always recognized that the New Testament brings sobering words to bear toward those who might violate the meaning or the practice of the Lord’s Supper. The words of institution as found in 1 Corinthians 11 call for critical attention to one or more aspects of the Lord’s Supper; this comes with Paul’s indictment of those in Corinth who were eating without reference to the “body.” While Christians differ on the specific meaning or concern of the apostle, there is agreement that the church does not enter into this meal lightly: it merits attention to both meaning and practice, to the character of our relationship with God and with one another.

1.4. It Is an Act of Anticipation. There is also broad consensual agreement that the celebration of the Lord’s Supper comes as but a foretaste of another meal that is yet to come—the grand feast that will mark the day when Christ Jesus is revealed as Lord. The event of the Lord’s Supper does call us to look back in remembrance, to the institution of this event in connection with the death of Christ. But it also calls us to look forward in anticipation of another meal that Jesus himself alluded to at the Last Supper (Lk 22:29-30). And so the church celebrates the Lord’s Supper in the midst of the brokenness of the world—in hope, in anticipation that Christ will one day make all things well.



2. History of Disagreement and Division.

 

Even a very cursory overview of the history of the church reveals that these points of agreement and consensus have been overshadowed by sharp debates and even schisms, as various streams of the church have not merely differed over the meaning and practice of the Lord’s Supper, but actually denounced one another. What Jesus meant by “this is my body” was a significant point of disagreement not only between the Protestant Reformers and the Church of Rome, but between each other—as Luther and Zwingli could not come to agreement both on how they differed from Rome, but also on what they did have in common concerning the meaning of this event in the life of the church.

Martin Luther rejected the idea of the Mass, specifically the suggestion that the eucharistic celebration was a sacrifice. And though eager to distance himself from the Roman doctrine of transubstantiation, he nevertheless insisted that the fundamental reality of the presence of Christ in the elements was not to be lost. Ulrich Zwingli, in contrast, insisted that nothing in the Roman understanding was worth keeping. And Zwingli’s understanding, even when Zwingli has not always been a direct source or influence, has remained within the Protestant, evangelical and Pentecostal streams of the church who have, on the whole, rejected a sacramental understanding of the Lord’s Supper, resisted the idea of Christ’s “real presence” in the meal—other than in the gathered people of God—and generally celebrated this meal as an occasional memorial (once a month or four times a year) rather than viewing it as integral to weekly Christian worship.

To this day diversity of opinion is a source of division—between the heirs to the Reformation and the Roman Catholic Church, and between evangelicals and Pentecostals on the one hand, and those of the Reformation (Lutheran and high Anglican, for example) on the other hand. And while most churches welcome Christians from other backgrounds and traditions, some have gone so far as to exclude those who do not hold to the specific teachings on the Lord’s Supper of their particular church or group.



3. Recent Developments.

 

The late twentieth century, however, saw three notable developments that have profoundly altered the contemporary discussion and understanding of the Lord’s Supper and its practice. Two of these can be dated: the Second *Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic Church and the publication of Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM) by the Faith and Order Commission of the *World Council of Churches (in Lima, Peru, in 1982). The third development is a growing interest in the sacramental character of life as a whole, evident in all Christian groups, but most obviously in those Free Church (see Believers Church) and similar traditions where Christians are seeking to appreciate more fully the physical or material nature of life, and thus also of the Christian faith.

3.1. Vatican II. Vatican II is consequential on this subject for several reasons, including and most notably the following: the restoration of the Eucharist as not only the Mass, that is, the ritual commemoration of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, but also as communion between Christ and the church; the emphasis on the need for the Lord’s Supper to be the complement to the preaching of the Word (thus the liturgy is twofold—that of the Word and of the Eucharist); and, while still affirming transubstantiation, the emphasis not so much on the elements of the meal as on the reality that Christ is sacramentally present to the church. This development, consolidated at Vatican II, was the fruit of years of biblical and liturgical scholarship. And this work served as a catalyst for ongoing study of the nature of the sacramental life and a renewed thinking about the meaning of symbol and symbolic activity.

3.2. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry. Though published in 1982, BEM was the outcome of a half century of critical reflection and ecumenical dialogue. Since its publication the document has received remarkable attention, and, as hoped by the original drafters, it has spawned an extensive and ongoing ecumenical discussion, including a comprehensive series of auxiliary publications, “Churches Respond to BEM.” BEM has several noteworthy features, including a recovery of the classic notion of remembrance (anamnēsis) as not merely a cerebral recalling of a past event, but as enabling that past event to be made present; the emphasis on the invocation of the Spirit (epiclēsis) as integral to the words of institution and thus to what it means to participate in the Lord’s Supper; and the appreciation that the bread and wine are representative of all of God’s gifts and how the meal is then “eucharistic,” an act of thanks to God for all of God’s providential gifts, including the person and work of the Son.

3.3. Renewed Appreciation of the Sacramental Character of Life and Christian Experience. These two developments—Vatican II and BEM—have encouraged a critical assessment of the sacramental character of the church and of the life of the church. This has been complemented by a growing recognition of the physical, symbolic and ritual dimensions of authentic Christian experience. Many, from what were nonsacramental traditions, are beginning to rethink this aspect of their faith as they consider the full implications of the doctrine of *creation, affirming the goodness of creation, and the creation as a means for God’s self-revelation; reappropriate the doctrine of the incarnation; and give attention to the link between the Lord’s Supper and Christian mission, both in the invitation to embrace the reign of Christ and also in the call of the church to seek justice for all, and most notably for the poor. The doctrine of creation stands as the backdrop for a *Christology that declares both the deity and humanity of Christ, and that the redemption of the world is by word and deed—the Logos becomes flesh—and thus also that the mission of the church in the world is one of word and deed. This is re-presented to the church in the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Related to this renewed understanding is the scholarship that has sought to explicate the nature of symbol and symbolic action, that explores further what it means to say that to participate in a symbol—something that is tangible, concrete and physical—is to participate in what the symbol represents, and thus, that a sacrament is an external sign of an internal reality.

Furthermore, for many of the diverse traditions, the recovery of the sacramental character of life has led to a reading of theologians from the Eastern Orthodox Church (see Eastern Orthodox Theology). Some have left their Free Church roots and headed down the “Canterbury trail” or the road to Rome or, indeed, back to what they view as the church in its most ancient form (i.e., the East). But even for those who have stayed within their own church groups, there has been an emerging and critical conversation about the Lord’s Supper—prompted by Vatican II, BEM and a growing appreciation of the sacramental quality of the church. For some this rethinking has been informed by Eastern voices.



4. Points of Convergence.

 

Differences between Christians remain, of course—profound differences. How is Christ present at this meal? Who can preside, and who is welcomed to the table? How often should we celebrate the Lord’s Supper? And for many these are minor matters because, they insist, the major differences demarcated by the Reformers—with Rome and with one another—still remain and have not been addressed adequately by either Vatican II or BEM. Nevertheless, there is a growing convergence evident especially in the following perspectives and themes.

4.1. The Trinitarian Character of This Meal. While the focal point of the Lord’s Supper is the person and work of Christ, this is only properly appreciated when we see that the “eucharist,” the thanksgiving, is ultimately offered to the Creator, the giver all of good gifts. Further, the encounter with Christ is made possible through the ministry of the Spirit. The invocation of the Spirit (the epiclēsis) is integral and irreplaceable in the words that shape and inform our celebration of this event. Indeed, the Spirit draws us into a fellowship with Christ that is the very means by which the church participates in the life of the triune God.

4.2. The Lord’s Supper as Communion. The Lord’s Supper is an act of remembrance, and it is an act of thanksgiving (eucharist). Yet central to this event is the belief that through this meal the church enters, in the words of 1 Corinthians 11, into a real-time fellowship, or participation, with Christ and with one another. The fellowship with Christ is twofold—in the Word, which the people hear together, and in the Table, where together the people eat and drink in response to the call of Christ. Christ himself is the actual presider at this sacred event—hosting the meal and then giving himself to his disciples as spiritual food and drink. It is memorial; it is thanks-giving. But most crucial is the realization of an awareness that this is a real-time encounter with the ascended Christ.

4.3. Word and Sacrament. One of the dynamic elements of contemporary liturgical thought and practice is a reembracing of the twofold liturgy suggested by Luke 24—their “hearts burned within them” as Christ opened the Word, and they recognized the risen Christ “in the breaking of the bread.” The Roman Catholic Church has with Vatican II consistently sought to restore the liturgy of the Word to its rightful place within Christian worship: there is no proper celebration of the Lord’s Supper without the proclamation of the Word in some form or another. And many on the Protestant and evangelical side have grown in their conviction that the preached Word is necessarily complemented by the ministry of the Table. Noteworthy here is the conviction that the Word comes prior, and that this Word is received and embodied through the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.

4.4. The Life of the Church and the Lord’s Supper. The Lord’s Supper is a rite of the church by which, through the encounter with the ascended Lord, it is strengthened in faith, hope and love. The church is formed and reformed through participation in this meal—as the fellowship with Christ makes possible genuine fellowship with one another. Through the celebration of this meal, the church lives out its conviction that Christ himself is both Lord and Head of the faith community, who then enables the church to live in community. And so the act of “passing the peace,” or greeting, and forgiveness between Christians, is integral to participation in this event, but it is also the fruit of the event. The church is in union with Christ as there is peace between its members, and this union with Christ enables the church to be one.

4.5. The Church in Mission. Finally, the beginning of the twenty-first century includes a growing awareness of the implications of the Lord’s Supper for Christian *mission. Voices from Asia, Latin America and Africa are raising a prophetic voice and urging that this meal not be viewed as an act of exclusion but inclusion, not as something of inner spiritual renewal only, but one through which the church is being called to and enabled for mission. Some are affirming that this meal is an act of hospitality, a public reenactment of the gospel and a sign of Christ’s love for the world, so that the Lord’s Supper is not merely something that comes after evangelism but an event that is actually integral to the witness of the church. And others are calling for a renewed appreciation of the link between the bread at the Table and the lack of bread for the poor of the world. The Lord’s Supper both proclaims the need for *justice and empowers the church to be a witness to the justice of God.

See also BAPTISM IN WATER; SACRAMENTS, SACRAMENTALITY.
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LOVE

 

According to the biblical witness, God is love (1 Jn 4:8, 16). “Love of God” (Latin, amor Dei) may refer both to humans’ love for God and God’s love for us. When defined in the latter sense (as one of God’s attributes), it can be understood in terms of God’s intrinsic goodness and benevolence or in the sense of God’s external, extrinsic kindness and goodness to his creatures. There is also a trinitarian notion of the love of God: beginning from Augustine, theology has named the Holy Spirit the bond of love (vinculum amoris) between the Father and Son and consequently, between the triune God and humans; love of God has been poured out into believer’s hearts through the Holy Spirit (Rom 5:5). Christian spirituality has emphasized the importance of loving God for God’s own sake (immediate love, named by Augustine frui Deo) rather than (primarily) because of all the good gifts flowing out from God’s love (mediate love), even though gratitude to God for God’s gifts is appropriate as well. While *faith, *hope and love are the three cardinal virtues of Christianity, love is the only one that never comes to an end (1 Cor 13).

In general the term love (Latin, amor) may indicate either pure or impure love as in the friendship love (amor amiticitiae) or in the love of “enjoyment” or passion (amor concupiscentiae). For Christian theology, the commandment of love is the summa of God’s law (Deut 6:5; cf. Lev 19:18). “Primarily, however, love is not command but living reality, an impulse proceeding from God’s love of the world that lays hold of us and catches us up into its movement” (Pannenberg, 78). The origin and fountain of all love is the agapĕ of God that always seeks for the best of the other (1 Jn 4:10-11). Luther rightly made the crucial distinction between the love of God and human love: “The love of God does not find, but creates, that which is pleasing to it. . . . Rather than seeking its own good, the love of God flows forth and bestows good” (Heidelberg Disputation, thesis 28). Human love in contrast is oriented towards something inherently good in which self-love defines the content and the object of the love. At times Luther called God’s love amor crucis (ibid.), the love of the cross, since it is in the self-sacrifice of the Son that the divine love most deeply shows of its agapē nature.

In his theology of the cross, Jürgen Moltmann has taken up Luther’s idea and argued forcefully for the necessity of speaking of God’s love in association with pain and suffering: “A God who cannot suffer is poorer than any man. For a God who is incapable of suffering is a being who cannot be involved. . . . But the one who cannot suffer cannot love either” (Moltmann, 222). Similarly Kazoh Kitamori, a Japanese theologian in the aftermath of the destruction of his country in World War II, wrote of the Theology of the Pain of God: the heart of the gospel is found in God’s own excruciating pain, witnessed in the cross of Christ, that grows out of God’s deepest longing for justice and love. Another Asian theologian, the Chinese C.-S. Song similarly speaks of the “Love-Pain” of God. This God is a God of compassion, who loves the world “without any strings attached” (Song, 166).

The Sri Lankan Roman Catholic theologian Aloysius Pieris has made the claim that love is the defining feature of Christianity in relation to Buddhism in his Love Meets Wisdom: A Christian Experience of Buddhism. Pieris argues that Western monotheistic traditions are religions of agapē or redemptive love, while Eastern traditions like Hinduism and Buddhism are religions of gnosis or salvific knowledge. Significantly, at the Sixth Asia Theological Association Consultation in Seoul, Korea (1982), some eighty evangelical theologians concluded that one of the four key ingredients about the evangelical approach to religions, along with the authority of the Bible, uniqueness of Jesus and focus on mission, is love. For these theologians, love should be the essential part of Christian theology in the multireligious context of Asia.

See also FAITH; HOPE, THEOLOGY OF.
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LUTHERAN THEOLOGY

 

At its core, Lutheran theology is a radical attempt at an evangelical articulation of the Christian message that emerged in the sixteenth century through the courageous efforts of the German Reformer Martin Luther (1483-1546) and his followers. With the help of Philipp Melanchthon, his closest associate, and others, Luther sought to reform the medieval (Western) church by returning it to its biblical roots. Luther, a professor of theology at the University of Wittenberg, was deeply committed to making clear the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Although it was stamped by its origin in a university context, Lutheran theology has, from its inception, intended to make clear the message of the gospel in such a way that people from all walks of life might understand and come to believe it. Any description of Lutheran theology in global perspective necessarily entails consideration of the sixteenth-century Confessions, which are contained in the Book of Concord, and which form Lutherans’ definitive interpretative lenses for reading and understanding the Scriptures. Further, a global perspective is not an afterthought, for the overriding commitment to faithfulness to the gospel in many and varied contexts has evidenced the Reformation hallmark of always reforming (semper reformanda).

Lutheran theology is closely associated with certain central theological themes, which reflect the pressing, fundamental theological and pastoral issues of Luther’s day. Those issues continue to be central in the twenty-first century, albeit in ways reflecting the changed and changing circumstances of our contemporary global settings. Thus, this article will consider the following themes and topics: justification by grace alone (sola gratia), through faith alone (sola fide), on account of Christ alone (solus Christus); Scripture alone (sola scriptura); the three-fold meaning of the Word of God—Jesus Christ, the oral proclamation of the gospel, and Scripture as the written word of God; law/gospel; the finite is capable of containing the infinite (finitum capax infiniti); communication of attributes (communicatio idiomatum); simultaneously righteous and a sinner (simul justus et peccator); the two kingdoms; the happy exchange; theology of the cross (theologia crucis); Word and sacrament as means of grace. Also, we will attend to what may be broadly described as contextual accents in Lutheran theology in a global perspective.1. Central Themes

2. Renaissance in Luther Studies and Its Influence on Lutheran Theology

3. Some Contemporary Contextual Expressions of Lutheran Theology

4. Lutheran Theology and Ecumenical Dialogue

5. Lutheran Theology and Experience of the Holy Spirit


 





1. Central Themes.

 

1.1. Justification by Grace Alone, Through Faith Alone, On Account of Christ Alone. At the heart of Lutheran theology is the Reformation concern with the question of how the sinner is made right with God. All human beings are sinful—unrighteous—because they are not consistent with what they are created to be: people created to trust in God, who alone is the source of life, healing and wholeness. On account of Jesus’ death and resurrection, God declares the sinner righteous or just before God. There is nothing that a human being can do to make herself/himself right in God’s eyes. A sinful human being is made right or just before God through faith in Jesus Christ. Here, faith is understood essentially as trust, trust in God who is faithful to God’s promises, which have come to full and decisive expression in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In his oft-quoted explanation on the third article of the *Apostles’ Creed, Luther makes clear that faith as trust is a gift, not a human work; wholly the work of the Spirit in the hearing of the gospel: “I believe that by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, made me holy and kept me in the true faith” (Book of Concord, 355).

1.2. Forensic Justification and God’s Word Effecting What It Declares. This declaration by God that the sinner is righteous reflects a court-room where the judge declares to the guilty the verdict of innocent. It is clear that this description, called forensic justification, can be interpreted incorrectly to mean that the sinner is not really changed, but simply is declared to be righteous. Lutheran theology insists that God’s Word effects (or performs) what it declares, so that the sinner is truly made righteous on account of Christ. Justification and sanctification are to be held together. God’s justifying action in Jesus Christ is the essence of the Christian message, that is, the gospel.

For Lutherans, the doctrine of *justification is the norm for all Christian proclamation and for Christian life-in-community. The Lutheran Confessions declare this doctrine to be the “first and chief article” (Smalcald Articles 2.1; Book of Concord, 301), and Luther called it the “ruler and judge over all other Christian doctrines” (WA, 39, I, 205). As is evident in the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (by the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church, October 31, 1999), justification remains the generative center of Lutheran theology and the articulation of the gospel. It is a theological nonnegotiable.

1.3. Simultaneously Righteous and a Sinner. While indeed the sinner is made righteous through faith in Jesus Christ, Lutheran theology insists that the redeemed sinner is simultaneously righteous and sinful (always 100 percent in this life, on both counts). Yes, the Spirit is effecting God’s transformation of the sinner into the new being she/he already is by faith. Eschatologically, she/he is righteous. This is a hidden reality, which cannot be quantified. This transformation is the process of sanctification, which is a constant return to one’s justification, never away from it.

1.4. Luther’s Concept of the “Happy Exchange.” Through faith in Jesus Christ, the sinner experiences the “happy exchange” in which Christ gives her/him Christ’s righteousness and in return takes the sinner’s sin upon himself. This is entirely for the sinner’s salvation and benefit. Indeed, Jesus Christ does for the sinner what Christ alone can do: give his divine-human righteousness to the sinner and take the sinner’s unrighteousness upon himself (cf. Formula of Concord 3; Book of Concord, 571-73).

1.5. The Word of God Is Understood in Three Senses. The Word of God is first and essentially Jesus Christ, who is the eternal Word made flesh. Second, the Word of God is the proclaimed Word, which comes in and through human words. The Living Word, Jesus Christ, is mediated through human words. Third, the Word of God is the written Word, Scripture or the Bible. In its “writtenness,” the Bible bears the Living Word and is the ground and basis for all proclamation. It provides the parameters for all Christian proclamation. It is the norm which norms (norma normans) but is not normed. At the same time, it is not to be equated with the gospel of God’s justifying grace in Jesus Christ. Christ alone saves (solus Christus). The Lutheran Confessions, especially the Augsburg Confession (1530) and Luther’s Small Catechism (1529), are acknowledged by Lutherans worldwide as true and faithful expositions of the gospel. They are normed norms (norma normata). They are not above Scripture but are faithful interpretations of it. Scripture is the norm for faith and life.

1.6. Means of Grace: Word and Sacrament. Lutheran theology accents that God always comes through means, which are part of God’s creation. God’s love is always mediated; there is no unmediated experience of God. The conviction that God comes through means is rooted in the incarnation. As noted above, finite means are capable of bearing the infinite; and the encounter between God and human beings, who all are sinners and in need of redemption, happens solely and totally through God’s initiative. No human work or experience, which has its source in human effort and/or intention, can make this saving encounter possible. In the *sacrament of Holy *Baptism and the Eucharist (Holy Communion or the *Lord’s Supper), God comes through the means of water and bread and wine. In those very earthly means, God’s Word truly comes and is present, offering new life and the forgiveness of sins. Baptism is the beginning of this life, which is to be regarded and experienced by Christians as a daily dying to sin and rising to new life in Jesus Christ.

1.7. God’s One Word Is Twofold: Law and Gospel. The law is God’s good law, which demands and accuses, while the gospel is God’s word of promise and forgiveness. Neither the law nor the gospel is to veil/obscure the other. It is characteristic to speak of two uses of the law, with the first use being the civil/political. Here, the law curbs/restrains and punishes evil and promotes the good of the neighbor. In the second, “spiritual/religious” use, the law mirrors the reality of one’s total sinfulness before God; it judges and condemns the sinner and drives her/him to Christ. The law does not have the power to give the righteousness it demands of the sinner before God. This righteousness is given in the gospel; it is the gospel. It is argued that there is a third use of the law as guide in the Christian life.

1.8. Two Distinctive and Necessary Marks of the Church. True proclamation and faithful celebration of the sacraments (Baptism and Eucharist) are the two definitive marks of the church (Augsburg Confession 7; Book of Concord, 42). In this regard, the church as the “assembly of believers” is created by God, not humans. God uses human and earthen vessels to bear God’s creative Word. It should be noted that Luther declares that suffering (“afflictions”) is another mark of the church and, therefore, may be seen as a sacrament (Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Article 18, 17; Book of Concord, 221).

1.9. Theology of the Cross vs. a Theology of Glory. God is paradoxically revealed in the opposite of where humans expect God to be present. This way of doing theology Luther calls a theology of the cross, which he contrasts with a theology of glory. The latter is a speculation about where God may be found, a speculation that leads away from the cross and the shame and suffering and death of Jesus. A theology of glory seeks God in human expectations and evaluations of power and triumph away from the messiness of life. In contrast, a theology of the cross “sees” God’s power concealed in its opposite. A theology of the cross is a theology of divine revelation and a theology of faith—recognizing God where God wishes to be known for sinners: in the suffering, cross and death of Jesus Christ. This theology bespeaks power in powerlessness. Indeed, this is a radical redefinition of God’s power.



2. Renaissance in Luther Studies and Its

 

Influence on Lutheran Theology. There have been several critical, timely, and vital movements in the interpretation of Luther since the sixteenth century. Among those was the renaissance in Luther studies associated with Scandinavian Luther studies of the early twentieth century. Prominent among the scholars were Anders Nygren, Gustaf Aulén, Gustaf Wingren (all from Sweden) and Regin Prenter (Denmark). Their reading and interpretation of Luther’s own writings opened a world hitherto unexamined in understanding both Luther’s theological thinking and the thrust of the Confessions. Over the last two decades or so, there has emerged the Finnish School of Luther Studies, whose leading spokesperson, Tuomo Mannermaa, in relation to the Lutheran-(Eastern) Orthodox dialogue, has called attention to the reality, power and presence of Christ in the sinner who through faith in Christ is justified. What is being posited is an understanding of justification as theosis, or *deification, a real participation of the believer in Christ, and, therefore, in the very being of God.



3. Some Contemporary Contextual Expressions of Lutheran Theology.

 

3.1. Lutheran Theology in Global Perspective. To consider Lutheran theology in global perspective is to consider what is distinctive and has been preserved and how what is distinctive has been preserved precisely by attending to the need for change. When the sixteenth-century Reformation is viewed rightly as an evangelical movement influenced and shaped by social, political, economic and cultural factors, and not just by theological and ecclesiastical factors, the way is open for consideration of timely and necessary contemporary expressions of Lutheran theology. Lutheran theology shows its intrinsic contextual character in such justice-centered theological expressions: *feminist theologies, Latin American *liberation theologies, *African and *black theology, *Asian theologies, including Indian Dalit.

Especially since the 1970s, so-called Third-World Lutheran theologians have been engaging Luther and the Lutheran Confessions in ways that have placed the Reformation tradition of justification and theology of the cross, and the two-kingdom theory—in which God’s rule is exercised in both the kingdom on the left or “left-hand kingdom” (of family, politics, economics, culture, in short, in interhuman affairs; temporal) and the kingdom on the right or “right-hand kingdom” (of the gospel; spiritual)—at the center of the engagement with the pressing contextual realities of the struggle for justice. Both kingdoms are God’s. Neither is to take the place of the other. The gospel is not to be made into a prescription for the way society is to be organized. The left-hand kingdom is to preserve the peace and prevent chaos so that the gospel may be proclaimed and the sacraments administered.

Lutheran theology in the twenty-first century increasingly reflects and is challenged to reflect the diversity of languages, cultures and socioeconomic factors, among others, which shape both living the Christian life in variegated settings and the necessary theological reflection in the Reformation tradition of always reforming (semper reformanda).

3.2. Lutheran Theology in Dialogue with World Religions. The call to live in peace with and relating with respect to people of other faiths, especially Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists and traditional religionists, has seen Lutherans, like other Christians, engage in dialogue with people of other faiths. This has challenged Lutherans to articulate how Lutheran confessional theology calls for and/or discourages theological engagement with people of other religions and faiths. Here, the themes of the hidden God (Deus absconditus)/revealed God (Deus revelatus) and Christ alone (solus Christus) have been and are being examined to provide fruitful and evangelical ways of respecting the religious other, precisely by attending to what is particular and what is nonnegotiable. Over the last three decades, the work of the Lutheran World Federation Department for Studies in Geneva and the Ecumenical Institute in Strasbourg, France, as well as other theological initiatives, has shown increasing attention to those two primary areas.

Contextual approaches to Lutheran theology in the global context have shown that theology has an indispensable biographical character. Thus, the biography of the interpreter plays a critical role, sometimes a decisive role in the interpretation of the biblical, creedal, confessional, theological (and other) texts. While this phenomenon of biographical hermeneutic is inevitable, it is characteristic of Lutheran theology to ask the question: what norms what we say about God, human beings and the world? Lutheran theology posits Scripture, whose center is Christ alone—crucified and risen—as the norming norm (norma normans); therefore, inevitable though the biography of the interpreter is, it is to be subordinate to the Word. Experience is normed; it is not the norming norm.

In a different vein and of special note is the work of the Japanese theologian Kazoh Kitamori, whose Theology of the Pain of God represents an illuminating engagement with Luther’s theology of the cross in a post-World War II Japanese context of pain and suffering.



4. Lutheran Theology and Ecumenical Dialogue.

 

Lutheran theology has been influenced by the engagement in formal and informal dialogues at the international, national and local levels. Here, special mention needs to be made of the signing of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification (October 31, 1999), Augsburg, Germany, between the Vatican and the Lutheran World Federation. This Joint Declaration was a harvesting of the fruits of both the international and U.S. Lutheran-Roman Catholic Dialogue (the latter began in 1965). Other bilateral dialogues include Lutheran-Reformed, Lutheran-Episcopal /Anglican, Lutheran-Methodist and Lutheran-Orthodox.



5. Lutheran Theology and Experience of the Holy Spirit.

 

Lutheran theology has been pressed to articulate an understanding of the person and work of the Holy Spirit that is Christologically centered and takes into consideration that the Holy Spirit is the Creator Spirit (cf. Prenter). Further, in a global perspective, Lutheran theology is attempting to understand, critically and sympathetically, Pentecostal expressions of experience of the Holy Spirit, especially in terms of the power of the Spirit in the lives of individuals and communities in various settings across the globe. Luther’s negative evaluation of such expressions as mere enthusiasm and the view that they are all about works righteousness are insufficient and, in places, inaccurate in understanding these phenomena.

See also JUSTIFICATION; REFORMED THEOLOGY; REFORMATION.
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MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

 

Marriage is a universal social institution that describes the relationship that founds a family and binds it for the protection and rearing of children. As an institution, marriage governs the relationship of the married, their relatives, their children and their society. This article first outlines the various institutional forms of marriage, its history from the perspectives of the Old and New Testament periods, the patristic era and the Middle Ages up to the present day, along with governance by church and state, theological considerations, and contemporary issues in church and society regarding marriage. Then this article offers an African perspective on marriage.1. Institutional Forms

2. History

3. Theological Perspectives

4. Contemporary Issues in Church and Society

5. An African Perspective


 





1. Institutional Forms.

 

The marriage covenant provides the social and economic framework for the basic relationship between a man and a woman, and it promotes solidarity among an extended family. Various forms of marriage are governed by the proscription and permissiveness of cultures. The four kinds of marriage commonly recognized are monogamy, in which one man and one woman are joined; polygyny, in which one man is married to more than one woman; polyandry, in which one woman is married to more than one man; and group marriage, in which both sexes are joined to more than one partner. Both group marriage and polyandry are regarded by anthropologists as rare. What has been identified as group marriage, as among certain Australian tribes and the Chukchi of Siberia, may rather be a limited periodic sexual communism that is distinct from marriage; its development among the Toda of southern India and Ceylon may be a recent phenomenon. Alleged polyandry exists in Tibet and among the Toda in southern India, due, perhaps, to a shortage of men on account of the practice of male infanticide. Other instances show a husband’s brothers sharing sexual rights to his wife. The two most common forms of marriage are monogamy and polygyny. In the ancient world, nearly the only peoples not to sanction polygyny were the Greeks and the Romans, who advocated concubinage instead. In both the ancient world and modern societies, polygyny is commonly reserved for the rich and powerful, with wives performing productive labor, giving birth to children, sharing in the tasks of a large household, and serving as visible evidence of the man’s acquired wealth. Extensive patrimony and social status are more often the driving forces of polygyny than sexual lust or subjugation of the female.



2. History.

 

2.1. Old Testament. The Old Testament appears to tolerate polygyny and concubinage among Israel’s patriarchs and kings. Abraham fathers a child with Hagar, the concubine; Jacob marries both Leah and Rachel; and kings Saul, David and Solomon have several wives, along with concubines. As time goes on, biblical authors look unfavorably upon the practice, referring to the complicated social ramifications resulting in dishonor, intrigue and murder. Monogamy comes to be the preferred form of marriage in Israel grounded as it is on God’s own singular relationship with Israel. Marriage is expected of each man and woman, so as to provide progeny and the continuation of the male lineage. Barrenness or inability to procreate (i.e., due to mutilation of the genitals or castration) incurs shame and leads to marginalization in the ethnic community and limited privileges in cultic participation. Interestingly a couple’s childlessness is usually attributed to the woman’s barrenness, not the man’s infertility. Progeny is considered a sign of divine favor, childlessness a divine curse. Endogamy is encouraged, with marriage partners to be selected from among the Israelite clan; exogamy is discouraged, since marrying foreigners or outsiders might dilute religious practices and induce apostasy. Maintaining the male lineage is the duty of both man and woman, making mating in the context of the monogamous marriage covenant both a religious, ethnic and national imperative. Widows and orphans have marginal status in society, subsisting on alms and the generosity of relatives and strangers, though they are specially protected in Old Testament law.

2.2. New Testament. The New Testament period breaks with the expectation that everyone should marry, while explicitly prohibiting polygyny and concubinage in favor of monogamy. The previous emphasis on blood lineage is complemented now by a spiritual lineage whereby followers of Christ are viewed as adopted sons and daughters of God in Christ. Kinship relations are superseded by one’s relationship with Christ as the primary source of loyalty and authority, and with other believers in the universal family of God. This spiritual kinship is established by baptism and active discipleship, rather than by circumcision and related-ness through marriage. Procreation takes on a spiritual dimension as well. Followers of Christ are expected to give birth to children born of the Spirit by preaching the gospel and bringing people to Christ. Role models for this new type of spiritual procreation are Jesus, who was single; the Apostle Paul, who most likely was widowed and remained unmarried and without biological progeny; and Mary the Mother of Jesus, who, in the state of virginity, gave birth to Christ—much as believers were expected to give birth to Christ by their words and witness. The order of widows and virgins existed at the time of the New Testament writings, gaining prominence in later centuries.

2.3. Patristic Era. During the period of the church fathers, the shift of emphasis from biological kinship ties to the spiritual realm had several consequences for the status of marriage among Christians. First, marriage came to be clearly defined as a binding, lifelong social contract between a man and a woman for the purpose of the ordering of society and the procreation of offspring. Second, marriage came to be regarded as a lesser good than the state of remaining single and sexually chaste for the sake of the kingdom of God. Third, tensions arose regarding the good of biological marriage among various Christian groups and, especially, between the church and state authorities, whose vested interest was the ordering of the state and society by the institution of marriage and the ongoing supply of potential tax-paying citizens through the birth of children. For the first five hundred years of the Christian church a three-tier system prevailed that ranked the quality of discipleship by the believer’s station in life: first and most highly regarded were those who had committed themselves to life-long celibacy in single-minded service to God in Christ; second were the widowed who refrained from remarrying; and third were the married. The church fathers were compelled to defend the high regard of the body in church teachings against Gnostic groups, and against charges of subversion by state authorities in light of the trend among Christians, particularly women, not to marry and have children.

2.4. Middle Ages to the Present Day. The conflict between church and state on the topic of marriage continued throughout the Middle Ages. The state took primary responsibility in granting, sanctioning and ordering marriage through laws regarding kinship and offspring; the church played a subordinate role, offering sacerdotal rites, blessings and ceremonies in support of the marriage covenant and the couple’s relationship to each other before God. The early church considered the marriage rite a family affair. By the seventh century, church and clergy began participating in the marriage rite, but not until the sixteenth century at the Council of Trent was marriage declared a sacrament. The high regard for virginity among Christians and the three-tier system dissolved with the Protestant *Reformation. Many monastics and clerics left the orders and their posts, and were subsequently married. A renewed appreciation of marriage evolved among Christians who began to regard the Christian family as a microcosm of the church.

This high regard for marriage among Christians has persisted to this day. The former practice of celibacy in singleness as a venue for single-minded Christian discipleship came to be regarded as a dated or unattainable ideal. In most Christian denominations in the Western world, church members and, in particular, church officers and leaders are expected to remain chaste or celibate when single and to practice fidelity when married. Recent controversies surrounding these stipulations have called into question the church’s traditional understanding of the sanctity of the marital bond and the celibate state. In a secularized, postmodern, and pluralistic society, the church struggles to make relevant the significance of marriage as an institution ordained by God for the well-being of human society, the ordering of family life, the birth and nurture of children, both in the experience of the holy mystery of marital union and its transcendent counterpart of the single life as a being wedded to Christ. Meanwhile in traditional cultures, Christians encounter practices that challenge in various ways the biblical teaching.



3. Theological Perspectives.

 

With the Protestant Reformation and the Council of Trent, several doctrinal considerations emerged in the newly formed Protestant churches and the Roman Catholic Church regarding marriage. As distinct as these considerations may be, they are not mutually exclusive, indeed they have together shaped present-day theological debates on marriage.

3.1. Roman Catholic Church. The Roman Catholic Church considers marriage a sacrament, thus placing the validity of the marriage contract in the realm of the church rather than the state. Since a sacrament is an outward sign of God’s effectual grace upon those receiving it, marriage cannot be dissolved or reversed. The mark of marriage as sacrament has lead to the view of marital indissolubility and raised objections to remarriage after divorce. Canon law reconciles the civil practice of divorce among Catholics by declaring the marriage as sacramentally invalid from its inception through annulment. Beginning with the Second *Vatican Council, the Church has broadened the understanding of sacrament to include the concrete life and faith experiences of believers in a pluralistic and individualistic society.

Marriage in this newer sense is viewed more as a matter of faith and Christian discipleship than a matter of law. Marriage forms the ground on which Christ meets the partners in daily, domestic life, and it represents a personal, concrete symbol of the intimate encounter with Christ. Much like the priesthood or consecrated religious life, marriage is viewed as a vocation. In this view, two baptized people entering Christian marriage receive a calling from God and are equipped with the specific gift, or charism, aimed at mutual forbearance, holiness and spiritual perfection under the guidance of Christ. Those who are single or have consecrated themselves to the religious life are encouraged to imitate the spirituality of Christian marriage by transcendence, thus regarding God in the place of husband or wife. The chief end of marriage is procreation and education, along with the secondary ends of mutual aid and remedying sexual passion.

3.2. Protestant Tradition. In Protestantism, the sacramental concept of marriage is substituted by that of the image of the biblical covenant. In this view, marriage is likened to the covenant between God and the people of Israel in the Old Testament, and the covenantal relationship between Christ and his church in the New Testament. By analogy, God is assigned the role of husband and the people of Israel the role of wife; similarly, Christ is considered the groom and the church the bride. These analogies have often led to understanding marriage in a hierarchical way that favor the husband’s authority and superiority over the wife, though recent views of egalitarian marriage have challenged this interpretation.

In Protestantism, marriage forms the foundation for the building of a traditional family and the rearing of children. As a microcosm of the local church, the family is considered the building block for a healthy society and nation through which so-called family values are secured and maintained. In the United States, the notions of marriage, the Christian family and the stability of the nation have become blended, despite an otherwise closely guarded separation of church and state. The conflating of marriage and national stability has created an ethos of Christian discipleship that links marriage with patriotic duty. Meanwhile, the rise of the number of single people in the Western world compels churches to engage in a more focused theological reflection on the spiritual dimensions, functions and ends of marriage and of the single state. Emphasis is placed less on legal matters than on the ethical and moral exchange between the marriage partners under the authority of Christ and Scripture, the quality of relationship in manners and mind and physical union, and the resulting implications for the extended household, church and society. In Protestantism, however, the notion of the believer’s vocation and calling to either marriage or singleness remains undeveloped.



4. Contemporary Issues in Church and Societ y.

 

In the West the nuclear family, consisting of the married couple and their unmarried children, is the dominant type of family unit. In Africa and Asia, however, the couple is a more intimate part of a larger kinship group, at times even part of a household formed by several families. The increased mobility of the population, the employment of individuals in non-family-related businesses, and an increasing urbanization have diminished the kinship relationships as well as the importance of the larger household. Couples have become more independent of their kin for economic, political, religious and educational purposes, and polygamous marriage has decreased as a result. The worldwide trend toward the couple’s independence has placed greater stress on the marriage relationship itself, focusing (sometimes unrealistic) attention on the personal and psychological needs of each partner.

In Western countries, the concept of choosing a marriage partner by mutual consent is predominant, as opposed to the exchange of daughters and sons between two families or the prearranged marriages that are still prevalent in Africa and Asia. Mutual consent is influenced by the notion of romantic love, whereas in prearranged marriages partners expect affection to develop as a result of their life together. *Globalization has had its impact on the institution of marriage. Throughout the world greater emphasis on the values of individualism, as well as the increased education and geographic mobility of the young, have popularized free choice of marriage partners on the basis of personal love and romantic attraction. With the growing education and professional advances of women, marriage and childbirth is often postponed to a later age and marriage is sought less as a means of economic security and social status than for personal fulfillment and the quality of intimacy in a partnership of equals. In the United States, the increasing gap between puberty and marriage is defined by a period of dating, during which courtship is pursued until a marriage partner is selected. Since dating tends to begin in the early teens with marriage many years off, it has created problems of morality, premarital sexual relationships, and teen or unwed pregnancies. Problems of courtship and of marriage have provided serious challenges to Christian teaching and practice.

Due to increased individualization, marriage partners may be chosen from outside one’s social and economic class and race. The heightened expectations for the partner, along with needs for self-actualization and career advancement, have placed strain on the marriage relationship and taxed the personal resources of the couple. In the Western world, marriage has been losing its sacred character, despite the fact that it is usually entered into with a religious ceremony. Often marriage is viewed as a purely human relationship based on personal love and a desire for children. Common characteristics among marriage partners such as education, ethnic background and religion are associated with more successful marriages. Mixed marriages between partners of differing religions tend to indicate higher divorce rates. It is safe to say that the church has done too little to meet these multiple and interacting challenges.

A rising contemporary trend in Western countries is cohabitation, in which an unmarried man and woman share living quarters and expenses and engage in sexual intercourse outside the bond of marriage. This practice is sometimes seen as a “trial marriage” in a presumed effort to avoid later divorce, sometimes chosen for economic or social reasons as a postponing of marriage. Its current widespread acceptance reflects certain social and cultural factors, but clearly threatens traditional understandings of the institution of marriage and the stability of family life for children. In the United States, cohabitation has increased tenfold over the last four decades. In northern European countries, nearly two-thirds of couples have lived together prior to marriage. Statistics indicate that cohabitation has negative effects upon later marriage satisfaction and stability. Many European countries and one fourth of the states in the United States endorse common law marriages, where cohabitants without a civil marriage contract are considered married in the eyes of the law. Churches generally disapprove of cohabitation, regarding it as a lifestyle driven by a self-interest that often lacks moral integrity and a sustained faith commitment to another person before God in Christ, and they struggle to minister to persons who find themselves in such relationships.

Since the early days of Christianity, marriage has been defined by the church as a union between a man and a woman. In recent years, some European countries and several states in the United States have broadened the marriage definition to include unions between partners of the same sex. While civic authorities have granted marriage licenses to same-sex couples and acknowledged these monogamous unions by state and federal laws, churches have been fairly unanimous in their refusal to accord these unions full standing within the larger community of faith or to make provisions for church ceremonies or sacerdotal blessings. Indeed, opposition to these new forms of family has become an important preoccupation of the church and its leaders. Meanwhile outside the West, Christians struggle with a different set of issues. A. S. Kidder



5. An African Perspective.

 

From an African Christian perspective, marriage is the unity of one man and one woman before God for life within the blessing of the extended family and the wider society that includes relatives and the whole community of the living, the dead and the yet unborn. In addition, marriage from an African perspective “is not simply a human or natural institution: it is clearly a cultural and spiritual unit which is at the basis of the religious, economic and social life of the society” (Beller, 19). Within the African culture marriage is to society what a flower is to a plant (Thiong’o, 57). Just as the flower bears the future coding for that particular plant species, in a similar fashion, a healthy African marriage is cooked and curried within a cultural web that enriches and sustains it, so enabling the establishment to carry and bear the future for society.

5.1. Cultural and Christian Context.

5.1.1. Marriage as Societal Legacy. Through marriage, a legacy is borne across time from generation to generation, carrying the promise of survival and wellness from one cohort to another. This connection is ascertained through value systems that are passed from offspring to offspring, who “guarantee the continuity of the group over time” (Weinrich, 104). It is for this reason that many African societies perceive marriage as a conservation of the ancestry of kin as well as that of the people group, all blessed by the horde of *ancestors who have gone on before, and creating hope for the yet unborn (Kiriswa).

Due to this importance accorded to marriage and family survival in Africa, Africans believe that each cohort has the responsibility of passing on the baton to the next cohort. This is one main reason why the Christian church, as God’s new community in Africa, must take seriously the role of preparing young people to effectively take on the responsibility of matrimony (Nyomi).

5.1.2. Marriage as Link Across Generations. Marriage in Africa links not only two people but also people groups, thus enriching the extended family. In Africa, “nobody is an isolated individual but everybody is a member of a family group” (Kenyatta, 309). For this reason, care is taken in choosing a bride, and courtship is a long laborious affair complete with rituals and ceremonies between the bride’s and the groom’s family. Over time, these lengthy motions build relational alliances and protect the people group through participation of the leadership of the people group who check out the proposed union by examining bloodlines in case the new union endangers the unit. For example, elders would discourage marrying into a lineage known to contain psychotic people, or women who were known to be hostile and oppositional, or men known to be irresponsible and wanton (Baituuru).

Ancestors too, or the living dead, are considered part of the marriage union in many African communities, with children named after dead relatives in order to carry on the link between the living and the dead (Nabofa). With this perception of marriage as a unifying continuity, the community, under the leadership of elders chosen and blessed by the parents as their voices, takes a long time to build relationships—a practice that among the Meru of Kenya, for example, is termed gutuma uthoni, “knitting a garment of the marital relationship”—through eating together, getting to know each other, and finally, a transfer of bride price (Ferraro), an act that signifies a lasting relationship between the two families. Finally, the wedding day is a church-based union celebrated with holy vows exchanged before God and the community.

5.1.3. Marriage as a Covenant Before God and Society. Christian marriage in Africa is a sacrament that mirrors God’s covenant with his people, a relationship marked with faithfulness and reflecting the relationship between Christ and the church. African Christians as well as African traditional religions view marriage as a “religious function” (Mbiti, 47). African Christians honor and respect their families of origin, which includes the unborn and the departed, and so the community’s involvement in all the rituals that finally lead to the marriage union. However, African Christians also consider very important the blessing of the Christian community on the new pair, and so the inclusion of a solemn church wedding, where vows are exchanged in the presence of many as witnesses.

African Christians are usually aware that the idea of two people becoming one flesh is a mystery (Eph 5:32). This meaning of one flesh refers to oneness that is beyond the physical union but rather to a new oneness that is a symbol of the whole person, a “communion of life” (Kisembo, Magesa and Shorter) in which the two are united in a common purpose. This means that Christian marriage is a covenant rather than simply a contract. While a covenant is a vow made before God, a promise “till death do us part,” a contract is a promise between people and can be broken. For this reason, the African cultural practice of marriage preparation takes a long time. With traditional societies shaken and weakened, the church in Africa realizes that as a new community she has a critical role of preparing couples for wedlock through premarital counseling so that Christian marriages built on sound cultural practices can stand the test of time.

5.2. Choosing a Marriage Partner. In traditional Africa, and due to the importance accorded the marital relationship, most communities would have parents arrange marriages for their children. In some other traditional African societies, a choice would be partly done by each team, with a young man identifying a likely bride and the parents taking over the negotiations. The third major way now is for two young people to make a choice themselves. All in all, within the church, variations of the traditional manner of choosing a spouse are practiced but all within a cultural milieu that ensures an individual and yet a family and community ownership of the marriage relationship, creating a web of support for the new couple. In most African traditional societies, it was imperative that girls marrying for the first time be virgins (Otite). This expectation, a common standard shared with African churches’ biblical understanding of marriage partners, has helped the Christian community, especially the evangelicals, to emphasize chastity in singleness and fidelity in marriage.

5.3. Steps That Lead to Marriage. In most of Africa, the progression of events leading to marriage may include all or most of the following steps: (a) First the coming of age of the young people, (b) identification of a girl by a young man, (c) after which the young man informs his parents of his intentions. (d) The parents and family quietly investigate the girl’s history, and (e) the young man’s parents consult the family of the girl and fix a date for an initial visit to indicate interest. (f) The young man’s family visits the girl’s family to break the ice, and (g) a date is set for a return visit by the girl’s family. (h) During these visits, the families agree on dowry, with most of them following a traditional exchange of items, each with meaning, and as a way of marking the growing belonging of each family to the other. (i) During this time, the couple’s courtship continues as each family checks out the character of the young people. (j) Eventually, dowry is paid, often over several occasions as the lengthy building of relationships continues, and (k) the wedding day is set. (l) The couple will go through premarital counseling at this point—both church-based and traditional. (m) The wedding nears and celebrations are held with a church wedding and reception, after which (n) the couple leaves for a brief honeymoon. (o) Two weeks or so after the wedding, the girl’s family visits the bridegroom’s family to confirm that their daughter “arrived.” (p) After this, the two families are one.

5.4. Polygamy in Africa. Polygamy, or the marriage of more than one wife to one man, is found in almost every African traditional society. Mbiti provides some arguments used to justify this kind of marital union: increased economic assets and more children in a society that values offspring. However, the church has struggled to educate its members that a Christian marriage is strictly between one man and one woman. Nonetheless, the church struggles with what to do with polygamous families when individuals or the whole family become Christian. Polyandry is extremely rare in Africa.

5.5. Divorce, Widowhood and Remarriage in Africa. Since marriage in Africa has been considered a lifelong indissoluble union, divorce has been rare, with spouses in troubled marriages encouraged to save the union. However, with increasing mobility, rising societal stresses, poor mate selection, decreasing coaching for young people and poor mentoring of premarital couples, the rate of divorce is on the increase. The church finds herself faced with questions like Should we allow divorce? Can divorced people be allowed to marry in church?

Widowhood raises similar questions, but it is easier to deal with remarriage. However, for many African traditional societies, a widowed man can remarry and is encouraged to do so two or so years after the death of his wife, especially where young children have been left by the deceased mother. However, the case is more difficult for widows because the woman leaves her home to join her husband’s family. She and her children belong there. After her husband’s death, she cannot walk away from her new family nor can she take her children away. This means that young widows in Africa are facing difficult issues of inheritance, loneliness and singleness. The church continues to struggle with these cultural challenges. In some traditional societies, wife inheritance was practiced where a brother of the dead man would take over his brother’s wife so that she and/or the children do not suffer. However, some of these practices have led to sexual union, sometimes to “bear children” for the dead brother, leading to the spread of HIV and AIDS and so on. The church in Africa once again faces the challenge of breaking these traditional practices in the light of the teaching of the gospel, such that the Christian family becomes the new community in the care of the widow and the orphan. G. K. Mwiti

See also SEXUALITY.
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MARTYRDOM.
See PERSECUTION AND MARTYRDOM.

 

MARXISM.
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MARY, MARIOLOGY

 

The expansion of the global Christian family has led to an interesting dialectic over the study of Mary and devotion to her. On the one hand, in those places where Protestants and Catholics may perceive themselves to be rivals, an atmosphere similar to the second generation of the Protestant Reformation predominates. One might think, for example, of Latin America. On the other, in places where Christianity is marginalized, and the communities are more likely to see themselves as allies, a new openness to dialogue is beginning to emerge. The following article places Protestant-Catholic Marian debates in their historical context and describes the contemporary milieu of Marian diversity in which dialogue is taking place.

1. The Development of Marian Belief and Practice

2. Mary in the Twentieth Century

3. Marian Diversity


 


1. The Development of Marian Belief and Practice

 

1.1. The Fathers. Ignatius of Antioch was the first to write about Mary outside the New Testament. His remarks reflect New Testament concerns: as Jesus’ mother, Mary guarantees Jesus’ humanity against rival *Gnostic claims. Later, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus and Tertullian placed Mary within the economy of *salvation. By naming Mary “the New Eve,” they drew upon and developed the Christ/Adam motif employed by Paul in Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15. Popular literature of the time such as The Protevangelium of James speculated about Mary’s virginity and purity, impacting later doctrine and devotion.

Among the Nicene and Post-Nicene fathers, Athanasius treated Mary as an example of Christian ascetism. Ambrose brought Athanasian concerns to the West. Most important are Cyril of Alexandria and Augustine. Cyril argued for the Christological necessity of the term theotokos (Mother of God) at the Council of Ephesus (431). He thereby justified well-established patterns of devotion and grounded all later developments. Augustine’s writings on predestination of and original sin set the terms and the timeline for medieval debates about the immaculate conception.

By the fifth century, Mary was understood to be the Mother of God, and as such, a perpetual virgin, sinless from birth, and a most powerful heavenly intercessor. Only the first term, however, had been dogmatically defined.

1.2. The Medievals. From the fifth to fifteenth centuries, the patristic picture developed. John of Damascus, among others, helped popularize the notion that Mary was bodily assumed into heaven. By the eighth century, the assumption was widely accepted.

While this concluded Marian development in the East, the West reasoned further on Mary’s purity and power as an intercessor. Of particular importance was the Feast of the Conception of Mary in England (inst. ca. 1030). Although suppressed by the Normans after the Conquest (1066), such was its popularity among Anglo-Saxons that it was reinstituted (1121). Subsequent British theologians, including Eadmer, Nicholas of St. Albans, William Ware and John Duns Scotus defended it, insisting that Scripture and tradition supported the idea that Mary was preserved from original sin from conception. Critics included St. Bernard of Clairvaux, Bonaventure and St. Thomas Aquinas. The medieval era ended with the debate over the immaculate conception ongoing.

In the medieval imagination, Mary’s intercessory power was a favorite theme. With the advent of feudalism, the Eastern image of Mary as a Byzantine empress found its counterpart in the Western image of the queen mother. As such she influenced her son, the king. Determining the manner of such influence proved difficult. Theologically, it was argued that Mary interceded in accordance with God’s will. When it came to piety, however, Jesus and Mary were often rivals, with the Mother of Mercy interceding with the Just Judge to overturn a righteous but harsh verdict. She could bend God’s will to her own. The Marian prayers of St. Anselm of Canterbury show that one mind could entertain this contradiction.

1.3. The Reformation. It was this latter image that fuelled Luther’s anti-Marian polemics. He accepted Mary’s perpetual virginity and holiness and sought Mary’s intercessions as late as 1521. He rejected piety that presented Jesus as an angry judge rather than a merciful savior. Calvin discarded all forms of Marian piety and resisted using the term theotokos lest he promote superstition. Among later Protestant theologians, Marian reflection dwindled until, by the nineteenth century, F. D. E. Schleiermacher dismissed Mary as irrelevant to Christian faith.

On the Catholic side, the Council of Trent said little about Mary—more important issues were at stake. Later generations systematized and formalized Marian doctrine and devotion and attempted (with varying degrees of success) to rein in abuses highlighted by the Reformers. Still, the disjunction between doctrine and devotion continued, even as a general trend toward greater exaltation persisted until the nineteenth century, culminating in Pius IX defining the immaculate conception as *dogma in 1854.



2. Mary in the Twentieth Century.

 

2.1. The Bodily Assumption. That act inaugurated a century dominated by Marian visions, including those of Labouré (Paris, 1830), Calvat and Giraud (LaSallette, 1846), Soubirous (Lourdes, 1858), Barbadette (Pontmain, 1871), dos Santos (Fátima, 1917), the five children of Beauraing (1932) and Beco (Banneux, 1933) and increased devotion. The Marian century ended in 1950, when Pius XII dogmatically defined the Bodily Assumption: at the end of her life, Mary was taken body and soul into heaven.

2.2. Vatican II and After. Foreshadowed by the biblically and patristically sober thought of John Henry Cardinal Newman, the Second Vatican Council located Mary within the Church as its first and most important member (Lumen Gentium, §§52-69). While affirming previous papal pronouncements, it grounded them in biblical and patristic sources and presented them in as ecumenically sensitive a way as possible. Pope Paul VI oversaw the implementation of the Council’s vision in the encyclical Cultus Marialis (1974), which based Marian devotion in biblical exegesis and the Church’s worship, while stressing openness to new anthropological insights and ecumenical advances.



3. Marian Diversity.

 

Over the next thirty years, discussion of Mary has flowered and diversified both within the Roman Catholic Church and in Protestant churches.

3.1. Feminist Approaches. Early Roman Catholic feminists, as exemplified by Rosemary Radford Ruether (New Woman, New Earth, 1975) criticized the dominant Marian tradition. Over time, however, feminist contributions have diversified. Elizabeth Johnson (Truly our Sister, 2003) represents the constructive potential of classical feminism (see Feminist Theology). Although critical of the harmful effects of Marian tradition on women, Johnson closely analyzes relevant New Testament texts to yield a biblically grounded, theologically minimal Mary, who models discipleship to contemporary female (and male) believers. Tina Beattie (God’s Mother, Eve’s Advocate, 2002) uses contemporary French psycholinguistics to defend and expand a theologically maximal Marian vision, to criticize patriarchal elements of that same tradition and to create a space for women within the church.

3.2. Global Approaches. Roman Catholic contributions from the South exhibit the same range. Sri Lankan theologian Tissa Balasuriya (Mary and Human Liberation, 1997) pursues a minimalist strategy similar to Johnson’s, emphasizing the biblical text, especially the Gospel of Luke. His sometimes combative style as much as his conclusions regarding original sin culminated in his 1997 excommunication. The excommunication was lifted in 1998. Brazilian theologian and (former) priest, Leonardo Boff (The Maternal Face of God, 1987) combines fervent Latin American Marian devotion and the modern emergence of “the feminine.” Just as Jesus is an incarnation of the Son, the divine masculine, Mary is a hypostasization of the Holy Spirit, the divine feminine. Boff’s proposal has produced strong negative reactions from feminists and traditionalists alike.

A growing number of theologians are fusing feminist and womanist with Southern concerns to generate a growing body of work. Of note are Chung Hyun Kyung (Korea), Marianne Katoppo (Indonesia), María Pilar Aquino and Ada María Isasi-Díaz (Hispanic/Latina).

3.3. Mary in Ecumenical Discussion. Finally, the same period has seen growing Protestant engagement with Marian thought and practice. At the level of official interconfessional work, positive exegetical and theological results can be found in Mary in the New Testament (1978) and The One Mediator, the Saints, and Mary (1992). Also of interest are the results of such unofficial dialogues and conferences as the Dombes Group in France and the Center for Catholic and Evangelical Theology in the United States. Even evangelical Protestants, who are more likely than any other Protestant segment to hold on to the anti-Catholic statements in their confessions, are emerging from their self-imposed silence to assess Marian traditions at the lay level (Mary: A Catholic-Evangelical Debate, 2004) and in the academy (Mary for Evangelicals, 2006).

This current variety is bound to continue across East-West, North-South and Protestant-Catholic divides.

See also GUADALUPE, OUR LADY OF; INVOCATION, VENERATION OF SAINTS.
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MEDIA

 

The word media is currently used in a number of different ways. Two usages are particularly noteworthy. First, media can be used to refer to the actual or main means of mass communication, such as the newspaper, radio and television. Second, others write about or talk of “the media,” not in reference to the actual forms of communication, but rather to describe the institutions and communities of journalists, editors and other professionals who make up the communications industry.

1. Definitions

2. Categorizing Media

3. Media Audiences

4. Media Contexts

5. Media Analysis


 


1. Definitions.

 

The first usage of media to refer to the actual or main means of mass communication—newspapers, the radio, television—is a contemporary meaning less than one hundred years old. Emerging in the United States only in the 1920s, it has a comparatively short history. Many of the earliest uses of this sense of the word were associated with advertising, becoming part of a shorthand used to describe the forms of communication which helped to carry news about merchandise to the wider public. There was genuine surprise and delight, particularly among advertisers, politicians and some church leaders from the 1920s onwards, at the perceived ability of various “mass media” to reach into the homes of millions of potential customers, voters or believers. The initial assumption was that hearts, minds and pocketbooks could be wooed by these powerful media tools, though this enthusiasm was soon tempered as the limitations of individual media power became clear. Nonetheless, these early optimistic expectations of mass communication have endured in several ways, including the taken-for-granted assumption that different forms of media can now provide almost instant communication across vast distances to large numbers of people.

The second usage of media refers not to the actual forms of communication, but rather to the institutions and communities of journalists, editors and other professionals who make up the communications industry. In this second sense, “the media” is often used in a similar fashion as “the press,” as a way of either describing the institutions which produce the papers and the programs or to refer to those who work as journalists and broadcasters. “The media” is therefore also used as a collective noun to describe both the organizations that provide news, information and entertainment for the public, and the people who provide this service, such as journalists, editors and producers. Another term used in a similar fashion is “the culture industries,” though unlike “the media” it can refer not only to filmmakers but also to producers of toys and other commodities (see Popular Culture). The result of such collective usage has led to the term “the media” sometimes being used in the singular in phrases like: “The media is attracted to stories about the election of a new pope” rather than “The media are attracted . . .”

As with so many other transformations and innovations in the English language, this development has been accelerated through its public exposure on different media. It is becoming more and more common to read in newspapers or hear on the radio phrases which turn the media into a single entity (e.g., “The media in Russia has marginalized churches emerging from outside the Orthodox tradition”). The drawback of such a singular use is that it provides little room for nuance or qualification. Many programs or newspapers provide alternative perspectives, critiquing other media or earlier coverage. For instance, several journalists criticized how some media organizations used the pictures of the Danish Embassy ablaze in Beirut (February 2006) as emblematic of the entire global Muslim response to the demeaning cartoon portrayals of the prophet Muhammad. Their conclusion: violent demonstrations were not, as alleged, the universal knee-jerk response found throughout the Muslim world. The media do not speak with a single voice.

In many cases retaining the plural form for “the media” provides a more accurate description of the multilayered and highly complex organizations, communities and technologies which make up the media. There is a sense in which the media as a singular entity is a social construction which does not fully reflect reality. The media is a not a single, homogeneous mass; even if it is often treated as such by those who are disparaging of journalists or the journalistic profession.

It is possible to extend the narrow functional usage of the word media, which primarily associates it with radio, television and the press, also to include more traditional media such as books, paintings and plays, as well as newer media such as films, computers and mobile phones. If the word media is used in such an inclusive fashion, how can these distinct means of communication be distinguished?



2. Categorizing Media.

 

One way of categorizing the different modes of communication is under the following headings.

2.1. Primary Media. Primary media include spoken or sung words, facial movements and other forms of nonverbal communication. For primary media to be in use the communicator would normally be present. In one sense the voice, the face or the body become themselves an embodiment of primary media in that they become the actual method of communication. Concrete examples of the use of primary media by Christians would include monks singing unaccompanied plainsong in monasteries, street or field preachers speaking to crowds of listeners, and liturgical dancers performing expressive interpretations of gospel stories.

2.2. Secondary Media. Secondary media refer to forms of communication such as writing, a painting, a carving, a play, music and even architecture, where the original creator does not normally need to be present for the media to be effective. Sometimes these different secondary media, as well as other forms of artistic expression such as a mosaic, a fresco or a sculpture are described as traditional media. A pen, brush, chisel or musical instrument are the tools of such secondary or traditional media. Examples of secondary media would be tablets of stone, illuminated manuscripts, printed Bibles, prayer books, mystery plays, stained glass windows and hymns. Churches and individual Christians have made extensive use of such secondary media for teaching and in worship. Missionaries and reformers have embraced pamphlets, tracts and posters to promote their understandings of Christianity. Some artists also use the word media in a specialist sense, referring to the actual materials that they use, such as oil paints for paintings, cloth for tapestries or stonework for sculptures. In many contexts, such as the Medieval West, it was the church who through patronage provided the resources to purchase these artistic media.

2.3. Electronic Media. Third are electronic media, such as radio, television, films and computers, where the communicator can appear to be present, while appearing to overcome barriers of time and space. These kinds of media usually rely upon electricity or other forms of industrial power. This category of electronic media is often now divided between the somewhat confusingly titled “old media” (such as the telegraph, *film and radio) and “new media” (such as the Internet, the mobile phone and other more recent technologies, like iPods and MP3 players, which are entirely reliant upon digital communication). An example of electronic media would be a television series such as Franco Zeffirelli’s Jesus of Nazareth (1977), while an example of using new electronic media would either be the discussions found on the Internet about the historical or theological issues raised by this series, or its relation to other Jesus films such as Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Gospel According to St Matthew (1964) or Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ (2003).

Obviously, these are not watertight categories as it is now not uncommon for a sermon to be broadcast by Vatican radio or a Renaissance painting to be “sent” as an email attachment. Likewise, some media are not so easily placed, such as a printed book or newspaper which now normally rely upon electricity for their production, but previously were produced by hand like other secondary media. Many Christians have tended to find primary and secondary media more conducive to their attempts to communicate their faith. The church’s record with the electronic, modern or mass media is more complex and among the mainstream denominations often more timid. It is clear that different theologies in various parts of the world are attracted to different media. So, for example, Christians with a strong sense of mission appear to have made more extensive use of radio and television programs.

2.4. Converging and Fragmenting Media. With digitization and the advent of new media, the term “mass media” has become rarer. Individuals and small communities, such as local churches, have far greater access to different media technologies. In many contexts the word media has been severed from the term mass, as a result of a growing awareness that the media comes in many different shapes and forms, which are both fragmenting and converging. Fragmentation is partly due to the explosion in the number of television channels, radio stations and websites, and convergence is partly a result of the merging of communication technologies and the limited number of international companies who now own these outlets. While some media allow communication between one and many, other media also facilitate contact between one individual and another. This use resonates with the original Latin meaning which emerges from the word medius, meaning the middle. Different media are often in the middle bridging the gap between persons or groups of people. The tragic irony is that the very media which can compress vast distances and bring people closer together can also be used to accentuate difference, to extend divides and to inflame already tense situations. For example, consider the use by extremist Hutus of two local radio stations and several newspapers before and during the Rwandan genocide in 1994 to stir up ethnic hatred. The potential of different media not only to be communicative bridges, but also to be communicative barriers merits careful consideration.



3. Media Audiences.

 

Up to this point both “media,” such as film, radio, television, the Internet, and “the media,” those organizations, communities or individuals who produce the material and use these media to communicate, have been considered. In other words, both different means or forms of communication (media) and the communities behind these expressive creations (the media) have been considered. To stop there, however, would be to leave out a vital element in the communicative triangle: the media audience. Their creative use of different media forms to interact with actual media organizations is instructive. Given that the church, from its earliest days, has made imaginative use of various primary media (such as preaching) and secondary media (such as books or pictures), how do Christians now interact with different and electronic media, both in their traditional and new manifestations? Over the last two thousand years the church (in its many forms) has been one of the most prolific users of various media, and yet especially more recently Christians have become some of the most vocal critics of the media industries and ways in which certain media are used. There is an intriguing dynamic, rarely reflected upon, between the different primary and secondary media that Christians and churches actually use, and the electronic media, and organizations behind them, which attract their suspicions, criticisms and even admiration.



4. Media Contexts.

 

One further vital element in the media equation is also often overlooked: the cultural context. The media’s cultural contexts are often used to refer to webs of meaning which are created, inherited, passed on and learned in different societies. Sometimes these webs are spun through different media, and therefore experienced as part of people’s everyday lives. The cultural context encircles the triangle of media audiences, media producers and specific media. In other words, the cultural context in which a film, television program or news report is watched is as significant as the context in which it is produced. Different media can contribute to an atmosphere of hatred as in Germany during the 1930s, or provide accounts of moves towards national healing as in South Africa through the broadcasting of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings during the 1990s. Electronic media can also reflect local expressions of Christianity.

For example, in Ghana and Nigeria, locally produced video films have proved far more popular than imported Hollywood movies. Why is this? There are a number of reasons. First, many of these local videos resonate with the current religious climate of the country, often representing ancestor worshippers as dangerous, missionary churches as ineffective, and the dominant form of Christianity, Pentecostalism, as powerful and spiritually influential. Second, the local films frequently feature popular parks, forests and well-known streets, as well as common habits and customs. In other words they are culturally embedded far more firmly than imported Hollywood or Bollywood films. Third, they are perceived to provide a useful social function, often providing morality tales to partners tempted to stray, or leaders sliding toward corrupt practices. While these video dramas are rarely produced by churches, they illustrate how their producers are sensitive to their cultural context and therefore their local markets.

Large *Pentecostal churches not only in West and Southern Africa, but also in Asia and Latin America make increasing use of radio broadcasts, video recordings and webcasts to make their worship more available to the wider world. While in Guatemala radio provides the main outlet for churches, in Brazil some Pentecostal leaders and churches own television stations or even an entire channel. These two contexts illustrate how in some countries Christian broadcasters remain on the media’s margins while in others they have made a space for themselves in the center of the media sphere. Just as, particularly during the 1980s, the programs of television evangelists were exported out of the United States, so now televangelists from other countries are starting to export their own locally produced programs.



5. Media Analysis.

 

For some theologians and church leaders analyzing the electronic media is something to avoid and to deprecate. Even for some broadcasters and journalists studying the media is a practice to deride. For some laypeople the media as a singular mass has become a target of blame, characterized as the cause of many of the world’s problems. Evidence of this public suspicion can be found in the ways in which the word media is used as an adjective or modifier before a noun to create terms often laden with disapproval such as “media hype,” “media speculation” or “media circus.” Even more neutral terms such as “media personality,” “media attention” or “mediagenic” are often used with an edge of opprobrium.

One reason for studying the media is to go beyond these stereotypes or caricatures. There are many other answers to the question of why study the media. Common responses by Christians include that it is important to understand the perceived secularizing tendency of the media, ways to resist its evil influence, or how more just and peaceful forms of communication can be developed. It is less usual to find answers that both celebrate and interrogate the churches’ own creative use of different media. The last two hundred years has seen a rapid evolution of media technologies, with the introduction of new media invariably provoking different responses from Christians: some embrace, some reject, some analyze and some make creative but critical use of different media. In imaginative contexts media are seen as gifts to be harnessed and potential expressions of God’s generous communicative action.

See also CULTURE AND SOCIETY; FILM; TECHNOLOGY; VISUAL CULTURE.
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MEDIEVAL THEOLOGY

 

Medieval theology is a broad discipline and generally encompasses European doctrinal developments, formulations, creedal statements and heretical movements from the period immediately following the ecumenical Council of Chalcedon (451) up until the eve of the Protestant *Reformation in the sixteenth century. This period can be roughly subdivided: (1) early medieval theology (500-1000), (2) scholasticism (1000-1300) and (3) late medieval theology (1300-1500).

During the early medieval period, doctrinal differences, already evident in the early church between the Eastern or Greek Church (later to be called Greek Orthodox [see Eastern Orthodox Theology]) and the Latin or Roman Catholic branch of Christendom solidified. Doctrinal tensions between the two increased steadily for five hundred years until a breaking point was reached in the formal schism of 1054. Of these two histories, that of the Western Latin Church was by far the more dynamic in terms of doctrinal innovation. The Eastern Church found itself facing a growing and aggressive *Islamic faith. That confrontation and the increasing isolation of the Byzantine Empire from the West, as well as its reverence for the great theologians of the early church era, slowed doctrinal innovation in the East.1. Monophysites and Monothelites

2. Western European Early Medieval Theology

3. Scholastic Theology

4. Late Medieval Challenges to Orthodoxy


 





1. Monophysites and Monothelites.

 

One early division within the Eastern Orthodox Church began almost immediately after the Council of Chalcedon and was directly related to its key formulation that the incarnate Christ possessed both human and divine natures (see Christology). A group now known as the monophysites (Greek for “one nature”) objected to the Chalcedonian pronouncement. The monophysite position was that in Jesus Christ there is but one nature and that nature is divine. Their rejection of the Chalcedonian formula had two bases: (1) They feared it would encourage Nestorians. (2) The great Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444), who led the charge against Nestorius at the Council of Ephesus in 431, had never used the terminology employed by the bishops at Chalcedon. So great was their reverence for this patriarch and his very words that they sought another way.

As the ranks of the monophysites began to swell and the rivals’ positions hardened, Byzantine Emperors Zeno (r. 474-491) and Justinian I (r. 527-565) tried to find some way to reconcile them with the orthodox position, but these attempts ultimately failed. This led to a union of three Eastern Christian groups: the Armenians, the Syrian Jacobites and the Egyptians under the monophysite banner.

In the seventh century, the Byzantine Empire faced a new crisis with the rise and rapid expansion of Islam. Emperors, longing to strengthen political ties among their wrangling Christian populations, urged churchmen to build a bridge to the monophysites. A compromise position first worked out in 624 proposed a new formula: there are two separate natures in the incarnate Christ but just one active principle (ĕnĕrgĕiân) as in Paul’s phrase “according to the working of his great power” (Eph 1:19). Sergius, the Patriarch of Constantinople, supported the idea and sent a draft of the new formula to Roman Pope Honorius who in his enthusiastic support coined the phrase “one will” in place of the original “one active principle.” This “one will” view was dubbed “monothelitism”—Christ had two distinct natures but just one will. Although two minor councils supported the idea, monothelitism was condemned in 680 at the Council of Constantinople, which asserted that Jesus Christ has two natures, human and divine, and two corresponding wills.

In the West, the period between the fall of the Roman Empire (c. 450) and 1000 AD is sometimes described as the “Dark Ages.” It was an era characterized by a general and progressive decline in literacy. The constant threat of barbarian raids or national invasion, as in the case of England under the Vikings, tended to retard the developments of learning and culture.

Monastic expansion during this period was vigorous, and the work of monks at copying and preserving biblical, theological, and secular literature especially in Ireland and Northumbria briefly countered the cultural decline. In the areas now known as France and southern Germany and lands to the east, the rule of Charlemagne (crowned emperor in 800) was a high point of political stability and ushered in a brief renaissance of education, art and learning.

Theological innovation in the West during this time was largely concerned with reworking doctrinal formulations that had been imperfectly hammered out in the early church era. It was a period of theological controversy and will be organized in a chronological manner in this article.



2. Western European Early Medieval T heolog y.

 

2.1. Pope Gregory I. Pope Gregory I (c. 540- 604), known as “The Great,” is commonly viewed as the first medieval pope and clearly one of the most influential shapers of the Latin Church in its second half-millennium. He was especially influential in promoting and refining the emerging doctrine of purgatory in the West. On this point the Eastern Orthodox Church, while affirming the importance of prayers for the dead, would not follow the Roman lead.

2.2. The Doctrine of Salvation. In the area of soteriology, the medieval church reworked issues raised a century earlier. The Second Council of Orange (529), took place in Arausio in southern France. Thirteen bishops met to dedicate a new church but also used the occasion to address some lingering issues raised by Augustine of Hippo and Pelagius in their famous literary debate over a century earlier. The bishops’ twenty-five dogmatic canons were clearly geared to slow the progress of semi-Pelagianism in Western churches. The issue at hand was divine grace. The semi-Pelagian view, as championed by Faustus of Riez (c. 408-c. 490), held that grace was crucial in *salvation but that the initial steps toward Christian faith were to be taken by “free” human will. God would respond, in this view, by offering more grace and thus a synergistic salvific process ensued. Pelagius had consistently downplayed the role of the Holy Spirit in moving the heart toward God or working internally upon the human conscience where *sin was involved.

The Council of Orange reiterated the Augustinian view that Adam’s sin affected all of humanity and that any human desire to be cleansed of that sin comes through the work of the Holy Spirit alone. Saving faith, desire for prayer, all turning of the will to do good, Christian courage, honors and so on are first and last the work of God. In essence the very love the believer has for God comes from God.

Pulling back from strict Augustianism, the bishops argued that no one was predestined to evil by the will and power of God. They also remained silent on the controversial issues of how sin is transmitted from Adam to all of humanity, whether grace is irresistible, and what becomes of an infant who has not been baptized.

2.3. The Filioque Controversy. Another doctrinal matter not fully resolved in the councils of the early church era involved the issue of essential equality among the members of the Holy *Trinity. This too would become a bone of contention between the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches. At the Council of Nicaea (325), bishops challenged by the heterodox views of Arius dealt at length with the issue of the co-equality and co-eternality of the Son with the Father, but when it came to the third person of the Holy Trinity, they simply stated, “We believe in the Holy Spirit.” In 381, the Council of Constantinople added a bit more creedal substance with the following: “We believe in the Holy Spirit who proceeds from the Father.” This phrase is clearly rooted in John 14:26.

Nearly two centuries later, in an attempt to counter Arian Christians in Spain who claimed that Christ was different from God the Father, the sixth-century Council of Toledo added the word filioque (and from the son) to a Latin creed describing the procession of the Holy Spirit.

The Orthodox Church objected to this addition, arguing that it went beyond what the Bible said about the procession of the Spirit, while affirming that Christ was co-equal and co-eternal with the Father. Both Eastern and Western theologians agreed that the Spirit was God, the third person of the Trinity, and that the temporal mission of the Holy Spirit began on the day of Pentecost. In an attempt to come to a meeting of minds, the East was willing to admit that the Spirit proceeds through the Son. The West for its part conceded that the Spirit proceeds chiefly from the Father. Despite these concessions, the argument raged for the better part of three centuries. In 867, Photius, the Patriarch of Constantinople, charged Pope Nicholas I with heresy on the issue of filioque. The two positions became entrenched and tended to further divide the two branches of Christendom, becoming a powerful force that eventually led to the formal schism of 1054 between the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches. The deeper problem of course was not strictly doctrinal but rather that of ecclesiastical authority. From the East’s perspective Roman popes, as exemplified by Nicholas I, were overstepping the resolutions of general councils in their claim of papal supremacy.

2.4. The Eucharistic Controversy. In the middle of the ninth century, the French monastery at Corbie (near Amiens) was the scene of a major theological debate on the issue of the Lord’s Supper. The key personalities were the Benedictine Abbot Paschasius Radbertus (c. 790-c. 860), and Ratramnus (d. 868), one of the monks at Corbie. Radbertus was an accomplished theologian and a skilled exegete, who wrote definitive commentaries on Lamentations and Matthew. His most notable work, however, was a theological treatise on the nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice entitled De corpore et sanguine Domini (On the Body and Blood of the Lord) (831). In this didactic piece written to instruct young monks, Radbertus, drawing upon the views of Ambrose of Milan, laid down the first systematic doctrinal treatise on the Eucharist.

Abbot Radbertus argued that Christ was literally and corporeally present in the Lord’s Supper and was communicated to the believer through the mouth. This bodily presence of Christ in the elements was identical with Christ’s historical body, that which was born of the Blessed Virgin Mary and had suffered on the cross. That same flesh and blood are miraculously recreated by an ordained priest at that moment in the mass when the host is elevated and the words “This is my body, . . . this is my blood” are spoken.

At the request of Charlemagne’s son, Emperor Charles the Bald, who had received a copy of Radbertus’s book as a Christmas gift, Ratramnus was asked to respond to his bishop and offer an opposing view on the Supper. Charles had two specific questions regarding the Eucharist: (1) whether the bread and wine received in the mouth of the faithful in church becomes Christ’s body and blood “in mystery or in truth?” and (2) whether the host on the altar is identical with that body born of Mary. In Ratramnus’s De corpore et sanguine Domini (On the Body and Blood of the Lord), he followed Augustine of Hippo, arguing that the sacraments of the altar are named for the things they signify, “blood” and “bread.” For the believing Christian there is a real spiritual presence of Christ in the elements that are food for the soul and which convey virtue and power, nevertheless, the elements remain bread and wine. Under the “cover of bread and wine, Christ’s spiritual body and spiritual bread do exist,” Ratramnus concluded.

Both men won advocates, but Radbertus’s view became the accepted treatment on the question of the Eucharist. At the Lateran Council of 1215, “transubstantiation” (trans, “change”; substantia, “substance”) was defined as de fide, “the faith.” The Roman Catholic Council of Trent in the mid-sixteenth century supported the view of Radbertus and placed the book of Ratramnus on the Index librorum prohibitorum, the official list of prohibited books.

2.5. The Predestinarian Controversy. Divine determinism, or the doctrine of predestination, is a problematic issue in every era of church history. The Eastern Church in the medieval period followed a free-will position on the issue of personal salvation: God, although he fore-knows who will choose and who will reject the gift of the gospel, does not elect a person to salvation but allows it to be determined by the free choice of the individual. The Western Church followed Augustine of Hippo in his anthropology and view of grace, but came to reject his view of “double predestination”—that God chooses both the elect for eternal glory and the reprobate for damnation before birth.

Gottschalk (c. 804-c. 869) was a high-born Saxon who, as a young child, was placed in the monastery at Fulda as an oblate. As he matured, Gottschalk attempted to secure his release from monastic vows since such a life was not his choice. A council held in Mainz in 829 decided in his favor. His new abbot, however, appealed to the emperor and had the ruling reversed. Gottschalk was made to remain true to his vows, but was allowed to relocate. At the monastery of Orbais, Gottschalk devoted his time to a study of Augustine and especially his views on predestination. Gottschalk openly argued in favor of double predestination and was successful in winning over several fellow monks to his views.

Gottschalk was called to the Synod of Mainz and told to recant. He would not do so. At the Synod of Chiersy, held the next year, he again refused to recant and was condemned as a heretic. Gottschalk was scourged, ordered to burn his books and was shut up in a prison. Languishing in his cell, Gottschalk wrote his Confessions in which he reiterated his view of double predestination. After an imprisonment of twenty years, Gottschalk was warned that unless he was willing to recant, he would be refused final communion and Christian burial on consecrated ground. He would not recant.



3. Scholastic Theology.

 

Scholastic theology developed in tandem with the rise of first cathedral schools and then universities that date from the late eleventh century in Western Europe. The term “scholastic” is from the Latin word schola, or school. The key teachers in the universities were known as “the Schoolmen.”

The Scholastic approach employed a method of synthetic analysis that was applied first to theology and then philosophy. First, a biblical text, theological issue, *doctrine or topic was chosen for special scrutiny. A close reading of the passage or passages was conducted to determine the “theories” of the author or authors involved. A review of what patristic and medieval authorities wrote on the subject was compiled. The Schoolmen looked for contradictions or clear disagreements in interpretation or explication. These were systematically organized in a series of brief summaries known as “sentences.” Once that basis for analysis had been established, the synthesis began. Seeming contradictions were dealt with in two primary ways, philologically and logically. The former, philological analysis, was an attempt to resolve problems by carefully defining terms and the ways they were used in different contexts. The latter, logical analysis, employed the syllogism and other tools to sort out subtle nuances and isolate subjective vagaries. The end result was a systematization of the data of theology. Ancient Greek philosophy and especially the works of Aristotle were often used to resolve or fully explain key issues.

3.1. Realism vs. Nominalism. A key debate that emerged in the Scholastic era was between “realists” and “nominalists“ on the nature of “universals.” “Humanity,” for example, is a universal to which all men, women and children belong. “Animals” is a universal to which every insect, bird, mollusk and so forth belongs. The crucial question in this debate is in what sense do the universal categories exist? Realism, in this philosophical context, draws its inspiration from Plato (c. 427-c. 347 BC). For realists, each “universal” exists in its own right apart from the human mind and independent of specific individuals that happen to belong to it. Nominalism could better be described as “conceptualism,” in that the nominalist holds that the “universal” is merely a concept of the human mind. For a nominalist, whether or not two things fall into the same universal category is solely based upon a human decision to call them by the same name.

3.2. Anselm of Canterbury. Anselm of Canterbury (c. 1033-1109) was one of the first and most influential thinkers of the early Scholastic period. Born in Italy, he rose to prominence in the church first as the Abbot of the monastery of Bec in Normandy and then as the Archbishop of Canterbury in England in 1093. In the great Scholastic debate just described, Anselm was a realist. His life’s motto, credo ut intelligam, “I believe in order that I may understand,” echoed Augustine of Hippo and was a clarion call to Christians to build a life of the mind upon the solid foundation of faith in God. To Anselm, all universals exist in the mind of the divine Creator.

His Cur Deus homo (Why Did God Become Human?), written in 1098, dealt with the doctrine of the atoning work of Christ. Anselm found the prevailing “ransom to Satan” theory, developed by Origen in the third century and affirmed by Gregory of Nyssa in the fourth, to be an inadequate doctrine with no sound grounding in Holy Scripture. In its place, Anselm introduced a “satisfaction” theory. For Anselm, a creature owed its creator reverence and honor, demonstrated by obedience. Humankind, from Adam onwards, failed to honor God by sinning, defrauding the Almighty of his due. Jesus Christ suffered as a substitute for all. In the act of crucifixion on Calvary’s cross, the God-Man demonstrated the ultimate act of obedience to the Father. So great was the act of honoring God that enough honor remained to atone for humans. Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century and Luther and Calvin in the sixteenth would further refine this first satisfaction theory, adding a penal element.

Anselm is perhaps best known today for his “Ontological Argument for the Existence of God,” which was developed in his philosophical work Proslogion (1079). In this work Anselm attempts to reason his way to God’s existence starting from a definition of God as id quo nihil majus cogitari posit (that than which nothing greater can be conceived). Even the fool of Psalm 14 who said in his heart “there is no God,” can conceive by that same heart of “that than which nothing greater can be conceived,” he argued. That conception must, in the final analysis, demonstrate existence since things that exist are greater than things merely imagined. This line of argument generated immediate rebuttals and a long line of explicators and defenders reaching down to the present.

3.3. Pierre Abelard. Pierre Abelard (1079- 1143) rose to fame in Paris as a teacher of dialectic method and later of theology at the Cathedral School of Notre Dame. His lively classroom style attracted students from all over Europe to his lectures.

Abelard’s career was dogged by theological controversy. His work Sic et non (Yes and No) promoted the conviction that doubt was a valuable asset in the study of theology. In this work, he gathered seeming contradictions in Scripture and the writings of the Fathers, with the hope that in seeing the problems, students would work to reconcile them. This little book had a great impact upon the development of Scholastic method.

In the context of the great philosophical debate of his time, Abelard was a nominalist and a severe critic of Anselm on many levels. He agreed with Anselm that the “ransom to Satan” theory of the *atonement was unsustainable, but disagreed on the central idea that a substitution for the guilt of human sin was necessary. God could, Abelard reasoned in his commentary on the book of Romans, pardon us without requiring Christ’s incarnation and death. So then why did God send his Son to the cross? For Abelard, Christ came and died to perfectly and finally demonstrate divine love for humankind. By this act, we receive the most powerful persuasion to turn to and love God. Thus, Abelard’s theory of the atonement has been called the “moral influence” theory.

Abelard’s nominalist bent also ignited a theological firestorm on the issue of the Trinity. He argued that only individual things exist and the terms humans use to describe universals are mere abstractions. When this idea was applied to the nature of the Godhead, Abelard urged that the individual members of the Trinity, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, have existence but that the “One God” seems to be a theological abstraction. He added more fuel to the fire by seeming to deny any sense of mystery to the nature of the Trinity, and implying that human reason could, in the end, fully grasp it. These musings led to a charge of heresy but it was eventually dropped.

3.4. Peter Lombard. Known as the “Master of the Sentences,” Italian-born Peter Lombard (c.1100-1160), like Abelard, taught in the Cathedral School of Paris and towards the end of his life he became bishop of that key Christian city. Peter was an exegete with commentaries on the Epistles of Paul and the Psalms, but his key influence on late medieval theology came through his monumental mid-twelfth-century work Sententiarum libri quatuor (Four Books of Sentences) known commonly in English as The Sentences of Peter Lombard.

This work was laid out in four large books and dealt systematically with the doctrines of the Trinity, creation, sin, the incarnation of Christ, Christian virtues, the *sacraments and the Four Last Things. Each of these topics was arranged with key passages from the Bible and comments from the best Greek and Latin theologians, organized to help the student view the key issues involved in each doctrine. The popularity of this work was phenomenal. After the Lateran Council of 1215, Peter’s Sentences became the standard textbook for theological education in the Roman Catholic tradition up through the sixteenth century.

3.5. The Fourth Lateran Council. In 1215, Innocent III (1160-1216), the first pope to take the title “Vicar of Christ on Earth,” assembled a great council of the church to deal with heresy and to codify sound Catholic doctrine. It was the twelfth ecumenical council (as reckoned by the Latin Church) and one of the greatest in terms of churchmen attending, including 71 patriarchs and metropolitans led by the Patriarch of Constantinople, 412 bishops, and over 900 abbots and priors. All were summoned to the Lateran Palace in Rome and presented with 70 canons already drawn up by the Pope. The work of the delegates was to ratify those theological and ecclesiastical pronouncements.

The first canon dealt with the sacrament of Eucharist, and it was in 1215 that the term “transubstantiation” was first used to describe the “miracle of the altar,” the transition from bread and wine into the very body and blood of Jesus Christ. Innocent’s canons condemned false teachers like Joachim of Fiore and instituted procedures and penalties against heretics and schismatics. The Pope’s fourth canon urged the Eastern Church to reunite with Rome, and his fifth stated that the primacy of the pope should be recognized by all Christians (see Papacy). It could be argued that during Innocent’s reign the medieval papacy reached its zenith, while the high point in medieval theology would be reached in the writings of a man born ten years after the Lateran Council met.

3.6. Thomas Aquinas. Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225-1274), known as the “Angelic Doctor,” rose in the church through the ranks of the Dominican order of monks to become the dominant figure in thirteenth-century scholasticism. Born and raised in Italy, Thomas spent most of his adult years in Paris, first as a student under Albertus Magnus and then as a lecturer, and later as a professor. During this last period, he was deeply influenced by Aristotle, and wrote commentaries on many key Aristotelian works. Like so many others, he wrote a commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, as well as exegetical commentaries on the Gospels and Epistles and the Old Testament works of Job, Psalms, Isaiah and Jeremiah.

Thomas’s crowning work, Summa Theologica, or “sum of theology,” was a massive systematic compendium of precise answers to carefully crafted theological questions. His Summa was to become the central foundation upon which Roman Catholic *dogma was based.

Any analysis of Thomas’s core theological precepts has to include the interplay between God’s “grace” and human “faith” and “reason.” Theology was a science to Thomas. God’s revelation, both special (as delivered in the Bible and the incarnate Christ) and general (that which flows through observation of the created order), was data to be processed by means of faith and reason. Certain specific doctrines, including the resurrection of the body, the incarnation of Christ, original sin, the Trinity and purgatory can only be understood and be embraced by faith acting upon the Word of God. Other theological truths, such as the eternity and existence of God, his power of creation, simplicity and providential care, are accessible through reason. So to Thomas “grace” and “nature” flow together to enhance and mutually support divine revelation.

Thomas gave special attention to the incarnation of Christ and the nature of the sacraments. He argued that the Son of Man was born into this world to remove the contamination of sin and restore human nature, but he did not hold—like so many before and after him—to the immaculate conception of the Blessed Virgin. Jesus Christ had a real human body, a true rational soul and was perfect undiminished deity. Thomas affirmed all seven sacraments as instituted by Christ and argued that the Eucharist was the highest and most essential channel of grace.



4. Late Medieval Challenges to Orthodoxy.

 

The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were tumultuous for the Roman Catholic Church due to a plethora of natural and manmade crises. The Bubonic plague struck Western Europe in 1347, taking a devastating toll on human life. The scandalous “Great Schism” began in 1378 in which first two, then three men claimed to be the true pope and subsequently divided up the countries of Western Christendom between them. The two centuries were also witness to the beginning of the great Inquisition of the Church against heresy and witchcraft.

Theologically, two trajectories developed in this period that would both influence the sixteenth-century Protestant and Catholic Reformations. Both doctrinal vectors began in England, one in the work of John Dun Scotus (c. 1266-1308) and the other with John Wycliffe (c. 1330-1384).

The Franciscan order produced the realist theologian and philosopher Scotus, who was to mentor his fellow Franciscan friar William of Ockham (c. 1285-c. 1347). Scotus, a name that reflects his probable birthplace as Duns, Scotland, was ordained in England before study at Oxford and Paris. His influence came not so much through major theological tomes but rather through an approach to theology that was really a continuation of early Franciscan realist thinking that was grounded in Plato and Augustine. It is now called “Scotism.” Scotism subtly merged Augustinian elements with Aristotelian ideas and used these to counter the dominant pronouncements of the School of Thomas Aquinas.

Ockham, a student of Scotus at Oxford and again in Paris, became a teacher at the University of Paris in 1320 and focused on the works of Aristotle, especially his treatises on physics and logic. His writings reflect an extreme nominalism that countered Scotism. Ockham is commonly associated with his “Law of Parsimony” or “Ockham’s Razor”: in seeking to explain why or how something works, eliminate every hypothetical that is not absolutely necessary. In other words, always pare down your explanation to the fewest number of possible causes, extraneous factors and other variables.

The theological seeds of both Scotus and Ockham took root in the German Scholastic theologian Gabriel Biel (1420-1495), who was first a student at and then on the faculty of the University of Heidelberg. Biel’s theology is masterfully analyzed by H. A. Oberman in his The Harvest of Medieval Theology. Oberman turned to Biel’s numerous sermonic materials to help interpret his formal works, On the Canon of the Mass and Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard.

Biel emerges as a theologian who easily navigates between seeming contradictions. Although a nominalist who claims Ockham for his mentor, Biel nevertheless is very tolerant of realism. He acknowledges the supremacy of the pope in Rome yet subtly maintains the superiority of general councils in maters of doctrine. On the issues of sin, grace and salvation, Biel masterfully argues in favor of semi-Pelagian-ism.

John Wycliffe (or Wyclif) was an English philosopher-theologian who lived most of his adult life at Oxford as a member of the university faculty. Wycliffe’s teaching took him far outside of the orbit of Rome, which resulted in charges of heresy. He insisted in his works De ecclesia (The Church) and especially in De veritate sacrae scripturae (The Truth of Sacred Scripture) (1377) that the Bible was the sole and final authority for doctrine and no church council could add to its authority. As a corollary to that pronouncement, he urged that the sacred text be made available to Christians in their vernacular “mother tongue.” On other sensitive issues, Wycliffe argued in De apostasia (The Falling Away) (1382) that there was little evidence in the Bible for the monastic life as it was lived in his day; he also argued in De Eucharistia (On the Eucharist) (1382) that there was little scriptural basis for the doctrine of transubstantiation. This last pronouncement led to his removal from Oxford as a dangerous schismatic. Wycliffe was to have lasting influence through the Lollard movement in England and the reforms of Jan Hus in Bohemia.

See also COUNTER REFORMATION; ECUMENICAL COUNCILS; PATRISTIC THEOLOGY; REFORMATION.
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MELANESIA.
See PACIFIC ISLAND THEOLOGY.

 

MENNONITE THEOLOGY.
See ANABAPTIST THEOLOGY.





MESSIANIC JUDAISM

 

Messianic *Judaism refers to a movement primarily associated with Jewish people who have come to believe in Jesus (Yeshua, in Hebrew) as the promised Messiah and who have remained connected or committed in some way to Jewish life and identity. Messianic Jews, and non-Jewish participants who become involved in the Messianic movement, understand Jewish people who believe in Jesus and remain Jewish to be a significant part of God’s ongoing plan of redemption and consummation.

Messianic Jews choose to self-identify as Jews. As such, Messianic Judaism maintains the customs, feasts, terminology and language of the Jewish people in its faith-life and expression. While most congregations include traditional prayers and Torah readings, along with New Testament readings, the style and flavor of congregations can vary. Congregations usually meet on Friday evening or Saturday morning in observance of the sabbath day. Many congregations incorporate what has become known as Davidic praise and worship, in the form of group dance and live music. Messianic Judaism distinguishes itself from Hebrew Christianity in that Hebrew Christians are those of Jewish descent who primarily identify themselves with the Gentile Christian church culture and community.

The continued witness of the Jewish people is an important aspect of Messianic Judaism. The maintaining of Jewish identity goes hand in hand with Jewish praxis. Within Messianic Judaism there are various positions regarding the extent to which Messianic Jews should follow practices born of the Mosaic Covenant. While for some, certain practices are incumbent upon all Jews, for others one may choose what one finds meaningful. What is agreed upon is the importance of Jewish people coming to know the Messiah while remaining a integral part of Jewish life and heritage. This is seen as a significant step in the salvation of “all Israel” (Rom 11:26) and in the overarching plan of God in bringing mutual blessing between the Jewish people and the nations.

Many see the existence of Messianic Judaism as a restoration movement and as a bridge between the church and the Jewish people. Messianic Judaism expresses the faith and life of the gospel in Jewish terms that go back to its roots and provides the Jewish people with the good news from a Jewish perspective. This, in turn, provides the church with new appreciation of the life and faith of the Jewish Jesus.

Messianic Judaism subscribes to an evangelical understanding regarding the Godhead and the person and work of Christ. Both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament are embraced as the Word of God. God’s promised restoration of Israel, both physically and spiritually, is understood to be a central theme of God’s work in the world.

Messianic Jews are present almost anywhere in the world where there are Jewish people. There are at least eighteen countries, ranging from South America to the former Soviet republics, where messianic congregations exist (International Alliance of Messianic Congregations and Synagogues: <www.iamcs.org/Directory.php>). It is estimated that there are tens of thousands of Messianic Jews in the United States alone (Congregation Beth Yeshua: <www.cby.org/mj.html>).

See also JUDAISM; ZIONISM, CHRISTIAN.
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MESTERS, CARLOS.
See LIBERATION THEOLOGY.

 

MESTIZAJE.
See HYBRIDITY.

 

MESTIZOS.
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METAPHOR

 

Metaphor has long been considered one of the figures of speech and is classed together with simile because it also involves the comparison of two things, but without the use of “as” or “like.” Recent theories, however, have challenged this traditional understanding. The transformation in the understanding of metaphor has led to the recognition of the metaphorical character of much of religious language and to the development of a “metaphorical theology.”

Aristotle was the first to articulate a theory of metaphor. Aristotle explains metaphor as a phenomenon of substitution, in which a noun is borrowed from a different context to take the place of an equivalent literal expression. The basis of substitution is the existence of a resemblance in the qualities of two words in a sentence. From this perspective, metaphors are mainly ornamental, emotive and stylistic devices, which do not add new meaning to a sentence.

In contrast to a substitution theory are tensive or interaction theories of metaphor.

Among the primary theorists are Monroe C. Beardsley, I. A. Richards and Max Black. Although there are differences in their theories, they have similarities in that they all focus on the metaphorical statement instead of on the word as the locus of meaning. Moreover, they all emphasize that a metaphor produces new meaning. This new meaning emerges out of the interaction of two thoughts or meanings in a single statement.

Paul Ricoeur develops these ideas further by subsuming the “substitution theory” under the tensive theory. Thus, the work of resemblance in Aristotelian theory still plays a role, but what it does is to lessen the absurdity that arises from a literal interpretation of a metaphorical statement. Resolving this semantic dissonance produces semantic innovation, a new way of seeing, in which an appearance of kinship is seen when previously such a relationship did not exist or was not perceived. Ricoeur proposes that metaphor, like all poetic discourses, has a split reference. The first-level literal reference is abolished to release a second-level reference, which captures a reality that is inaccessible to direct description. Thus, a metaphor is irreplaceable and untranslatable, so that one can only approximate its meaning in paraphrasing it.

Drawing from tensive theories of metaphor, Sallie McFague emphasizes the importance of “metaphorical thinking” in theology. This involves the recognition that religious language encapsulates the essence of a metaphor—there is tension between what is and what is not, as well as flexibility, partiality and indirectness in usage. The metaphorical character of religious language can inform theological discourse as the latter emphasizes not only single metaphors, but also models as dominant metaphors with structural and organizing power. McFague proposes new metaphors for the divine-human relationship that are liberating to women, such as mother, lover and friend (see Feminist Theology).

Although Asian theologians have not clearly articulated the role of metaphor in their theology, their emphasis on nature, story, imagination and appropriating traditional cultural resources has necessitated the extensive use of metaphors. An example is C.-S. Song, who stresses the importance of “theological imaging,” in the same way that poets and painters image their subjects. Hence, his theology is full of metaphors drawn from nature and from Asian daily life.

See also MYTH.
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METHODIST THEOLOGY.
See WESLEYANISM, WESLEYAN THEOLOGY.

 

MICRONESIA.
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MIDDLE EASTERN AND ARAB THEOLOGY

 

The theology of both the oriental church families and the relatively new Christian communities in the Arab world has been quite conservative in comparison to their Western counterparts. Yet in this context in the twentieth century a Palestinian liberation theology has been developed.1. Theology in the Arab World

2. Major Issues in Contemporary Arab Theology

3. Naim Ateek and the Activities of Sabeel


 





1. Theology in the Arab World.

 

Christian theology in the Arab world has been very conservative since the advent of *Islam in the seventh century. The oriental church families have continued to define themselves in terms of the creeds of the *ecumenical councils; not only have they continued defining their theologies by the decisions of these councils, but these councils have also defined, until today, what these churches find important to theologize about. This theological conservatism was occasioned in part by the coming of Islam and its oppression of the church. This created a milieu in which the church families tended to hold on strongly to their historic faith. Islam also created an environment in which free theological reflection was deemed haraam (taboo). This affected the churches’ conservationist approach to what had been handed over from the fathers of the church through the councils. The relatively new Christian communities that have formed since Roman Catholic and Protestant mission work in the Arab World have also remained theologically conservative compared to their Western counterparts.

Recently, however, Arab theologians have begun to address the most pressing issues currently facing Middle Eastern Protestant Christianity (Stephanous). Within the Arab world, the relationship between Christianity and *Judaism has been of pressing importance ever since the founding of modern Israel. Among the issues considered are concepts of covenant and the *land, and the significance of Jesus being Jewish. Further issues include *universalism; ecumenical efforts in the Middle East; the status of women in Arabic society in general and within the church; and the quest for a Christian Arabic cultural and political identity within the Islamic context.



2. Major Issues in Contemporary Arab T heolog y.

 

2.1. Modern Israel, Christianity and the Role of the Old Testament. The establishment in 1948 of the modern state of Israel as a religious state in the Middle East has had a major impact on the region. Not only did it change the racial balance, but it also changed methods of thinking and religious concepts. However, the most serious change has been the rejection of the other. As mutual violence in this region increased, Christian and Muslim Arabs started reading the Old Testament in an effort to understand the reasons for Israeli violence. Some Christians and Muslims mistakenly came to believe not only that the Old Testament is full of violence but that the God of the Old Testament encourages and legitimizes murder and violence to achieve the triumph of his chosen people. This has resulted in the deliberate neglect and marginalization of the Old Testament in the Christian faith in the Middle East, although it is part of God’s inspired Word.

In the face of this troubled context, it has become necessary to reflect anew on the portrayal of God in the Old Testament. Arab theologians have explored God’s image as the Creator and his relationship with his creation, as well as his role as judge and the question of how God fulfills justice for Israel and the rest of nations. The God of the Old Testament, seen in divine supremacy and love, is the same God who has been revealed in Jesus Christ.

It has also been necessary to differentiate between Israel in the Old Testament and the modern state of Israel. In the Middle Eastern context, the doctrine of the covenant is considered to be a major issue in biblical studies. In fact, many think that our understanding of the covenant is crucial in reforming theological thought. Recently, many false concepts of God’s covenant with his people have emerged, especially concepts relating to God’s covenant with the Israeli people and the state of Israel, and the concept of God’s covenant with the church.

Arabic theologians stress that the concept of covenant is not limited to the issue of the *land but also extends to all aspects of our contemporary life. There are many different covenants in the Bible—the covenants with Abraham, Moses and David, and lastly the covenant between God and his son Jesus Christ. In the Middle Eastern context, the relationship between the covenant and the law is especially important, as is the relationship between the Jews and the land of Palestine. Arab theologians believe that the immigration of the ethnic Jewish people to Palestine during the twentieth century was not a fulfillment of Old Testament covenants, and therefore does not have any theological value or significance.

The identity of Jesus and his relationship to Judaism is another one of the issues that concern Arab theologians in the Middle East. This is especially true due to the escalation of tensions and hatred between Christian and Muslim Arabs on the one hand, and between Christian Arabs and Jews on the other. Accordingly, some have found it necessary to study the different claims and to separate Jesus from his Jewish background. This latter position is strongly advocated by some Arab Christians because of their love of Jesus Christ and their hatred of Judaism. Alternatively, others depict Christianity as an integral part of Judaism. This viewpoint is currently supported by many Westerners and is driven by their sympathy for the Jews. Given this context, a Christology that is based on the titles Jesus used for himself or the titles that were bestowed on him by the church—such as Christ, Son of God, Son of Man and Servant of God—is important to help understand Jesus in his historical Jewish context. Furthermore, it must be stated that the church is the spiritual connection to the Old Testament concept of the people of God.

2.2. The Status of Women. When we come to the situation of women, one can argue that women in the Middle East suffer from discrimination and injustice. Thus, it has become important to study the history of women in the Middle East in an effort to discover the reasons for this crisis. Further, Christians have sought to address the issue of how to promote the status of women in the Middle East, and especially that of Christian women in the church.

It is impossible to look at this issue without understanding the status of women within Islam, which is the dominant culture in the region. Modern political Islamic movements are seeking to marginalize women. Likewise, we note that the Arabic Church often marginalizes women as well. Because of a closely literal interpretation of Scripture, women have not been permitted to occupy leading positions in the church. Thus, it has become important to face issues of discrimination by interpreting biblical texts about women in light of the spirit of the New Testament, which is directed toward equality between genders.

2.3. Salvation and Universalism. Understanding the doctrine of *salvation is another challenge in the Middle East. In the contemporary Arab community, the prevailing concept of salvation is based on exclusion. Exclusion always rejects, ignores or degrades the other, given the assumption that the other is “atheist.” Exclusion allows for eliminating the other. It has become essential for Arab Christians to adjust their attitude toward the other, whether the other is someone who embraces a different religion or denomination, or is one who has a different ethnicity or gender. Accordingly, there is a necessity to reflect on different theological assumptions as they explore the question of whether God might save non-Christians.

Contemporary theologians have begun discussing different notions related to salvation of non-Christians. There are three basic viewpoints. First, there is the restrictive and exclusive belief that there is no divine saving revelation outside Christianity. Such a belief totally precludes the possibility that God saves those who have not heard the gospel. Second, an inclusive understanding emphasizes that there is no complete divine saving revelation apart from Christ, and that there is no expression of divine salvation that does not refer to Christ. This notion is frequently used to suggest that others who are not Christians might still be included within God’s salvation. Prominent models for this theological viewpoint have been explored in dialogue with Western theologians, and especially those within the Roman Catholic Church since the Second *Vatican Council. Third, a pluralistic understanding maintains that there is no divine revelation but only human experience. In this view, all religions are similar in their human efforts to communicate with the absolute (see Religions, Theology of).

Some contemporary theologians argue from Scripture and Christian theology that salvation exists within the framework of the saving act of the Holy Spirit. Within the Arab context, theological reflection and debate on this issue will continue to be important in developing a Christian theology of other religions.

2.4. Ecumenical Movements. There are a wide variety of denominations represented in the churches of the Middle East. In fact, the church’s history includes extended periods of division, separation and conflict. It was under these conditions that an ecumenical movement emerged. Churches tried to work collaboratively and to develop alliances which built harmony while seeking to develop a joint response to common challenges.

However important it is that Christians continue to follow up the early endeavors of ecumenism in the Middle East, it poses challenges to Middle Eastern evangelism. The evangelical church is concerned not to lose its preaching role. Within the Middle East, Christianity, and especially Protestant Christianity, is often viewed as being Western. Since the emergence of East-West conflict, the Arab world has faced an identity crisis. This in turn has resulted in the church being viewed with great suspicion. In light of these pressures, a contemporary Arabic theology seeks to empower the Christian presence in the Middle East. At the same time, it works to continue the role of the ecumenical evangelical movement, which supports the principle of co-existence and dialogue between religions.

2.5. Cultural Identity and Politics. Culture and identity determines the method that is adopted in handling the current situation in the Middle East. Presently we can see three broad responses. Many Arab Christians seek to withdraw from society, to form isolated islands apart from the surrounding community in order to avoid the danger of the disintegration of their religious identity and their fusion with the Muslim majority. On the other extreme are those Arab Christians who believe that the solution lies in adopting the sayings and concepts of political Islam as a form of political nationalism.

A third view envisions emphasizing the multiplicity of identities that characterize Arab Christians. It emphasizes the need to discuss the development of Arab thought as an ideological basis for political and cultural participation, without either exclusion or dissolution. In this context, it is important to study the intellectual characteristics that are manifest in the Christian minorities within the Arabic-speaking region. Further, a new framework has to be built which supports the principle of nationalism and establishes the effective and dynamic participation of Arab Christians in politics. This framework must be based on positive values that benefit society as a whole rather than seeking to benefit one particular (religious) group over another.

A. Z. Stephanous



3. Naim Ateek and the Activities of Sabeel.

 

In addition to these more general theological reflections, within the environment of conservative theology, an indigenous Arab theology has begun to emerge. The Anglican Palestinian priest Naim Ateek (1937-) has developed a contextual theology for Palestinian Christians called Palestinian liberation theology, which has been widely influential. Ateek was inspired by the *liberation theologies that developed earlier in Latin America and elsewhere. During his studies in the United States in the 1960s he came in touch with liberation theology, and he has been the principal theologian in the Arab World to adopt and develop these ideas. This process began while Ateek was a priest to the Palestinian congregation at St. George’s Cathedral in Jerusalem (1985-1997). In the early 1990s he began to organize theological conferences and formalized his work in the Sabeel Ecumenical Liberation Theology Center in Jerusalem. The Arabic word al-sabeel means “spring of water” or “the way,” and for Sabeel, it refers to Jesus Christ.

In Palestine Sabeel organizes conferences, days of fasting for Jerusalem and publishes a magazine, Cornerstone, which is mostly aimed at a North American and European Christian audience. This focus on the Western world is no coincidence, as Sabeel’s message does not have a ready audience in Palestine, where the number of Christians is small and dwindling. Sabeel offers what it calls “Witness Visits for Justice and Peace” to the Holy Land for Western Christians interested in studying Palestinian issues. The organization endeavors to awaken the churches in the Western world to the plight of the Palestinians in order to create political pressure on Israel for a just peace with the Palestinians. In the United States and Europe, Sabeel encourages a campaign of morally responsible investment, suggesting that churches and companies should not invest any capital in Israel until it withdraws to the legitimate borders of 1967.

3.1. Why a Palestinian Liberation Theology?

3.1.1. Answer to Pastoral and Theological Questions. In Cornerstone’s first issue Ateek argued the need for a Palestinian liberation theology:On a pastoral level, some of the Palestinian clergy were working with the people at the grassroots and listening to their cries. They found themselves needing to give them help and respond, not only to their physical sufferings, but also to the way these sufferings were being aggravated by the religious argument in the political conflict. People were asking “Where is God in all of this? Why does God allow the confiscation of our land? Why does God allow the occupation and oppression of our people?” We needed to work out a Palestinian theology of liberation as a pastoral response to many such questions. In addition, many of the Palestinian Christians wanted to abandon the Bible, particularly the Old Testament which was being used to justify their suffering. However, as Christians the Bible is essential to our faith, so it was necessary to find in the Bible the God of justice, the God who is concerned with the oppressed, who is concerned with the Palestinians as the oppressed of this land. (Cornerstone 1, 1994)




 




Sabeel endeavors to solve the dilemma of the Holy Land. While it is widely seen as the place where heaven touched earth in the incarnation, for Palestinians it seems to be the most God-forsaken place. Sabeel believes that the church, not God, is conspicuously absent. It therefore wants the church to play a role in society, especially in the search for a just peace and for Palestinian statehood.

3.1.2. Political Context and Views of Sabeel. For Ateek and the community of Sabeel, the Israeli occupation of Gaza, the West Bank and East Jerusalem alongside the struggle of the Palestinian people for independent statehood is the defining context in which their Palestinian theology is developed.

Sabeel is outspoken in its criticism of the United States’ support for Israel, stating that it contravenes international law and many resolutions of the United Nations Security Council. Sabeel stresses that Palestinian Christians are ethnically Arab and that they with their Muslim brothers and sisters make up one Palestinian nation. Christians and Muslims struggle together for the same objectives, namely liberty, independence and sovereignty. This approach is lofty, though hardly reflected in the attitude of Palestinian Muslims toward Christians. Whereas until the 1970s Christians played an important role in some of the secular liberation organizations, those days are over and Islam is now the unifying factor in the Palestinian struggle for liberation.

Sabeel envisions a Palestine where both Christians and Muslims can live their faith to the full extent. The organization has no problem with the idea that the president of Palestine should always be a Muslim, as long as Christians are represented in all other functions of the state. Sabeel also accepts that the Islamic shari‘a should form one of the sources of the law of the state. Secularism, as the Western model for statehood, is not seen as desirable for the Christians of Palestine.

The major theological challenge for Ateek is Christian *Zionism. It has been successful in providing not only theological justification for Palestinian displacement, forced exile and continued oppression but also is directly responsible for marshaling material resources to the Israelis (Cornerstone 1, 1994). Ateek therefore strongly opposes the International Christian Embassy in Jerusalem (ICEJ), which publicly and theologically supports the annexation of East Jerusalem by Israel, as well as much of its other policies directed against Palestinians.

3.2. Major Issues for a Palestinian Liberation Theology.

3.2.1. The Death and Resurrection of Christ and Its Implications for Palestine. Sabeel holds to the Christian views of the triune God and of Christ as expressed in the historic confessions of the church. They also stress the historic reality of the death and the physical resurrection of Christ for the forgiveness of sins as this vindicates Jesus’ claim that he is the Son of God. In the context of Palestine and its occupation, Sabeel supports a contextualized application of the historic faith. The resurrection of Christ is used by Sabeel as the paradigm for the victorious life of faith for individuals and also for the Palestinian community. Ateek applies the imagery of the death and resurrection of Christ to the Israeli behavior toward Palestinians. In his Easter message in 2001, Ateek said:In this season of Lent, it seems to many of us that Jesus is on the cross again with thousands of crucified Palestinians around him. It only takes people of insight to see the hundreds of thousands of crosses throughout the land, Palestinian men, women, and children being crucified. Palestine has become one huge Golgotha. The Israeli government crucifixion system is operating daily. Palestine has become the place of the skull. (Ateek 2001a)




 




Many liberation theologies use the exodus of Israel from bondage in Egypt as a symbol for liberation; for obvious reasons, this is not done by Sabeel. The imagery of the death and resurrection of Christ is much more potent for Christians in Palestine. They feel they are victims at the hands of the Jewish nation, and for them the empty tomb of Christ and Golgotha are a daily physical presence and a central tenet of their liturgies. The comparison of Palestinian suffering with that of Christ was popularized in the 1960s by Arab poets like Adonis, who used the imagery of Christ dying at the hands of the Jews to depict the fate of Palestine. These poets have treated Christ almost as a fertility god, who died each autumn and rose each spring.

3.2.2. The Concept of Israel’s Chosenness. Sabeel’s hermeneutical method involves reading the Bible from its center, Christ, who affirmed and honored all people and especially the outcasts and the marginalized of society. Ateek wants the Old Testament to be read in terms of the New, believing that the Bible must be understood from the perspective of an inclusive God who cares for and respects the freedom and dignity of every human being. Jesus inaugurated a spiritual kingdom, the *kingdom of God, where racism and other barriers between peoples are broken down. Sabeel affirms the universal, non-exclusive nature of God over against the claims that Israel is the chosen nation.

3.2.3. The Importance of the Land. Sabeel does not have a Jerusalem-centered theology. It holds the political view that all of Jerusalem should be the capitol city of an independent Palestinian state. It does not speak of Jerusalem as a holy city as the major faiths typically do. For Sabeel, it is the city of the crucifixion of Christ; it reflects the human brokenness of the world. This is in line with a theological focus on the heavenly Jerusalem, where Jesus dwells as the hope for mankind. Sabeel considers the Jewish Jerusalem paradigm as being replaced by the Jesus paradigm in the Christian faith, especially in Jesus’ victory over death.

Ateek insists that the issue of the land is foremost one of proper theology. “What kind of God does Christianity teach and what kind of God do we believe in? Is God a tribal, territorially based God, partial to the tribe of the Hebrews and interested in granting them a particular piece of land in Palestine to be their eternal birthright regardless of the rights of its indigenous inhabitants?” (Cornerstone 32, 2004).

3.2.4. Nationalism, Violence and Reconciliation. Leviticus 25:23 states that “the land should not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants.” Importantly for Ateek, this affirms that, whether the Jews and the Palestinians like it or not, they are placed in the land together, and that they must share it together under God. He sees the land therefore as a microcosm of what God wants to do in the whole world. He believes that God desires true international peace as well as peace in Palestine.

Ateek regards the Israelis as the more powerful of the two combatants and thus he judges them more harshly than the Palestinians. By virtue of their relative weakness and God’s *preferential option for the poor (a term Ateek borrows from Roman Catholic social thinking of the past few decades), Ateek believes it is logical that the Palestinians are judged against a more lenient standard of conduct. The Israeli occupation is the dark background to most Palestinian behavior. This does not mean that Sabeel is uncritical of the Palestinian people. It has occasionally spoken out for radical reforms in the Palestinian Authority and has also expressed cautious criticism of Islam.

Sabeel also stresses that Palestine must not fall “into a narrow and chauvinistic nationalism” (Cornerstone 1). It considers this form of nationalism a false god, just as it considers the concept of violence for the liberation of Palestine a false god. The idea that the use of violence could lead to liberation is an illusion, according to Sabeel. This is in line with its biblical understanding of the kingdom of God and its future vision of Palestine (Howard-Brook). Just as Christians in New Testament days were told by John in the book of Revelation not to be conformed to Babylon (the Roman Empire), so Christians nowadays must distance themselves from participation in the cultural ways of the Western world with is power structures (Howard-Brook and Gywther).

The opposite of Babylon, the New Jerusalem, is where truth, justice and love prevail. Therefore for Sabeel, armed and violent resistance against the Israeli occupiers is forbidden. Jesus is the model: when he was insulted, he did not return insult for insult. He was a strong person who did not use evil weapons to fight back, and he finally preferred death to resistance. Sabeel therefore condemns all forms of violence, including suicide bombings against Israel. Yet Ateek emphasizes that these acts of violence are not the cause of the conflict but the result of occupation.

Sabeel’s goal is that Jerusalem will become the capital city for both Israel and Palestine. It is a city with a Jewish and a Palestinian character, and should be freely and equally accessible for Jews, Christian and Muslims. It believes that there is no place for a dividing wall between the people. Reconciliation, not separation, is Sabeel’s goal. Since throughout history these religions have suffered greatly at each other’s hands, all parties must confess that they have sinned against each other when they have controlled the city, all have acted with military arrogance, religious superiority and prejudice against the others. Reconciliation is the restoration of a community after conflict, and according to Sabeel, there can be no real community of shalom/salam, unless everyone is part of it, even the enemy.

In the politicized climate of the Palestinian and Arab churches, Sabeel is more popular for its anti-Zionist message than for its message of reconciliation between Jews and Arabs. With its message of reconciliation, Sabeel has received a willing ear in Western churches with an interest in defending Palestinian rights, and it seems that Sabeel is more popular in those Western churches than it is in the community of Arab Christians. It also remains to be seen in the long term whether or not Sabeel’s hermeneutic, especially with regard to the Old Testament, will isolate it from the historic churches of the Arab World.

J. M. Strengholt

 

See also COPTIC ORTHODOXY; ISLAM; JUDAISM; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; ZIONISM, CHRISTIAN.
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MIGR ATION

 

Migration is one of the oldest forms or causes of *globalization. For thousands of years, the unpredictability and precariousness of normal life made migration and relocation the norm within human existence. Myriad factors, from little-understood ecological changes to overly aggressive neighbors, necessitated recurrent movement. Mobility was essential to survival. And the encounter between different groups (whether through conquest, trade or migration) inevitably expands the horizons of knowledge on both sides and fosters interconnectedness, causing the world to “shrink.” But not until the early fifteenth century did large-scale migrations extend beyond the confines of land-based movement, as first the Chinese and then Western Europeans acquired sufficient nautical knowledge and technology to undertake long-distance ocean travel.

European explorations began with Portuguese adventures in the late fifteenth century and expanded rapidly, driven by a desire to circumvent the formidable barriers posed by *Islam to Europe’s south and east and extend Europe’s commercial reach. Thereafter, what began as fairly tentative commercial explorations marked by religious motives flowered into an extraordinary global project. For a period of over 450 years, international migration was shaped by European initiatives, ambitions and priorities. This entire period of international migration can be divided into three main phases.

1. European Expansion and the Atlantic Slave Trade (1500 to 1850)

2. High Imperialism and Industrial Growth (1800 to 1960)

3. Global Migrations (from the 1960s)


 


1. European Expansion and the Atlantic Slave Trade (1500 to 1850).

 

During the first phase (1500-1850), Europeans appropriated and occupied huge portions of the Americas, Africa, Asia and Oceania. Migration was driven by Europe’s mercantile needs and centered on the establishment of plantations for the large-scale cultivation of sugar, cotton, coffee and tobacco. Only a relatively small number of Europeans (perhaps several hundred thousand) migrated during this period as settlers, artisans, entrepreneurs and administrators. But plantation economy was labor intensive, and the insatiable demand for cheap labor became the motivational force for the organized and wholesale transfer of millions of people in the Atlantic slave trade. The world changed dramatically as vast areas of the globe were brought under European hegemony, exploited for European economic needs, and thoroughly exposed to European ideologies, institutions and culture.



2. High Imperialism and Industrial Growth (1800 to 1960).

 

The second phase of international migration was also defined by European movement, political expansion and economic ambitions. From 1800 to 1925, between 50 and 60 million Europeans moved to overseas destinations. By 1915, 21 percent of Europeans resided outside Europe, and Europeans effectively occupied or settled in over a third of the inhabited world. This, the most remarkable migration in human history up to that point, was instigated by a combination of industrialization, massive population growth in Europe, and the ravenous needs of empire. To this European movement was added the forcible or coerced intercontinental transfers of non-European peoples (including millions of Chinese and Indian peoples) from and to areas under the direct or indirect control of European powers to supply labor for plantations, mines and railway construction in Europe’s expanding industrial project.

But intimately intertwined with the extraordinary swell of European migrant movements and imperial action were equally unprecedented *missionary initiatives. By 1500 Europe was the heartland of the Christian faith. European identity and self-understanding were defined and shaped by “Christendom,” a religious-political construct in which Christianity was understood as a territorial reality. The understanding and mentality that flowed from this concept informed European colonial expansion. European nations, both Roman Catholic and Protestant, believed that their vastly superior military and technological powers, as well as their vast territorial appropriation, reflected God’s providence and purpose; that imperial acquisitions were divinely ordained for the expansion of the *gospel of *salvation. These beliefs, codified in the doctrines of “divine providence” and “manifest destiny,” exemplified the explicit acceptance of the link between empire and Christian mission.

The implications were paradoxical: while the conversion of non-European peoples to the Christian faith was taken quite seriously, missionary action became fettered to political aggression and economic exploitation. And while European missionaries often made extraordinary sacrifices in their efforts to preach the gospel in distant lands, the missionary project was blighted by attitudes of cultural and racial superiority—though the claims of the gospel and the translation of its message provided a powerful counteractive force.

It is noteworthy that appropriation of the term “mission” to describe the sending of ecclesiastical agents to distant territories reflected these assumptions. Prior to the sixteenth century, the Latin term misio (“to send”) existed in the church lexicon as descriptive of activity within the Holy Trinity—to wit, the sending of the Son by the Father or of the Holy Spirit by the Son. This arcane theological concept was first adopted by Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556), the extraordinarily gifted founder of the Society of Jesus, to describe Jesuit efforts outside Europe. Those efforts were linked to European colonial expansion and sanctioned by powerful Catholic monarchs. Thereafter, the term “missions” as a description of European overseas enterprise (both Catholic and Protestant) would be invested with heavy connotations of colonial dominance or imperial aggression.

All this is not to suggest that missionary initiatives were wholly motivated by imperial designs or that the link between the two was inevitable. The missionary impulse, which mandates the preaching of the gospel among all peoples of the world, is intrinsic to the Christian faith. Historically, missionary activity has often outdistanced the reach of empire—early Jesuit efforts in China and Japan or later Moravian initiatives in Greenland are obvious examples. Missionary initiatives may even embody anti-empire, as in the case of the early church or black Christians from America who took the gospel overseas and emigrated in significant numbers to Africa in response to a missionary vision.

Still, the European missionary movement was the most extraordinary. European missionaries not only benefited from the projection of Western political power, they also formed a segment of the massive tide of European migrations which characterized the second phase of international migrations. The tide and flow of missionary activity was an undercurrent in the much broader sweep of migration movements. Both were shaped by technological and demographic developments; both were made possible by enormous economic inequalities and military superiority. To the extent that European missionary movement reflected larger migration trends, its shape and size were also affected by migrant flows. The two ebbed and flowed together. This explains the correspondence between the most extensive missionary movement and the largest migration movement in history.



3. Global Migrations (from the 1960s).

 

For complex political and economic reasons, decolonization and the formal end of Western empires have witnessed both an intensification and reversal of international migratory flows. In the present era of international migrations (since the 1960s), migratory flows have risen phenomenally—by 2005, there were an estimated 191 million international migrants in the world, up from 75 million in 1960. They have also been primarily South to North (and East to West), where they were once predominantly North to South. Remarkably, this era of global migrations has also seen regions in the non-Western world (erstwhile colonies and missions fields in Africa and Latin America, in particular) emerge as the new heartlands of the Christian faith. Over 65 percent of Christians now live outside the West, compared to less than 10 percent in 1800. The fact that migrant movement from less developed countries (in the South) to highly developed countries (in the North) coincides with the emergence of the South as the new heartland of global Christianity is of profound significance. By 2000, more than 70 percent of immigrants arriving in the major destination countries in Western Europe and North America were from the non-Western world.

As in the previous phases of international migration, migration and mission remain powerfully linked. Precisely because the heartlands of global Christianity are now in the South, contemporary South-North migrations form the taproot of a major non-Western missionary movement. Through migrant movements, Christian missionary activities are crisscrossing the globe in unprecedented fashion, mainly through transnational networks. Never before has the course of missionary movement been this multidirectional, disparate and global.

Western missionary initiatives remain the most visible but are no longer the most dominant or consequential. Western theologies dominate the theological curriculum, but non-Western initiatives, experiences and theological insights may well hold the keys to understanding Christianity’s future. In Europe and North America, immigrant Christian congregations have proliferated vigorously, promoting expressions of the faith that are often as non-European as that of other world religions. They embody the historical link between migration and mission which has driven Christian expansion since unnamed migrant refugees preached the gospel to non-Jews in Antioch (Acts 11:19-20). What missionary strategies and theological constructs define this movement are only now becoming evident and will not take concrete shape for some time. Yet its emphasis on spiritual power, identification with despised minorities, freedom (or disconnection) from structures of political power and economic dominance, church-based witness, and close affinity to New Testament patterns fully indicate important discontinuities from Western initiatives or models. But continuities are equally significant: notably the connection between migration, missionary action and new theological reflections.

See also GLOBALIZATION; HYBRIDITY; MISSIONARY MOVEMENTS; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY.
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MILLENARIANISM.
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MINJUNG THEOLOGY

 

Minjung theology in South Korea is the first contextual theology that attempts a constructive deliberation of the *suffering people of God (minjung), in the light of Jesus’ accompaniment with minjung, whether Christian or non-Christian. This theology can be defined as a theology of articulating, actualizing and deepening the socio-biography of Jesus in solidarity with ochlos-minjung. Minjung theology arose out of the church’s struggle with the military dictatorship in South Korea of the 1970s and 1980s. Minjung theology is committed to emancipation and “life-giving” solidarity with minjung.

As a forerunner to the emergence of minjung theology, it is important to mention Kim Chae-Choon (1901-1987), a founder of liberal Christianity in South Korea and of the Presbyterian Church of the Republic of Korea. As an Old Testament scholar, he was inspired by the prophetic spirit of Amos and also influenced by Karl Barth and Richard Niebuhr, yet without devaluing the cultural religious legacy of Korea. As a church leader, Kim combated the colonial influence of Western missionaries and the fundamentalism of Korean Presbyterianism. Alongside Kim, Ham Sok-Hon (1901-1989), in his significant book Korean History Seen in Light of Biblical Meaning, articulated minjung as ssial (seed) and emphasized minjung as the scapegoat of the powerful in history, while at the same time elaborating minjung as the subject matter of history.

In speaking of the emergence of minjung theology, it is worthwhile to understand the social and political situation in South Korea in 1970s and 1980s. In the 1960s the military leader General Park succeeded in a coup d’état. In the 1970s the military government introduced a new constitution to justify and promote their permanent rule. Against this political tactic, several committed theologians, both Catholic and Protestant, and non-Christian intellectuals began to mobilize a resistance movement against the military government. Kim Chi-Ha, the most important minjung poet at this time, initiated his poetic imagination and made a great contribution for the minjung movement and its theology

In the camp of the Protestant church, Ahn Byung-Mu (1922-1996) and Suh Nam-Dong (1918-1984), pupils of Kim Chae-Choon, actualized Kim’s legacy of social commitment by challenging the institutionalized structure of injustice. Ahn, a New Testament scholar trained in the theological school of Rudolf Bultmann in Germany, paid special attention to Jesus’ ministry in Galilee in company with the ochlos (public sinners and tax collectors). Redaction criticism, Bultmann’s existential hermeneutics and Bonhoeffer’s theology of the suffering masses are fully integrated into Ahn’s biblical and exegetical work on the Jesus basileia movement, with emphasis on public sinners, tax collectors and women. As John the Baptist states of Jesus, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (Jn 1:29), so ochlos-minjung are those who bear the burden of the sins of the world superpowers. The statement in the Gospel of Mark that “he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you,” (Mk 16:7) is the basis for the minjung hermeneutic of the post-resurrection work of Jesus Christ in regard to Jesus’ identification with the lowest of the low (Mt 25:31-46). Ahn Byung-Mu calls his theological vision a theology “on the spot of suffering minjung.” Sharing Ahn’s interest in minjung emancipation, Kim Yong-Bock made an important contribution to minjung theology in light of his creative idea of “a socio-biography of minjung.”

From a systematic and constructive perspective, Suh Nam-Dong proposed a theology of the Holy Spirit in terms of the coalescence of biblical narratives and Korea’s multiple religious stories. God in the Spirit works in the church as well as in secular history. Suh’s theological method is called “pneumatological synchronic interpretation” of God’s multiple works and horizons in Asian culture, religions and the political history of the minjung. The Buddhist concept of “Maitreyia eschatology” is fully integrated into Suh’s vision of biblical messianism. Sharing Suh’s intercultural interest, David Suh and Hyun Young-Hak made contributions to minjung theology by developing a study of Korean folk and mask dance (Talchum), and arts from a minjung theological perspective.

Since the beginning of South Korea’s democratized government in the 1990s, several trends are visible. The former practitioners of minjung theology have collaborated with the democratic government, while other minjung theologians shifted their emphasis to the *human rights of foreign workers as global minjung. Some attempts have been made to develop a postmodern recognition of the wisdom of Asian religions. Recently in the North American context, representatives of minjung theology in the fourth-eye formation initiated dialogue with socially engaged Buddhists, Jewish spirituality and wisdom of East Asian religions in light of God’s suffering people of ochlos-minjung.

More recently, minjung theology has begun to shift its focus to the issues of life for all living creatures and peace, including eco-feminism. For Ahn Byung-Mu, two concepts, ochlos and “life-giving” praxis for God’s *kingdom, have been central. The concept of ochlos was emphasized for Christian social responsibility and discipleship during the period of political dictatorship in the 70s and 80s, while since the 1990s the other concept of “life-giving” praxis has been more accentuated in the face of the process of *globalization. In this light, international issues now characterize a new wave and interest in minjung theology, for instance, foreign workers, international marriage with women from poor Asian countries, and FTAs (Free Trade Agreements) which threaten the survival and rights of farmers and the socially weak. Adding to these issues, the issue of reunification between South and North Korea occupies a central place in minjung theology.

See also KOREAN THEOLOGY; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR.
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MIR ACLE

 

The topic of miracle shows a clash of cultures between traditional Christian theology and human experience worldwide. This is especially true for most non-Western societies, but increasingly, in the postmodern Western world as well, where, for example, 89 percent of Americans believe that even today, God performs miracles by his power. Most cultures share a fairly widespread belief in the afterlife, in gods or spirits who can affect the physical environment, in spirit possession and exorcism, in predictions and visions of the unknown, in the power of spiritual healing and in the power of curses to cause evil effects. By contrast, traditional Protestant theology, which accepts the miracles of the Bible at face value, either denies or minimizes the role of the miraculous in modern Christian experience. One could fairly say that most of the world’s people share a worldview that is closer to that of the Bible than to that of most Christian theologians in the West. This alone may explain the explosive growth of charismatic or pentecostal Christianity (with its emphasis on miracles today) in the non-Western world, pressing toward one billion adherents by 2015. Why does this curious gap persist between traditional Protestant theology and most human experience?1. Traditional Definitions of Miracle

2. A Critique of the Traditional Views of Miracle

3. The Bible and Miracle


 





1. Traditional Definitions of Miracle.

 

Confusion over how one understands a “miracle” shapes one’s opinion as to whether or not they occur. A review and critique of the classic definitions of miracle will pave the way toward a more biblical expression that resonates much more authentically with global human experience.

1.1. The Classic Definition. This definition derives from Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) in Summa Contra Gentiles 3: “those things are properly called miracles which are done by divine agency beyond the order commonly observed in nature.” Through reason, an observer can deduce the divine source of an event and pronounce it a miracle. To be sure an event is a miracle, it must be instantaneous and total; it cannot be attributed to any natural means, such as medicine (Summa Theologica 1.110). Moreover, a true miracle cannot prove false doctrine. Miracles might include, then, the reappearance of a missing hand, the revelation through a prophecy of something impossible for anyone to know, or the bestowal of the gift of the Holy Spirit by the laying on of hands.

According to Aquinas, the central function of miracles is to serve as a perceptible sign, a testimonium, to guarantee the divine source and truth of Christian doctrines, particularly the deity of Christ. After having once and for all “guaranteed” Christian doctrine, then, miracles had little other function. Hence, miracles and spiritual gifts were limited to the New Testament era (the doctrine of cessationism). In a number of other places, however, Aquinas weakens his cessationist position by maintaining that miracles might possibly recur if they confirm the preaching of the gospel. Still another exception to cessationism, Aquinas suggested, is that believers of great holiness may exhibit miraculous gifts of the Spirit, a doctrine that strengthened the veneration of shrines and canonization of saints via miracles. The general focus on saints and shrines in the Middle Ages resulted in an unbiblical distortion about miracles, which in part sparked the *Reformation.

1.2. The Protestant View of Miracle. The Protestant view changed little from that of Aquinas, except that it became a tool to attack the authority of the Roman Catholic Church, based on claims of miracles among their saints and shrines. Protestant Reformer John Calvin (1509-1564) advanced Aquinas’s theory of miracles by emphasizing that they accredited not just original Christian doctrine but emphasized the accreditation of the original apostles and their New Testament writings. Calvin thereby tried to undercut the Catholic doctrine of apostolic succession, a doctrine that declared the reigning pope the latest apostle and therefore his writings (encyclicals) to be as binding as Scripture (see Papcy). Calvin dismissed Catholic claims of contemporary miracles as false or counterfeit because they sought to prove “false” doctrine.

Subsequent Protestant views of miracles ranged from Schleiermacher (1768-1834), who suggested (with Augustine) that for a Christian almost all events (since they are under the rule of God) can be understood as a miracle, to Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976), who concluded that biblical accounts of miracles arose within a primitive, nonscientific worldview, which is no longer tenable. The solution was to be found in a hermeneutical method of “demythologizing,” which sought not to eliminate the mythology but to interpret it, to uncover the deeper meaning, the existential kerygma, behind this language (Bultmann, 18).

1.3. The Enlightenment View of Miracle. The *Enlightenment view (c. 1650-present) developed Aquinas’s doctrine to an extreme degree by emphasizing the power of human reason to determine God’s activity, if any. Though the major early Enlightenment thinkers, such as John Locke and Isaac Newton, were essentially orthodox Christians who appealed to biblical miracles as rational proof for Christianity, the later Enlightenment, represented by Voltaire and David Hume, denied the possibility of miracles altogether. Hume, in a circular argument, appealed to (and defined) the “laws of nature” as excluding the possibility of miracles. “A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined” (Hume, 86). Hence, as an English gentleman boasting an eighteenth-century scientific education, Hume presumed to predict exhaustively all the “laws” of nature and whether or not they would be “violated” by the occurrence of a certain event. Hume’s peculiar notion of “nature” was strictly material and physical, not seriously allowing for the possibility of God’s action in it. This view has come to dominate much of the academic world today, which distinguishes between “science”—the only true and valid study of nature—to the exclusion of “religion,” which is seen as a combination of irrational “faith” and ancient superstition. At the turn of the twenty-first century this Enlightenment-era position was under persistent attack by the intelligent design movement, the theory that irreducibly complex life began too early in the earth’s history and under extremely hostile conditions to have randomly “come together” without a prior plan and motivating force. In 2004 this argument proved convincing to Antony Flew, who until then was perhaps the world’s most prominent atheist and formerly a sympathetic expert on David Hume. The “miracle” of intelligent design has attracted much greater attention and appreciation among astrophysicists and astronomers than biologists, though even there, the movement has shown growth (Ross) (see Science and Theology).



2. A Critique of the Traditional Views of Miracle.

 

Our critique of the traditional views involves four observations.1. From Aquinas onward, it was believed that an act of God in a “miracle” could be rationally perceived, based on criteria observed from an “objective” platform between faith and unbelief. The Bible, however, notes that the true perception of miracles, including the great miracle of creation, requires an affirming revelation from God, which grounds the human mental process (Rom 1:16-28; 1 Cor 2:14).

2. Though most Christians believe that God’s power continually sustains nature, traditional theology tends to see nature somewhat deistically. That is, while God created nature, it now more or less runs on its own mechanical power, a view that led ultimately to the theory of evolution. This “deistic” view is also often applied to the church: that God gave the church a “jump start” with miracles in the beginning, but now it runs by applying scriptural doctrine to daily life without the presence of miracles today. Saint Paul is amazed at this attitude: “Having started with the [miraculous] Spirit, will you now be completed in the flesh [human strength]? . . . . Does God supply you with the Spirit and work miracles among you by your doing the works of the law [applying religious rules], or by a ‘hearing’ of [the gift of] faith [revelation from God]?” (Gal 3:3, 5, author’s translation/paraphrase).

3. Still another difficulty with the traditional view is that miracles are seen only as “proofs” or as rationally perceived “evidence” of doctrine or the accrediting of its original writers. The unfortunate translation “sign” suggests that miracles have no significance other than what they point to. Traditional preaching, therefore, can only turn miracles into metaphors of Christian conversion: the “blind” now see the light of the gospel, the “deaf” hear the Word, the “dead” (in sin) are raised to the regenerated life in salvation and so forth. As Aquinas, who sees the reception of the Spirit by the laying on of hands as a miracle, so even traditional Pentecostals see the miracle of speaking in tongues (see Glossolalia) primarily as “evidence” of Spirit reception. New Testament “miracles” do not prove the gospel, they express the gospel— the very essence of the *kingdom of God (1 Cor 4:20).

4. Finally, the traditional view of miracle teaches that since the function of miracles was to accredit biblical writings, and since subsequent claims to miracles could only be adduced to prove new, extrabiblical, and therefore false, doctrines, then it follows that true miracles have ceased after the New Testament era. Hence, “extra-ordinary,” “miraculous” or “supernatural” spiritual gifts (charismata), such as *healings, prophecies or tongue speaking ceased, while other, more “ordinary” or “natural” gifts, such as administration, teaching and hospitality, continue. But such a “natural-supernatural” dichotomy for spiritual gifts or miracles (or for that matter, all creation itself) is unknown in the Bible, in that they are all empowered by the Holy Spirit. Specifically, Paul says, “The charismata and calling of God are not withdrawn” (Rom 11:29). Also, Paul, in referring to the different spiritual gifts, writes, “The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I have no need of you’” (1 Cor 12:21), yet cessationism claims exactly that. In any case, from a theological and biblical perspective (Ruthven), and from a sociological point of view, at least in the Anglo-American West (Mullin), cessationism is a faded option.


 





3. The Bible and Miracle.

 

Biblical terms for miracle (sēmeion [“expression,” “mark,” “sign”], often appearing with teras [“wonder”], dynamis [“power”] and ĕrgon [“action/work”]) stress the acts of power that reveal God in expressing the gospel, which are then usually explained in speech or vice versa (e.g., 1 Thess 1:5; Heb 2:4). Traditional theology has “demythologized” the miraculous, charismatic emphasis often found in such biblical terms as salvation (69 percent of contexts in the Synoptic Gospels refer to healing), grace (not merely “unmerited favor” but mostly “charismatic power”), faith (42 percent of contexts are faith for a miracle), prayer (almost all of outcomes of prayer in Acts and Epistles are charismatic operations), word (a strong component of prophecy), new covenant (the promise of the Spirit of prophets), knowledge and wisdom (not simply mental activity, but rather gifts of revelation), power (not merely “enablement,” or “enthusiasm,” but divine “mighty work”), kingdom of God (not the church, but the ruling activity of God in power), Spirit and even disciple. As opposed to the tiny emphasis by traditional theology on miracles (occupying some three-tenths of 1 percent of the space in theological reference works, according to one study), the New Testament emphasis on healing, exorcism and revelation to individuals is striking. For example, in Mark 65 percent of the space devoted to Jesus’ public ministry is devoted to these themes. When the New Testament summarizes the ministry of Jesus and his disciples, the prominence of miracles is central (for Jesus: Lk 4:18-19; Acts 2:22-40; 10:38; 1 Jn 3:8, and for Paul: Acts 15:12; Rom 15:19; 2 Cor 12:12; Phil 3:10; 1 Thess 1:5). Like Jesus, Paul is mighty in “word and deed” (a Rabbinic term for “prophecy and miracle,” Lk 24:19; Rom 15:19). The explicit reason Jesus calls his disciples is to heal the sick, cast out demons and therein present the kingdom (Mk 3:14-15; Mt 10:1-19 par. Lk 9:1-11 and Mk 6:7; so also Mt 28:19-20). Accordingly, Paul’s prayers—his agenda—for his churches are mostly for their equipping with revelatory or miraculous spiritual gifts (Eph 1:19-20; 3:16, 20; 3:10; Col 1:11; 2 Thess 1:11; 1 Tim 1:7). Indeed the very essence of “Christianity”—the biblical term is “kingdom of God”—is its divine (miraculous) power (1 Cor 2:4-5; 4:20, cf. Mt 12:28 par. Lk 11:20). The ideal Christian life is not about miracle mongering, but living in the tension of power and suffering (2 Cor 12:12; Phil 3:10): in the “already” of the promised miracle-working Spirit of the prophets as well as in the “not yet” of total victory over all suffering and evil.

See also CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS; GLOSSOLALIA; HEALING AND DELIVERANCE; PENTECOSTALISM; PNEUMATOLOGY; SPIRITUAL WARFARE.
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MISSION, THEOLOGY OF

 

The discipline that has learned how to reflect biblically, theologically, philosophically and missionally on the presuppositions behind the mission enterprise is known as the theology of mission.1. History and Definitions

2. Theology of Mission Is Multidisciplinary
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7. Theology of Mission Is Definitional
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1. History and Definitions.

 

During the past fifty years, Christian thinkers have been reexamining the theological presuppositions that underlie the mission enterprise. Priorto the 1960s, a numberof important scholars influenced Christian missionary reflection on the theological issues impacting mission practice. The major figures are Gisbertus Voetius (1589-1676), Gustaf Warneck (1834- 1910), Martin Kähler (1835-1912), Josef Schmidlin (1876-1944), Karl Barth (1886- 1968), Karl Hartenstein (1894-1952), Helen Barrett Montgomery (1861-1934), Roland Allen (1868-1947), Hendrik Kraemer (1888- 1965), Johan H. Bavinck (1895-1964), Walter Freytag (1899-1959), W. A. Visser ’t Hooft (1900-1985), Max Warren (1904-1977), Bengt Sundkler (1910-1964), Carl Henry (1913- 2003), Harold Lindsell (1913-1998) and John Stott (1921- ). Theology of mission as a subdiscipline of missiology with its own parameters, methodologies, scholars, and foci began in the early 1960s through the work of Gerald Anderson, who compiled what is arguably the first primary text of the discipline as a collection of essays entitled The Theology of Christian Mission (Anderson 1961).

Ten years later, in The Concise Dictionary of the Christian World Mission Anderson defines theology of mission as “concerned with the basic presuppositions and underlying principles which determine, from the standpoint of Christian faith, the motives, message, methods, strategy and goals of the Christian world mission” (Neill, Anderson and Goodwin. Anderson considers three points to be especially important for understanding contemporary theology of mission: “The Basis: The source of mission is the triune God who is himself a missionary. . . . The Scope: In this ‘post-Constantinian’ age of church history, mission is no longer understood as outreach beyond Christendom, but rather as ‘the common witness of the whole church, bringing the whole gospel to the whole world.’” Anderson attributes this phrase to the 1963 gathering of the Commission on World Mission and Evangelism of the World Council of Churches (CWME-WCC) in Mexico City (see Orchard, 175). Third, “The Task: Evangelization is humanization. . . . Through witness and service to humanity, assisting them in struggles for justice, peace and dignity, Christians share in God’s mission of restoring men and women to their true, God-intended nature” (Neill, Anderson and Goodwin, 594).

Theology of mission is simultaneously missiological action-in-reflection and theological reflection-in-action. In 2007, InterVarsity Press published what is probably the first Dictionary of Mission Theology (Corrie). Corrie explains the purpose of the dictionary:In recent years, the integral nature of the relationship between theology and mission has been increasingly recognized. . . . It is acknowledged that missiology should not be seen merely as an outpost of theological investigation, compartmentalized in the curriculum and tacked on alongside biblical theology, hermeneutics, ecclesiology, and so on. It is rather that all theology is intrinsically missiological since it concerns the God of mission and the mission of God. This means that all theological categories are inherently missiological and all missionary categories are profoundly theological. (Corrie, xv)




 




“Theology of Mission,” writes Andrew Kirk, “has the task of keeping under review and validating best practice in all areas of missionary obedience” (Kirk, 21).



2. Theology of Mission Is Multidisciplinary.

 

Mission theology is complex because its object of study and reflection is the entire field of missiology, which itself is a multi- and interdisciplinary enterprise.

Missiology is a unified whole. It is a discipline in its own right, centered in Jesus Christ and his mission. As the church participates in the mission of Jesus Christ, it participates in God’s mission in God’s world, in the power of the Holy Spirit.

While missiology is known to be a unified discipline, it is a multidisciplinary discipline. Missiology draws from many skills, cognate disciplines and bodies of literature to describe, understand, analyze and prescribe the complex nature of mission. Missiology draws from all the traditional areas of theological studies (biblical studies, theology, history, ministry and so forth) to understand God’s intention in mission, examines historical and contemporary theories and practices of the church’s participation in God’s mission, and utilizes all the social sciences to understand the contexts in which the church’s mission occurs.

Theology of mission helps us clarify our proximity or distance from the center, Jesus Christ, asking whether there is a point beyond which the diverse cognate disciplines may no longer be helpful or biblical.

Theology of mission helps us reflect on the center that integrates our missiology. Missiologists have chosen different integrating ideas as the center of their missiology. Examples of such integrating ideas include Gisbertus Voetius (the conversion of the heathen, the planting of the church and the glory of God); William Carey (the Great Commission); *Pietism (the lostness of humanity); Orthodox missiology (the praise of God); *Vatican Council II (the People of God); Donald McGavran (make disciples of pântâ tâ ethnē); David Bosch (God of history, God of compassion, God of transformation); Arthur Glasser (the *kingdom of God); the *World Council of Churches at Uppsala, 1968 (humanization); along with concepts like “the pain of God,” “the cross,” “bearing witness in six continents,” “ecumenical unity,” “the covenant,” “liberation” and so forth.

Theology of mission helps us relate who we are, what we know and what we do in mission. It helps us bring together our faith relationship with Jesus Christ, God’s presence, the church’s theological reflection throughout the centuries, a constantly new rereading of Scripture, the hermeneutic of our contexts, and our understanding of the ultimate purpose and meaning of the church in relation to missiology.

Theology of mission helps us move continually between the center and the outer limits of the multiple cognate disciplines of missiology, constantly seeking integration, deepened understanding and mutual enrichment of the various disciplines.

Theology of mission serves to question, clarify, integrate and expand the presuppositions of the various cognate disciplines of missiology. As such, theology of mission is a subdiscipline in its own right that fulfills its function only as it interacts with all of the other subdisciplines of missiology.



3. Theology of Mission Is Integrative.

 

Theology of mission seeks to bring together four sources of data or domains from which the mission theologian draws understanding: the Bible, the church, the context and the unique personal pilgrimage of the human agents of God’s mission. Over the past three decades, there has been a significant consensus in mission theology on the need to integrate at least three of those domains in a dynamic, interrelated whole: word (the primacy of the Bible in all mission theology), church (the primary agent of God’s mission in the world) and world (the impact of culture, socioeconomics, political realities and all other arenas of human life in the reality of a given context). Some would call this the interaction of text, context and faith community. The tripartite structure of these three (word, world, church) constitutes a basic framework of the missiology followed and taught by a significant number of mission thinkers and theologians of the past several decades. These include, for example, Eugene Nida, Louis Luzbetak, José Miguez Bonino, Shoki Coe, Harvie Conn, Arthur Glasser, Charles Kraft, Paul Hiebert, Robert Schreiter, C. René Padilla, Mark Lau Bran-son, Alan R. Tippett, David Hesselgrave, Lamin Sanneh, Charles Van Engen, William Dyrness and Stephen Bevans, among others.

Recently, the importance of a fourth domain or arena for constructing a full-orbed theology of mission has become apparent, the personal pilgrimage of the people who are agents of God’s mission. As Wesleyans have pointed out, these four domains are similar to the Wesleyan quadrilateral of Scripture, reason, tradition and experience, with “context” replacing the quadrilateral’s emphasis on “reason.” Thus a four-domain approach to theology of mission includes (1) the Bible as the exclusive source text of God’s mission, (2) the church’s theological and missiological reflection about God’s mission over time, (3) the personal, spiritual and experiential pilgrimage of the human agents of God’s mission, and (4) the cultural context as the stage where the drama of God’s mission takes place. Each domain is a sphere of knowledge, influence, activity and relationships. The overlap of the various domains with one another represents an increased level of integration and continuity between them. Conflicting and sometimes contradictory views of God’s mission may become evident when one compares the perspectives of the various domains. In the following paragraphs we will briefly outline the content of each of these four domains.

3.1. The Bible. The exclusive source text for the process of theologizing in mission is the Bible. The Bible is the unequaled and essential missionary manual of the church’s mission. It is the revelation of the missionary God. The Bible tells of the in-breaking of God throughout human history. The Bible informs us about the mission of God (the missio Dei) and provides the missiological examples to follow Jesus Christ in mission. The Bible informs, shapes and critiques the other three domains (see, for example, Bosch 1993; Padilla 1998; Van Engen 1996, 35-43).

3.2. The Church’s Reflection. The church’s theological and missiological thinking has impacted the lenses (or *hermeneutical approaches) that have been used throughout history to understand the Bible, theology and the mission of the church. Historical theology and systematic theology are examples of lenses used in the West to read Scripture, reflect theologically and view mission from a particular viewpoint—too often based on Western assumptions and methodologies. Churches and Christians in the majority world of Africa, Asia and Latin America are examining critically the theology received from the West, studying how it does or does not interface with their reality and how it has impacted their understanding of God’s mission in their contexts. This domain also includes the history of the church’s theological reflection on mission and the history of *mission conferences and gatherings as over time they have sought to articulate and influence the church’s understanding of God’s mission.

Thus we find some scholars dealing with the history of theology of mission. See, for example, Rodger Bassham (1979), David Bosch (1980, 1991), Arthur Glasser (1985), James Scherer (1987, 1993a, 1993b) and James Stamoolis (1986). These mission theologians are concerned about the effects that mission theology has had upon mission activity in particular contexts. They examine the various pronouncements made by church and mission gatherings (Roman Catholic, Orthodox, ecumenical, evangelical, Pentecostal and charismatic) and ask questions about the results of these for missional action. The documents resulting from these discussions are part of the discipline of theology of mission.

3.3. Personal Experience. Those who approach the Bible and examine the story of God’s mission bring their own set of cultural, personal and individual strengths, weaknesses, experiences and spiritual pilgrimage. These affect the way in which Scripture and mission is understood and perceived—and the ways in which God’s mission is incarnated through the life of each person. The Bible, the church, the context and God’s mission are all understood through personal ethno-hermeneutical, existential and experiential lenses. Each person’s particular spiritual gifts, natural abilities, experiences, knowledge and personality create a unique mix. God’s mission is carried out through the life of particular persons in unique ways that cannot, and should not, be reproduced or repeated (Rom 12; 1 Cor 12; Eph 4). The extensive literature on leadership and mission produced during the past thirty years contributes to our understanding of this domain.

3.4. The Context. Each unique context shapes the understanding of mission and the process of theologizing in mission. All mission action and reflection needs to be contextually appropriate. Thus all relevant tools of the social sciences need to be brought to bear upon the way mission theologians research their contexts. All theologies are local theologies (Schreiter), and the impact of the context on one’s theological understanding cannot be underestimated.

3.5. Integration of the Four Domains. When mission happens, all the various cognate disciplines are in practice simultaneously. So mission theologians must study mission not from the point of view of abstracted and separated parts, but from an integrative perspective that attempts to see the whole, while at the same time taking into consideration the unique contribution of each of the four domains.

An overarching theme that unites all four of the domains is the centrality of Jesus Christ. The mission about which we theologize is God’s mission. It is not owned, controlled or determined by the church or by individual Christians or Christian organizations. God’s mission is supremely given in Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ must, therefore, be at the center of all the domains of a contextually appropriate mission theology. The church’s mission is the mission of Jesus Christ. The disciples of Jesus Christ participate in the missio Christi. Their authority, their mandate, their methods and their goals in mission are determined by Christology, in the power of the Holy Spirit sent by the Father and the Son. Jesus told his disciples, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you” (Jn 20:21; cf. Jn 17:18).

Because of the complexity of theology of mission, mission theologians have found it helpful to focus on a specific integrating idea in particular contexts at specific times. The integrating idea serves as the hub through which to approach a rereading of Scripture, an analysis of the church’s thinking, an appreciation of the persons as agents of God’s mission, and the unique contextual issues impacting God’s mission at a particular time and place. This integrating theme is selected on the basis of being contextually appropriate and significant, biblically relevant and fruitful, and missionally active and transformational. The integrating idea serves to focus the mission theologian’s understanding of mission centered in Jesus Christ as the only true Center of all the church’s missional action and reflection, but also applied in such a way as to interface with the mission theologian’s reading of all four domains. The integrating idea expresses the interconnecting paradigm, the central theme, perception and thinking pattern that draws from the four domains and combines them into a cohesive whole, a more or less integrated concept of mission in a specific local setting at a particular time.

In 1987, the Association of Professors of Mission discussed at length what missiology is and how it does its reflection. A subsection dealing with theology of mission stated thatThe mission theologian does biblical and systematic theology differently from the biblical scholar or dogmatician. . . . The mission theologian is in search of the “habitus,” the way of perceiving, the intellectual understanding coupled with spiritual insight and wisdom, (that lead) to seeing the signs of the presence and movement of God in history. . . . Such a search for the “why” of mission forces the mission theologian to seek to articulate the vital integrative center of mission today. . . . Each formulation of the “center” has radical implications for each of the cognate disciplines of the social sciences, the study of religions, and church history in the way they are corrected and shaped theologically. Each formulation supports or calls into question different aspects of all the other disciplines. . . . The center, therefore, serves as both theological content and theological process as a disciplined reflection on God’s mission in human contexts. The role of the theologian of mission is therefore to articulate and guard the center, while at the same time to spell out integratively the implications of the center for all the other cognate disciplines. (Van Engen 1987, 524 -25)




 






4. Theology of Mission Is Biblical.

 

Because of its commitment to remain faithful to God’s missional intentions, theology of mission shows a fundamental concern for the relation of the Bible to mission, attempting to allow Scripture not only to provide the foundational motivations for mission, but also to question, shape, guide and evaluate the missionary enterprise. So one of the most basic aspects of mission theology has to do with the relation of the Bible to mission theory and practice.

Determining the scriptural understanding of mission is not as simple as we might think. According to Bosch, “We usually assume far too easily that we can employ the Bible as a kind of objective arbitrator in the case of theological differences, not realizing that [all] of us approach the Bible with [our] own set of preconceived ideas about what it says. . . . This means that it is of little avail to embark upon a discussion of the biblical foundations of mission unless we have first clarified some of the hermeneutical principles involved” (Bosch 1978, 33). In a similar vein, Donald Senior and Carroll Stuhlmueller end their work on The Biblical Foundation for Mission stating that they did not mean to “imply that the biblical style of mission is absolutely normative for mission today. There is no definite biblical recipe for proclaiming the Word of God. . . . Nevertheless there is a value in reflecting on the biblical patterns of evangelization” (Senior and Stuhlmueller, 332).

Both biblical scholars and mission practitioners have contributed to the confusion by ignoring each other for too long. Lesslie Newbigin (1986; 1989) has observed that Western culture’s preoccupation with the origin of the created order and human civilization brought with it a degree of blindness to questions of purpose, design and intention. To a large extent biblical scholars have followed this same path in their examination of the biblical text in relation to God’s mission. With notable exceptions, their analysis of Scripture has seldom asked the missiological questions regarding God’s intentions and purpose.

On the other hand, the activist practitioners of mission have too easily superimposed their particular agendas on Scripture or ignored the Bible altogether. Thus Arthur Glasser called for a deeper missiological reflection on the biblical message. “All Scripture,” he said,makes its contribution in one way or another to our understanding of mission. . . . In our day evangelicals are finding that the biblical base for mission is far broader and more complex than any previous generation of missiologists appears to have envisioned. . . . In our day there is a growing impatience with all individualistic and pragmatic approaches to the missionary task that arise out of a prooftext use of Scripture, despite their popularity among the present generation of activistic evangelicals. (Glasser 1992, 26-27; see also Bosch 1980, 42-49; Scherer 1987, 243; Verkuyl, 89-100)




 




Johannes Verkuyl advocated a change in hermeneutical approach. “In the past,” he wrote, “the usual method was to pull a series of prooftexts out of the Old and New Testaments and then to consider the task accomplished. But more recently biblical scholars have taught us the importance of reading these texts in context and paying due regard to the various nuances. . . . One must consider the very structure of the whole biblical message” (Verkuyl, 90).

The basic contours of a broader missiological hermeneutic were explored over forty-five years ago in Part I of The Theology of Christian Mission edited by G. Anderson (1961, 17-94). Here G. Ernest Wright, Johannes Blauw, Oscar Cullmann, Karl Barth, Donald Miller and F. N. Davey surveyed a wide range of biblical material, deriving from the Bible what the church’s mission ought to be. At about the same time, the missiological reflection of the Second Vatican Council on the role of Scripture in mission thinking (for example, in Lumen Gentium and Ad Gentes Divinitus) closely followed this model as well (see Flannery, 350-440, 813-62). Subsequent papal encyclicals like Evangelii Nuntiandi and Redemptoris Missio appealed to Scripture; though this appeal at times appeared like elaborate prooftexting to buttress predetermined ecclesiastical agendas (Bevans).

So, over the last several decades a significant global consensus has emerged with regard to the Bible and mission. As Bosch explains it, “Our conclusion is that both Old and New Testaments are permeated with the idea of mission. . . . [But] not everything we call mission is indeed mission. . . . It is the perennial temptation of the Church to become [a club of religious folklore]. . . . The only remedy for this mortal danger lies in [the Church] challenging herself unceasingly with the true biblical foundation of mission” (Bosch 1978, 18-19).

Traditionally, the Bible has been examined to see how it supports, informs and critiques mission, what has been called “the Bible basis of mission” (see, e.g., Padilla 1998). However, during the past couple of decades a second equally important question has been explored: How does a missiological reading offer a more complete understanding of the Bible itself, deepening and broadening our hermeneutic of the biblical text? Among those exploring a missional hermeneutic of the Bible are Ken Gnanakan (1989), Timothy Carriker (1992), Johannes Nissen (1999), Walter C. Kaiser (2000), Arthur Glasser (2003), Christopher Wright (2003) and James Chukwuma Okoye (2006).



5. Theology of Mission Is Theological.

 

Most fundamentally, theology of mission involves reflection about God. It seeks to understand God’s mission, God’s intentions and purposes, God’s use of human instruments in God’s mission, and God’s working through God’s people in God’s world (see, for example, Niles; Spindler; Stott; J. Taylor; Verkuyl, 163- 204; Vicedom).

Theology of mission deals with all the traditional theological themes of systematic theology, but in a way that differs from systematic theologians down through the centuries. The difference arises from the multidisciplinary, missiological orientation of its theologizing. Theology of mission is an applied theology. Due to this applicational nature, at times it looks like what some would call pastoral or practical theology. This type of theological reflection focuses specifically on particular issues, those having to do with the mission of the church in specific contexts. In Mission as Transformation, Vinay Samuel and Chris Sugden called for “doing theology in Transformation. First,” they wrote,mission is the mother of theology, and theological and biblical reflection arises out of engagement with the context, experience and questions of mission. Second, theology and biblical study is inherently a crosscultural and intercultural exercise as people from different cultures share their insights on the biblical text. Thirdly, theology is a team (effort), developed as iron sharpens iron wrestling with issues raised by the call to the obedience of faith. (Samuel and Sugden, xiii-xiv)




 




Theology of mission draws its incarnational nature from the ministry of Jesus and is always done in a specific time and place. Neither missiology nor theology of mission can be allowed to restrict itself to reflection only, or to mere historically interesting story telling of mission endeavors in the past. As J. Verkuyl stated, “Missiology may never become a substitute for action and participation. God calls for participants and volunteers in his mission. In part, Missiology’s goal is to become a ‘service station’ along the way. If study does not lead to participation, whether at home or abroad, missiology has lost her humble calling. . . . Any good missiology is also a missiologia viatorum—‘pilgrim missiology’” (Verkuyl, 6, 18).



6. Theology of Mission Is Praxeological.

 

Theology of mission must eventually emanate in biblically informed and contextually appropriate missional action. If our theology of mission does not emanate in informed action, we are merely “a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal” (1 Cor 13:1). The intimate connection of reflection with action is absolutely essential for missiology. At the same time, if our missiological action does not itself transform our reflection, we may have held great ideas, but they are irrelevant or useless, sometimes destructive or counterproductive.

In theology of mission, we borrow from sociology, anthropology, psychology, economics, urbanology, the study of the relation of Christian churches to other religions, the study of the relation of church and state, and a host of other cognate disciplines to understand the specific context in which we are doing our reflection in theology of mission. Such contextual analysis offers us a deeper understanding of the particular context in terms of a hermeneutic of the reality in which we are ministering. This in turn helps us hear the cries, see the faces, understand the stories and respond to the living needs and hopes of the persons who are an integral part of that context.

A part of this contextual analysis today includes the history of the way the church in its mission has interfaced with that context down through history. The attitudes, actions and events of the church’s mission action and reflection that occurred in a particular context prior to the arrival of the mission theologian will color in profound and surprising ways all present and future missional endeavors.

One of the most helpful ways to interface reflection and action is by way of the process known as “praxis.” “Missiology,” wrote Orlando Costas,is fundamentally a praxeological phenomenon. It is a critical reflection that takes place in the praxis of mission. . . . [It occurs] in the concrete missionary situation, as part of the church’s missionary obedience to and participation in God’s mission, and is itself actualized in that situation. . . . Its object is always the world, . . . men and women in their multiple life situations. . . . In reference to this witnessing action saturated and led by the sovereign, redemptive action of the Holy Spirit, . . . the concept of missionary praxis is used. Missiology arises as part of a witnessing engagement to the gospel in the multiple situations of life. (Costas 1976, 8)




 




The concept of praxis helps us understand that not only the reflection, but profoundly the action itself is theology-on-the-way that seeks to discover how the church may participate more fully in God’s mission in God’s world. The action is itself theological and serves to inform the reflection, which in turn interprets, evaluates, critiques and projects new understanding in transformed action. Thus the interweaving of reflection and action in a constantly spiraling pilgrimage offer a transformation of all aspects of our missiological engagement with our various contexts.

A praxeological approach to theology of mission grew out of attempts around the globe to discover new ways to contextualize the gospel in differing cultural contexts. “Contextualization,” writes J. A. Kirk, “recognizes the reciprocal influence of culture and socioeconomic life. In relating Gospel to culture, therefore, it tends to take a more critical (or prophetic) stance toward culture. The concept . . . is intended to be taken seriously as a theological method which entails particular ideological commitments to transform situations of social injustice, political alienation and the abuse of human rights” (Kirk, 91; see also Bosch 1991, 420-32).

In Acts 15, Luke highlights this praxeological way of doing mission theology in the way he tells the story of the decision on the part of the Aramaic-speaking church in Jerusalem to allow Gentile believers in Jesus to remain essentially Gentile (with some requested behavioral changes). The theological foundation of this momentous decision was the event of the Holy Spirit’s pentecostal outpouring on Cornelius in Acts 10, retold in Acts 11, and referred to two more times by Peter in Acts 15:7-11 and by James in Acts 15:13-14. The point here is that the events themselves, the Holy Spirit’s action itself, was the theological basis for this unprece dented decision on the part of the Jerusalem church.

Clearly we are trying to avoid superimposing our own agendas on Scripture. This was the mistake made by liberation theologians, from which they did not recover. Rather, what is being sought is a way to bring a new set of questions to the text, questions that might help us see in the Scriptures what we had missed before. Bosch called this new approach to Scripture “critical hermeneutics” (1991, 20-24; see also 1978, 1993).

Conceptually we are involved here in something that philosophy of science has called paradigm construction or paradigm shift. A paradigm is a conceptual tool used to perceive reality and order that perception in an understandable, explainable and somewhat predictable pattern. A paradigm consists of the total composite set of values, worldview, priorities and knowledge that makes a person, a group of persons or a culture look at reality in a certain way. Bosch helped us to see paradigm formation as a powerful way to reconceptualize our understanding of God’s mission in differing communities, in varying contexts (see Bevans and Schroeder).

Thus we find that theology of mission is a continual process of reflection-and-action-leading-to-renewed-reflection-leading-to-renewed-action. This involves a movement from the biblical text to the faith community in its context. By focusing our attention on an integrating theme, we encounter new insights as we reread Scripture from the point of view of a contextual hermeneutic. These new insights can then be restated and lived out as biblically informed, contextually appropriate missional action of the faith community in the particularity of time, worldview and space of each specific context in which God’s mission happens.



7. Theology of Mission Is Definitional.

 

One of the most interesting, significant yet difficult tasks of mission theology is to assist missiology in defining the terms it uses. And within this enterprise, a central question has to do with how one may define “mission” itself. What is mission? What is not mission? Over the past fifty years a host of differing definitions have been offered, too many to include in this article. Among the various Christian traditions there has been a heated debate over an acceptable definition of mission, from which the smoke continues to rise.

For the sake of brevity, let me offer my own preliminary definition of mission, by way of illustration: God’s mission works primarily through the people of God intentionally crossing barriers from church to nonchurch, faith to nonfaith, to proclaim by word and deed the coming of the kingdom of God in Jesus Christ through the church’s participation in God’s mission of reconciling people to God, to themselves, to each other and to the world and gathering them into the church through repentance and faith in Jesus Christ by the work of the Holy Spirit with a view to the transformation of the world as a sign of the coming of the kingdom in Jesus Christ.



8. Theology of Mission Is Analytical.

 

The mission enterprise is complex in both its theory and its practice. It becomes more complex when we begin to examine the host of theological assumptions, meanings and relations that permeate that practice. For this reason, mission theologians have found it helpful to partition the task into smaller segments. We noticed earlier that Gerald Anderson defined mission in terms of “faith, motives, message, methods, strategy, and goals,” along with “basis, scope and task.” James Stamoolis followed a similar methodology in Eastern Orthodox Mission Theoogy Today by organizing his research around questions dealing with “the historical background, the aim, the method, the motives, and the liturgy” of mission as that took place among and through the Eastern Orthodox.

To organize their questions, mission theologians begin with the recognition that mission is most fundamentally missio Dei. It is God’s mission. Mission derives from God’s nature and God’s intention. One finds a number of mission theologians reflecting on missio Dei Georg Vicedom brought this to the attention of the world church before and during the Mexico City meeting of the CWME/WCC in 1963 (Vicedom; see also Rosin).

But God does not act alone, nor does God’s mission occur in a vacuum. Beginning with Noah and Abraham and their families and continuing to the present day, God’s mission has taken place through the instrumentality of humans (missio hominum). God’s mission has also taken many forms through the endeavors of the diverse social groupings created by the people of God and their surrounding cultures (missiones ecclesiae). The missio Dei is singular, is pure in its motivation, means and goals, for it derives from the nature of God. But God’s decision to use human instruments (missio hominum) involves working through fallen human beings who are simultaneously just and sinful. Missio hominum is always mixed as to its motivations, means and goals. In his grace, God seems to delight in carrying out his mission through the instrumentality of human social groups and social organizations. Thus missiones ecclesiae are plural because of the multiplicity of the activities of the churches, the lack of unity of the churches, the mixture of centripetal (gathering) activities with centrifugal (sending, joining and identifying) activities of the churches, and because their shape is influenced so much by what is going on in the churches, among the Christians and in the surrounding contexts at the time.

 



Table 1. The Theology of Mission—A Working Grid
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Finally, God’s mission interacts with and exerts influence upon global human civilization (Missio politica oecumenica, see, e.g., Verkuyl, 394-402). Missio politica oecumenica, deals with God’s concern for the nations and God’s interaction through God’s people with the civilizations, cultures, politics and human structures of this world. Christ’s kingdom mission always calls into question the kingdoms of this world.

A final important distinction needs to be made. Mission is both missio futurum and missio adventus. Missio futurum has to do with the predictable issues of God’s mission as that takes place in human history. Thus futurm is the movement into the future that involves the natural and human extrapolation and results of the missions of the churches in the midst of world history. But the story of mission is always incomplete if it stops there. We must also include missio adventus. This is the adventus of the inbreaking (the advent) of God, of Jesus Christ in the incarnation, of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, of the Holy Spirit’s mission in and through the church. God’s mission brings unexpected surprises, radical changes, new directions and almost unbelievable transformation in the midst of human life: personal, social and structural. God works in the world through both futurum and adventus. And mission theologians need constantly to be asking about the difference between and the interrelation of futurum and adventus, sorting out their implications for theology of mission.

Once we have seen the two ways of organizing our questions in mission theology, we can bring the two types of questions together. Table 1, a “The Theology of Mission—A Working Grid,” attempts to represent in diagrammatic form the interaction of the various theological categories of mission theory with several illustrative aspects of missional action. The interfacing of the mission categories (placed along the horizontal axis) with the aspects of missional action (placed along the vertical axis) yields a host of new questions for mission theology. Each square in the grid constitutes a specific question for appropriate mission theology in a local context.

Notice in the grid that each horizontal level (for example in terms of “motivation” for mission) provides at least seven different types of questions to be asked: God’s motivation, human motivation, the motivations of the churches and mission organizations, the motivations in mission in relation to global civilization, Christological motivations for mission, the role of the Holy Spirit in motivating the church in mission, and motivation in terms of futurum as distinguished from adventus. Notice, also, that each vertical column (for example, if we ask about missio Dei) informs the motivation, means, agents, goals and so forth of mission.

Clearly no one missiologist can do all that is represented by this grid. Only one or two of the many boxes may in fact be appropriate to investigate in a particular context, at a particular moment and in relation to specific actions of mission. However, the grid can offer us both (1) simplicity of analysis by differentiating the questions and (2) the complexity of the whole enterprise in terms of the entire grid. Almost every master’s thesis or doctoral dissertation in missiology naturally falls into one or two of the squares. Yet when the person begins to reflect in terms of mission theology as related to the question of that square, the investigation leads naturally to ask about all the other issues represented by the larger grid.

An example of this kind of analysis is the extended discussions that occurred in the late 1960s in the World Council of Churches and centered on whether they should use “mission” or “missions” in the title of the International Review of Mission(s). That discussion had to do with the distinction between God’s mission, which is one, and the enterprises of the churches seen as “missions” that are many. So in its April 1969 issue, the oldest missiological journal in the world dropped the s in its name to become The International Review of Misson. In that issue’s editorial, William Crane wrote,Missions in the plural have a certain justification in the diplomatic, political, and economic spheres of international relations where their nature, scope, and authority are defined by the interests of both those who initiate and those who receive them. But the mission of the church is singular in that it issues from the One Triune God and His intention for the salvation of all [human beings]. His commission to the church is one, even though the ministries given to the Church for this mission, and the given responses of particular churches in particular situations to the commission, are manifold. . . . The various studies and programmes initiated by the Division of World Mission and Evangelism in the past few years since integration into the life of the World Council of Churches, also reflect this concern for the one mission of the Church in six continents rather than the traditional concern for missions from three continents to the other three.” (Crane, 141-44)




 






9. Mission Theology Seeks to Be Truthful.

 

This brings us to the seventh characteristic of the theology of mission. In the social sciences, as in all scholarly enterprises, one of the most important questions has to do with the basis on which one can determine the validity and reliability of the results of that discipline’s investigation.

In the social sciences that have heavily impacted missiology, normally the concept of validity has to do with the question, How can we be sure that we are collecting the right data in the right way? The concept of reliability is normally understood to address the question, How can we be sure that if the same approach were taken again the same data would be discovered?

However, in mission theology these questions are not the right ones. For the mission theologian is neither concerned about the quality of the empirical data nor the repeatability of the process that yields identical results. In fact, the opposite is true. Given the fact that the mission theologian studies God’s mission, the data will always be new (and will sometimes call into question earlier data), and the results will often be surprising and different. Mission theology, therefore, must seek another way to recognize acceptable research. The question of reliability must be transformed into one of trust and the matter of validity must be seen as one of truth. Thus the methodological questions facing the mission theologian are the following:

9.1. Trust.
• Did the researcher read the right people, the trusted authors and sources?

• Did the researcher read widely enough in a breadth of perspectives on the issue?

• Did the researcher read other viewpoints correctly?

• Did the researcher understand what was read?

• Are there internal contradictions either in the use and understanding of the authors or in their application of the issue at hand? 9.2. Truth.

• Is there adequate biblical foundation for the statements being affirmed?

• Is there an appropriate continuity/discontinuity of the researcher’s statements with theological affirmations made by other thinkers down through the history of the church?

• Where contradictions or qualifications of thought arise, does the mission theologian’s work adequately support the particular theological directions being advocated in the study?

• Are the dialectical tensions and/or seeming contradictions allowed to stand (as they should), given what we know and do not know of the mystery of God’s revealed hiddenness as that impacts our understanding of missio Dei?



 



These methodological questions lead to specific criteria of acceptability in mission theology’s research, as these interface with missiology as a multidisciplinary discipline.

9.3. Criteria of Acceptability.
• Revelatory: It is grounded in Scripture.

• Coherent: It holds together, is built around an integrating idea.

• Consistent: It has no insurmountable glaring contradictions, and is consistent with other truths known about God, God’s mission and God’s revealed will.

• Simple: It has been reduced to the most basic components related to God’s mission in terms of the specific issue at hand.

• Supportable: It is logically, historically, experimentally, praxeologically affirmed and supported.

• Outside agreement: Are there other significant thinkers, theological communities and/ or traditions that lend support to the thesis being offered?

• Contextual: Does it interface appropriately with the context?

• Doable: Can the concepts be translated into missional action that in turn is consistent with the motivations and goals of the mission theology being developed?

• Transformational: Would the carrying out of the proposed missional action issue in appropriate changes in the status quo that reflect biblical elements of the missio Dei?


• Demonstrating Appropriate Consequences: Are the results of translating the concepts into missional action consistent with the thrust of the concepts themselves and with the nature and mission of God as revealed in Scripture?


 





10. Conclusion.

 

Theology of mission is prescriptive as well as descriptive. It is synthetic (bringing about synthesis) and integrational. It searches for trustworthy and true perceptions concerning the church’s mission based on biblical and theological reflection, seeks to interface with the appropriate missional action, and creates a new set of values and priorities that reflect as clearly as possible the ways in which the church may participate in God’s mission in specific contexts at particular times. When mission theology is abstracted from mission practice it seems strange and can be too far removed from the concrete places and specific people that are at the heart of God’s mission. Theology of mission is at its best when it is intimately involved in the heart, head and hand (being, knowing and doing) of the church’s mission in the world. Theology of mission is a personal, corporate, committed, profoundly transformational search for always new and more profound understanding of the ways in which the people of God may participate more faithfully in God’s mission in a lost and broken world so loved by God.

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; LAUSANNE MOVEMENT AND COVENANT; MISSIONARY CONFERENCES, WORLD; MISSIONARY MOVEMENTS.
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MISSIONARY CONFERENCES, WORLD

 

Beginning at Edinburgh in 1910, a number of mission conferences were held during the twentieth century. Seeking to aid and direct the Protestant missionary movement, they focused first on the need for cooperation between different ecclesiastical traditions and mission societies in world evangelization. But soon participants had to deal with deeper issues. What was the nature and goal of mission? What was the proper relationship among traditional church bodies and mission structures, which, in Europe especially, had arisen on the periphery of the churches? What was the appropriate relationship between evangelization and social action? How should Christians evaluate other religious systems? And how should the unity of the church be expressed? At their heart these questions had to do with the nature of the Christian message itself and consequently, the mission of the church. Behind them also lay issues of ecclesiology and the relationship between faith and cultures. Traditional theologies, isolated in the West, had rarely if ever considered many of these questions.

Two streams emerged. Edinburgh gave birth to the International Missionary Council (IMC) in 1921 and a series of conferences that culminated with its integration with the *World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1961. The second stream arose when conservatives, dissatisfied with the direction of the WCC, convened the World Congress on Evangelism in Berlin in 1966, leading to the *Lausanne Movement (LCWE) in 1974. At times the two streams seemed to converge on some issues, but by the end of the century differences remained and had perhaps increased.1. The IMC/WCC Movement

2. The Berlin/Lausanne Movement


 





1. The IMC/WCC Movement.

 

Edinburgh focused on the best ways to accomplish world evangelization. It embodied the watchword of the Student Volunteer Movement: “The Evangelization of the World in this Generation.” It recognized that non-Christian religions included elements that manifested the working of the Spirit of God, but the delegates were persuaded of the “universal and emphatic witness to the absoluteness of the Christian faith.” Furthermore, the conference affirmed that mission was the task of the entire church, not simply of a few. The other overarching concern was the search for unity across a theological spectrum stretching from Anglo-Catholics to free churches and “faith missions.” But in order to secure participation of Anglo-Catholics, theological debate was excluded. With only seventeen Asians present among the 1200 delegates, western Christians were just beginning to become aware of their need for unity with believers of other cultures as well.

When the IMC met in Jerusalem in 1928 the world had changed radically. Disillusionment and secularism were now major challenges. The nature of the Christian message was its major focus. Behind this concern was the issue of the “social gospel” in the West, and the relationship to other religions, especially in Asia. Without dealing directly with the question, the Jerusalem IMC declared, “Our message is Jesus Christ. He is the revelation of what God is and of what man through him may become. . . . The message . . . must always remain the Gospel of Jesus Christ.” It added that the goal of mission was “the production of Christ-like character in individuals and societies and nations through faith in . . . Christ.” Racism was declared to be a denial of the gospel. And “younger churches,” now organized into national councils in twenty-six countries, were welcomed as equal partners in the missionary task. But the councils did not include mission structures in their membership.

The IMC met in 1938 at Madras, India, against the background of the growing issue of the Christian attitude toward other faiths. The Hocking Report in 1932 had recommended that conversion to the Christian faith no longer be the goal of mission. Rather, Christians should work “with the forces which are making for righteousness within every religious system.” In his reply, commissioned by the IMC, Hendrik Kraemer focused on God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ and stressed the discontinuity between Christianity and other religions. The delegates took the middle ground and affirmed a position similar to that of Jerusalem and continued to advocate witness for Christ to all peoples. They said the unfinished task of *evangelism had been given to “the church and the church alone,” centered in the local congregation. The issue of the relationship of the church to mission structures was apparently not considered. But Madras went beyond previous meetings in its vision of social transformation and the realization of peace, freedom and justice.

The postwar meeting at Whitby in 1947 sought to reestablish relationships in a world shattered by war and now entering a revolutionary age. It pledged to support “every movement for the removal of injustice and oppression,” but insisted that the ultimate “healing must be spiritual through the entry of the risen Christ into every part of the life of the world.” Thus it continued to recognize that “above all earthly circumstances stands unchanged the command of Christ to preach the Gospel to every creature.” Evangelism was to be central in mission. Whitby also insisted on the “absolute spiritual equality” of all churches in their witness to the world.

A major shift in direction began at Willengen in 1952 when the thought of Johannes Hoekendijk began to dominate ecumenical mission theology. He attacked the “church-centric” view of mission because, he said, it revolved around an illegitimate center. The world, not the church, was to be the scene of the proclamation of the gospel. The church was “a means in God’s hands to establish shalom in this world.” The conference moved in that direction as it understood the Lord’s commission, “Go . . . to raise a prophetic voice against social, economic, and racial injustice.” The continuing thrust of Hoekendijk’s thought was expressed at the gathering of the World Student Christian Federation in 1960, in which he advocated “full identification with man in the modern world” and called for the church to move out of ecclesiastical structures and become mobile groups. His goal was to “desacralize” the church and “dereligionize” Christianity. Thus the main focus became the sociopolitical usefulness of the church. Its primary mission was to produce social revolutions!

At Ghana in 1958, the IMC voted for integration with the WCC, becoming its Commission on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME). Max Warren, of the Anglican Church Missionary Society, opposed the move, believing that “voluntary societies,” including mission structures, were essential to the health of the whole church. He feared that the evangelical missionary thrust would be lost or greatly diminished with integration. John MacKay of Princeton believed that the move would put mission at the heart of the World Council. Subsequent events seemed to validate Warren’s concern.



2. The Berlin/Lausanne Movement.

 

Concerned about the direction of the WCC, evangelicals met at Wheaton, Illinois, in 1966 to consider the church’s worldwide mission. For them, mission meant evangelism, and church planting had priority over all other activities. The “authoritative, inerrant Word of God” was ”the final rule of faith and practice.” Later that year the World Congress on Evangelism was held in Berlin. It assumed both the “final authority of the Bible and the apostolic emphasis on the evangelization of mankind as the primary mission of the church.” The theology of evangelism took its central motivation from obedience to the Great Commission. Evangelism was defined as “the proclamation of the crucified and risen Christ . . . with the purpose of persuading condemned and lost sinners to put their trust in God by receiving and accepting Christ as Saviour.” The goal was to evangelize the world by the end of the century. A strong statement repudiating racism was made, and Carl Henry spoke of the need for justice as well as justification, but the congress did not go beyond that. The issue of other religions was treated only in the rejection of universalism.

The 1974 Congress on World Evangelization produced the Lausanne Covenant, the most important evangelical document on mission of the century. It sought to balance a continuing stress on the authority of Scripture with the uniqueness of Christ and the urgency of evangelism. But it added that biblical evangelism was inseparable from social responsibility. Mission was described as “everything the church is sent into the world to do.” Social action was to be a partner of evangelism, though each was valid in itself. While the church was seen as the only divinely appointed means for spreading the gospel, Lausanne envisioned a continuing role for mission structures. The congress also recognized that churches needed to be deeply rooted in their own cultures. And while syncretism was rejected, the door was opened to sensitive dialogue with adherents of other religions.

The theme of the LCWE consultation at Pattaya, Thailand, in 1980, was “How Shall They Hear?” and evangelism was said to have priority. Consequently a smaller consultation took place in Grand Rapids in 1982, seeking a better balance. A wide diversity of evangelical leaders agreed that, along with verbal proclamation, the people of God should be deeply involved in relief, aid, development, and the quest for justice and peace. They affirmed that the basis for this lay in the character of God, who hates evil and loves righteousness. Thus, social responsibility was more than a consequence of evangelism; it was one of its principle aims. That point was reiterated at the Manila conference in 1989 in which 4000 evangelicals from 150 nations recaptured the earlier definition of ecumenism: “The Whole Church Taking the Gospel to the Whole World.”

See also EVANGELISM; LAUSANNE MOVEMENT AND COVENANT; MISSIONARY MOVEMENTS; MISSIONS, THEOLOGY OF.
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MISSIONARY MOVEMENTS

 

This article gives a brief historical background to the missionary movements from the Old Sending Countries (OSC) in Europe and North America, as well as the development of missionary movements from the New Sending Countries (NSC) in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the South Pacific. The crosscultural missionaries from the NSC are today almost as many as the missionaries from the OSC, although having their distinctive characteristics.

1. Historical Models of Mission Movements

2. Mission Movements from the Non-Western World

3. Conclusion


 


1. Historical Models of Mission Movements.

 

1.1. The Missionary Band. In the history of the Christian church missionary movements have emerged to enable the expansion of the Christian faith. Often these movements have resulted in the formation of distinct missionary organizations. The missionary band model used during the first centuries of the early church received strong influences from postexilic Judaism and its way of making proselytes among non-Jews. Early Christian apostles went in teams to different parts of the Roman Empire, and even beyond its borders, in order to evangelize and plant churches. These mobile structures set a pattern for the missionary movements in the Christian church as a counterpart to the fixed structure, that is, the local congregations.

1.2. Monastic Movements. The *monastic movements resulted in a new way of organizing the missionary outreach of the church. The monastic system was first employed in the Western Church by the Celtic Christians in Britain and in the Eastern Church by the Nestorians (Broadbent). During the Catholic expansion in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, monastic orders were fundamental and guaranteed the religious dimension of the colonial establishment.

1.3. Pietistic Fellowships. The paladins of the Protestant *Reformation did not make use of the monastic model, partly because monasticism was accused of lacking good theological foundations and of harboring all kind of abuses. The main reason, however, was the difficulty in considering a missionary outreach to places where there was no Protestant government. Only when the *Pietistic movement had its breakthrough two centuries after the genesis of the Protestant Reformation did mission initiatives to other countries emerge among the Protestant churches. The Halle mission in Denmark and the Moravians in Germany were the protagonists of the new movement. Through a model of Pietistic fellowships, mission bases were founded in order to send artisans as self-sustained missionaries to various regions of the world. Since the Puritans in England had maintained closer ties between church and state, they were able to take advantage of the colonial expansion to establish churches in new territories. In 1649 the New England Company was founded as the first Protestant mission society to support missionary initiatives in the transatlantic colonies.

1.4. Mission Societies. The optimistic and humanistic emphases of the *Enlightenment strongly affected the outlook of the Christian church, especially in the Protestant sphere. The modern missionary enterprise was a “child of the Enlightenment” (Bosch). An expansionist worldview nourished the Protestant churches and led to openness for new ideas and a desire to spread the Christian faith. The Great Awakening in North America, the birth of Methodism and the Evangelical Revival in Anglicanism influenced the eighteenth-century developments (Van den Berg). The result was the founding of mission societies and the call for voluntary service that has influenced missions for two centuries.

The period from 1793—beginning with William Carey and the constitution of the Baptist Society—to 1914, the beginning of the First World War, has been called the Great Century of Mission owing to the extraordinary expansion of the Protestant missions to Africa, Asia and Latin America. The epicenter of the missionary initiative shifted from Europe to North America.

1.5. Faith Missions. The mission societies were, in the beginning, essentially denominational in structure, but from 1860 on interdenominational agencies became a major force in sending Protestant missionaries. Being unbound from the formal church hierarchy, the agencies had great freedom to choose their people and to target new mission fields. However, the emancipation also led to financial challenges, and many of these newer Protestant missionary agencies belonged to a category often referred to as faith missions. The prototype of all these “faith mission” societies was the China Inland Mission, founded in 1865 by J. Hudson Taylor. The involvement of women in voluntary associations was another important aspect of the development of the voluntary concept and in the new forms of missionary organizations that had emerged (Brackney).



2. Mission Movements from the Non-Western World.

 

In the second half of the twentieth century, the strong growth of evangelical churches in some of the countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America led to an important shift in Christianity from the North to the South. One of the results is a new wave of mission efforts coming from countries that had been considered mission fields but now began to send their own missionaries. These countries have been called New Sending Countries (NSC), although some of them (India and Brazil) have been sending missionaries for more than a century. There are also Western countries such as New Zealand where a national mission movement emerged in the 1970s, even though their first missionary was sent to India in 1887 (Jenkins). The distinction between “old” and “new,” then, has less to do with the length of the history of a particular mission movement than with overcoming the preconception that missionaries only came from the West.

Among the evangelical churches in the NSC, national mission movements were started during the 1970s. Most mission initiatives before that were taken through denominational mission boards, with a few important exceptions. By 1980 the number of missionaries sent from the NSC had grown to almost 13,000, with 743 sending organizations. By 1988, some 36,000 missionaries had been sent from the NSC by 1,094 missions. By the year 2000 the number had reached 92,000 missionaries serving in 1,342 organizations (Johnstone and Mandryk).

Though some had felt that missionaries from NSC would outpace those from OSC by 2000, the growth of these mission organizations has been uneven. In some countries, the rapid numerical growth of the church has resulted in a strong missionary movement, while in others there have been fewer mission initiatives. The main NSC in 2000 were India with a reported number of 44,000 missionaries, Korea with 12,000 missionaries, Brazil with 4,750 missionaries and Nigeria with 3,700 missionaries. A significant percentage of these missionaries are working crossculturally in their own countries among less-evangelized people groups or regions (Keyes and Pate).

2.1. Factors Contributing to the Emergence of Mission Movements in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the South Pacific. Some external factors have contributed to the emergence of missionary movements from non-Western countries:

Political changes, such as in India in 1947 and China in 1949, have led to difficulties for missionaries to obtain new visas, forcing national organizations to continue the missionary work. The independence and nationalization phases in Africa and the democratization processes in Latin America have also played an import part in the growth of a national awareness of opportunity and responsibility.

*Migration owing to religious and political persecution and to financial factors is creating diaspora groups in other countries, sometimes with a high percentage of Christian believers, for example, the Koreans, Indians, Ghanaians, Nigerians, Central Americans and Brazilians.

Economic growth makes international travel and participation more accessible to the younger churches in global mission.

In addition, *globalization contributes to a sense of belonging to a “global village” and to taking on responsibility for participation in the evangelization of the world. A decisive factor for the Korean mission movements was the globalization of the country leading to globalized churches and consequently a global perspective of mission (Moon).

Important internal factors relating to developments within the Christian churches include, first of all, revivals. In several of the African countries mission movements started in the 1970s due the revivals and charismatic movements that spread through the continent and led to a rapid growth of evangelical churches (Famonure).

The influence of expatriate missionaries is another factor. A new generation of missionaries from Europe and North America with a vision for the participation of emerging churches has been influential in sharing the burden for the evangelization of the world and has provided teaching on crosscultural mission to younger churches.

Also influential are mission conferences. The 1970s and 1980s saw a significant number of international and continent-wide mission conferences focusing on the unfinished task, such as the Lausanne Conference for World Evangelization in 1974 and the COMIBAM conference in Brazil in 1987 (see Missionary Conferences, World).

International mission agencies, such as WEC International, Operation Mobilization and Youth with a Mission, have emerged and are mobilizing young people in Asia, Africa and Latin America for mission. The short-term experience with these agencies gave birth to a generation of mission-minded Christians in the NSC.

The formation of a national leadership also contributes in a significant way. The combination of the factors already mentioned and the work of God through his Holy Spirit raised up new and capable national leadership in many of the churches in the NSC who are endowed with a vision for crosscultural mission.

2.2. Some Characteristics of the Mission Movements from Africa, Asia, Latin America and the South Pacific. First, many of these new movements are emulating the organizational models from the OSC. The mission efforts of the NSC are carried out using structures of various types mainly following the pattern seen in Europe and North America. At least four categories can be discerned:1. Sending structures based on denominational initiatives, with or without strong influence from a “mother church” in the West

2. International and interdenominational mission agencies that have established a sending organization in a NSC

3. Interdenominational agencies started by nationals with their own financial resources

4. Local churches or communities that create their own sending structure


 



Crossculturally within their own country, priority is given to work with ethnic groups still unreached by the gospel. In the South Pacific and the Caribbean missionaries are often sent to less-evangelized neighboring islands.

Another characteristic is work among the diaspora, sometimes as pastors for their countrymen in other nations or as pioneers and church planters;

New models of missionary work are constantly emerging from the NSC, searching for creative forms of financial support and of establishing a Christian presence in unreached places.

Informal and unstructured mission movements through migration, jobs overseas in multinational companies, studies and so forth continue to develop as well. Like the mission movements in earlier history of the Christian expansion, many unknown and uncounted “missionaries” from the NSC are planting churches all over the world.



3. Conclusion.

 

Today mission is from everywhere to everywhere, and missionaries cross the geographical boundaries in all directions. Both OSC and NSC have important roles to play in the fulfillment of the Great Commission of Jesus Christ. Cooperation is the key word for the twenty-first century, through strategic alliances between mission movements from the OSC and the NSC, international teams and joint efforts, with the challenge to reach specific less-evangelized areas of the world.

See also LAUSANNE MOVEMENT AND COVENANT; MISSIONARY CONFERENCES, WORLD; MISSION, THEOLOGY OF.
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MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS

 

As the entry implies, postmodernism names any concerted reaction against “modernism.” Unfortunately, the nature of “modernism” as it refers to an era in Western European thought is a contested story. Of course, champions of modernism tell the story as one of human evolution from primitive superstition to Enlightenment (Randall). But for the sake of clarifying “postmodernisms,” it is useful first to attend to less rosy postmodern descriptions of modernity (Lyotard; Murphy, 1996, 1997; Toulmin).1. Defining Modernism

2. Postmodern Reactions: The French School

3. Postmodern Reactions: The Anglo-American School


 





1. Defining Modernism.

 

It is no accident that the birth of modernism coincides with the end of the so-called religious wars, the bloodiest of which was the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) that claimed the lives of nearly 40 percent of Germany. To the extent that “religious dogmatism” was successfully blamed for this otherwise politically motivated war (Cavanaugh), the new era in Western Europe was marked by the distrust and gradual marginalization of all traditional authorities and loci of learning that fail to produce mathematical-like certainty: theology, morality, history, language, culture, art, law, rhetoric, politics and so forth. In a desperate attempt to shore up the newly won but fragile political peace, theoretical reasoning (by which absolutely certain conclusions are deduced from universally conceded principles) was taken to be the normative form of human rationality (Toulmin), a place formerly held by practical reasoning (by means of which a course of action is selected often in the absence of logically compelling reasons). Common examples of practical reasoning include ethics, engineering, medicine, jurisprudence and so on. But once theoretical reasoning gained prominence, the paragon of an individual’s development was no longer taken to be the ability to think wisely but the ability to think mathematically, and to do so under conditions of “autonomy,” according to which the enlightened individual has shrugged off the opinions of everyone else (no matter how learned) and begun to think for themselves. Each bit of knowledge that was generated by logico-mathematical means was thought to be a brick in the single, united and monolithic house of human knowledge properly constructed upon foundations of incorrigible truths, each of which could not be doubted (Descartes). (This epistemological theory is called “foundationalism.”) Since logico-mathematical reasoning is context-independent (e.g., interior angles of triangles necessarily add up to 180 degrees regardless of time, place or person), the elevation of theoretical over practical reasoning is accompanied by four other marks of the modern period that likewise resulted from the loss of “context” as a working concept.

First, the interior life was radically privatized. Twelve centuries before the Thirty Years’ War, Augustine spoke of his journey to God as turning inward-then-upward, as though human persons were closed courtyards, walled but roofless. Because they were roofless, human beings were open to things above them on the hierarchy, such as God and the church (Augustine; Cary). However in modernity, both God and church had been jettisoned along with the practice of theology. Consequently, the inevitable metaphor for human persons in the modern period became that of a darkened theater—both walled and roofed—in which the human self “in here” was cut off from the world of objects “out there.” In the worst case, the human ego is always skeptical, never quite sure if the world-as-it-appears is identical with the world-as-it-really-is. In the best case, the modern self extrapolates past all its limitations and achieves a bird’s-eye objectivity from which point it passes judgment on the correspondence between appearance and fact, between sentences and “reality.” As a result, the development of a good character was no longer considered to be prerequisite for reliable knowledge. (The medievals and ancients insisted that only “like knows like”; thus the psalmist: “to the pure you show yourself pure,” but “to the crooked you show yourself shrewd” (Ps 18:26 NIV; Hebrew can also mean “twisted” or “perverse”). Rather, knowledge was reduced to mere information that could be possessed by untutored individuals and change hands without diminishment, like coins.

Second, once the private human subject was cut off from the public world of objects, the workings of language was taken to be the exclusive domain of the individual homunculus (the “little man” trapped inside each human body). The paradigm of language was photo-quality representation; words serve a relatively small role as “labels” that are given to things and events by the homunculus. Because a homunculus is locked inside the theater of each human mind, it is isolated from the world of objects and other people. Since each person is restricted to merely inferential awareness of things, language is likewise cut off from reality-out-there. Picturing has been an enduring metaphor for understanding an important way in which human language works. But in the modern era, picturing becomes the only way words are supposed to function.

A third mark arises in the tricky business of analogy. Consider the sentences “The dog is smart” and “The physician is smart.” The word smart is said to be used analogically; the dog is smart in the same way that the doctor is smart, but to a lesser extent. If one proceeded mathematically (i.e., the paradigmatic way for moderns to proceed), the dog is thought to have some proportion of the doctor’s intelligence: I.Q.dog = kI.Q.doctor where k is called the “scalar” or “scale.”

Roadmaps are wonderful examples of analogy-by-proportion. What the cartographer produces is almost indistinguishable from a satellite photo. The cartographer generates an analogous picture by dividing real distances by some factor k (say, 1 inch = 5 miles). The map reader runs the calculus in reverse, multiplying each inch on the map-picture by the same scalar, here 5 mi./in., to learn actual distances. Every analogy-by-proportion, whether maps or sentences, requires the user to adopt an imaginary bird’s-eye vantage point.

The important point is that in the modern period, analogy-by-proportion supplanted analogy-as-skilled-use that had been central to ancient and medieval Europe and continues to be important today in many non-European cultures. In such cultures, analogy-as-skilled-use can be illustrated by the practice of navigating by “itinerary” (Certeau). Because today’s streets are clearly marked in the interest of making modern city maps, a roadmap can be trivially translated into a driving itinerary (“Go 2.1 miles. Turn left on Oakwood Blvd. Proceed 1.6 miles . . .”). However, the reverse has not always been possible; in former times, picture maps could not, and should not, be constructed from itineraries because itineraries contained crucial details that could not be conveyed by picture maps. Learning to handle well an itinerary’s details is as important, if not more so, than reaching the destination, because learning to handle well such details constituted growth in character.

For example, an itinerary might contain the instruction “travel west until you arrive at the Three Sisters,” where “Three Sisters” is a grove of pine trees in the middle of a meadow. Locals refuse to drop reference to “Three Sisters” when giving directions because the grove of pines memorializes the three women who lost their lives to save the forty-seven school-children, who subsequently populated the city, during the great flood of 1813. In this example, one who becomes skillful at navigating the countryside simultaneously is to begin to form an empathetic relationship with the locals, namely, the descendants of the forty-seven.

Although shuttling between roadmaps and driving directions seems trivial in a world dominated by a uniform Global Positioning System, the deep instinct of modernity is that every itinerary can be translated into a bird’s-eye-view picture map. In sharp contrast, many non-Western cultures treat growing up as a journey for which no picture map exists, but for which there is an itinerary. Youths are painstakingly taught to live well through the telling of stories, some stories being reserved until the proper time when the youth is developmentally ready to heed it. The collection of (canonical) stories is one type of moral itinerary whose timely telling to the community’s children is as much a function of the elders’ practical wisdom as it is the quality of the stories themselves. But if, as the modernist insists, every itinerary translates into a “picture map,” then even a moral itinerary was thought to be translatable into a timeless, skill-less, context-free picture whose correct application no longer has anything to do with practical wisdom or personal character but with mathematical calculation.

The preference for roadmaps over itineraries is symptomatic of the presumptiveness of modernism (namely, that the lone and untrained individual can adopt a God’s-eye-view at will). Further, this disposition coincides, fourth, with the technological mindset that seeks mastery over wholes by controlling the parts (Arendt; Ellul). To the modern mind, a whole—a corporation, a church congregation, a city—is always and only an agglomeration or aggregation of parts. Parts are reliably controlled by exerting mechanical force from nearby. Success in control is measured in terms of “efficiency,” which is to say, moving the parts by expending the smallest amount of energy necessary.

The modern preoccupation with analysis of wholes into parts (sometimes called “metaphysical reductionism”) has a corollary in the overly restricted view of “causation.” The chain of cause and effect leading up to and producing an event is thought to be very much like the tumbling of a row of dominoes, each cause (like each domino) is a self-contained unit that forcibly strikes its neighbor. Mechanical causation was a severe impoverishment of ancient and medieval accounts that in addition to efficient causation, found it necessary to speak also of formal, final and material causes, which could be found inside, outside, among and above the parts as well as simply between one part and its neighbor (Juarerro). But “inside,” “outside,” “among” and “above” are features that require attention to character and context, the very features abandoned by modernity but that have become central to the two versions of postmodernism to which we now turn.



2. Postmodern Reactions: The French School.

 

In Continental philosophy the school of thought perhaps most closely associated with the term “postmodernism” is French poststructuralism. These philosophers are both indebted to but also reacted against the “structuralism” of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). Likewise, they were deeply influenced by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) and closely tied to both phenomenology on the one hand and Marxist analysis on the other, while remaining critical of both traditions. Admittedly this is complicated business. But for purposes of this article, Saussure can be considered as a transition figure at the tail end of modernity in France. In the English-speaking world the French poststructualists’ influence has been felt mostly in fields dealing with literature, religious studies and, to a lesser degree, the human sciences.

Saussure and the structuralists argued that signs are able to signify only by means of their relationship of difference to other signs. For example, English speakers cannot say they know the meaning of “white” unless they understand how white is “not black,” how “hot” is “not cold” or “far” is “not near.” That this visible mark or vocable (“white”) is recognizably not that visible mark or vocable (“black”) is a necessary condition for spoken sounds or marks on a page to function as signs. Thus structuralism understood language to function as a vast array of differences. These differences were taken by Saussure to be far more constitutive of language than any other natural or logical connection to the world referenced. In fact, one’s language was bigger than any and all its speakers. So large was language that Saussure insisted that language organized, directed, constrained and even constituted all conscious activity.

Saussure classified all human thought, perception and behavior as “binary differences” (right and left, good and bad, female and male, etc). Because all that could be said, thought, experienced (and so forth) within the culture under study is determined by the linguistic codification at that time and place, the structuralists ended up focusing their investigative activities on the synchronic aspects of a culture (i.e., the linguistic code as it functioned at a particular slice of time and place) rather than the diachronic aspect of a culture (i.e., as it emerged over time). Notice that this viewpoint already marks a shift away from the modern priority of the individual subject. In fact, the language of the cultural whole is itself the user of individuals (rather than vice versa) due to language’s wholesale determining of conscious and cognitive activity. The epistemological program called “foundationalism” that was central to the modern or *Enlightenment project was suddenly rendered impossible in the structuralist scheme of things.

Post-structuralism emerged when scholars loosely associated with structuralism, Michel Foucault (1926 -1984) and Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), appropriated Heidegger’s analysis of human reality and experience, Dasein, “being there.” They argued that Saussure was only partly correct. Not only was Dasein bound up with the vast array of linguistic differences, human experience was not fully intelligible from within a particular slice of time and place. Rather, human perception and experience had an irreducibly “timeful” quality. Thus poststructuralists objected to Saussure’s focus on the synchronic distortingly abbreviated. Furthermore, they also radicalized the emphasis on difference itself by insisting that even the notion of binary differences was insufficiently attentive to the all-pervasive reality of difference. Derrida coined his now-infamous term différance, which is a combination of the French words equivalent to the English words “difference” and “deference.” By this term he gestured toward the idea that language is not only composed of a series of differences but that each word in a language is what it is in virtue of the fact that it defers its meaning to all other terms at all other times and places. This means that the meaning of each word cannot be simply the function of its binary opposite. In this sense the meaning of a word is “deferred” to the others as the meaning of all the others is partly deferred to the original word. Each term in turn defers its meaning to another term that is different, and so on. Language is therefore an endless playing of difference and deferral through time. The meaning of any term or terms is never fully “present” in the sense that it is clearly, finally and exhaustively delineated. Thus the world that one experiences and any idea or thought that one has—as utterly shot through and made possible by language and therefore différance—is one in which nothing and no one are ever fully “present” to any one.

The poststructuralist work of Derrida came to be known as deconstructionism. The basis of deconstructionism as an interpretive strategy is the critique of “presence” by the necessary operation of différance. Given that language is a play of difference and deferral, deconstructionists insist that any reading of any text is capable of being put into question or “decentered.” A text, as composed of language, is not the type of thing for which a single fixed interpretation may be offered. There is no recourse to reference and no recourse to the author’s intention in hopes of securing once and for all the meaning of a text. Given the endless play of différance, neither objects referred to nor the author’s intention nor the text itself may be rendered fully “present” to the mind of the reader. The upshot of such a reading strategy is the removal from any speaker the ability to claim with finality what a word, much less a text, means. Thus authoritative interpretation is at best an illusion and at worse a deceptive and illegitimate exercise of coercive power.
  


Power analysis is also central to poststructuralism, especially in the work of Foucault. One easily hears echoes of Nietzsche in the poststructuralist vision of a world in endless flux. Discourse, especially within institutions (social bodies that exercise power), are attempts to arrest the flux, but it only succeeds in describing the world in a manner that fits the interests and goals of particular persons or groups of persons. In every such construal, so says Foucault, it is important to realize that the very appeal to rationality offered by pseudo-authorities often functions to cover over the fact that putatively “objective” and “rational” discourse is but a disingenuous exercise of the speaker’s will to dominate. Foucault and other poststructuralists insist that while this is inevitable, it is not necessarily bad. However, it is often the occasion for oppression and for the hiding of oppression from clear sight. From the side of the oppressed, poststructuralists understand as liberating the insight that language and conversations are the types of things that are themselves in flux, and therefore incapable of being impervious to critique and the play of différance.

To the extent that they are self-consistent, most poststructuralists may be said to be nomadic critics. They deeply distrust metanarratives, accounts of the world that purport to offer a final explanation of everything (Lyotard). They take up positions and causes in order to have a place from which to critique dominant structures and ideas. Yet they may then take up another position in order to critique the position from which they earlier issued critiques. The goal is to never let any narrative become a master narrative that orders a community’s form of life, because of the belief that each such metanarrative must be and ought to be ultimately questioned for fear that it becomes oppressive for occluding differences. Theological response to poststructuralism has ranged from virulent rejection to wholesale appropriation to critical engagement and appropriation as means for assessing liberal modernity (Penner).



3. Postmodern Reactions: The Anglo-American School.

 

The Anglo-American school has been more thoroughgoing in its independence from modernism than the French school (Kallenberg). Perhaps for this reason it has been more easily marginalized and dismissed as extremist. Today it remains an active but minor voice in departments of philosophy and theology in Western universities and seminaries, although its relatively meager following is thought by some of its devotees to mark it as belonging to the “narrow way” (Mt 7:13). In addition, Anglo-American postmodernism is not as easy to describe as its nemesis, modernism. Its origins can be traced to the “ordinary language philosophers” of mid-twentieth-century Cambridge and Oxford, respectively Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) and, to a lesser extent, John L. Austin (1911-1960).

Ordinary language philosophy began with the twofold observation that before one can tackle the question, How does knowledge come about? (*epistemology), it is necessary to get a handle on How do words mean? Plenty of modernists thought everyday language was in a pitiable state because so many senses were connoted by any single word. (Does cleave really mean “to chop” or “to join together”?) So they set out to repair language, even to create an ideal language, by means of a system of universal linguistic rules. Each proposed system of linguistic rules was founded upon the notion that propositions are pictures of “states of affairs,” which is to say, events and things in a given constellation. (For a severe example, *logical positivists held that the truthfulness of each sentence had to be verifiable by one of the five senses in order for that sentence to be regarded as a legitimate sentence.) What enables language-as-picture to work was thought to be “ostensive definitions,” for example, the ability to point to that car, that tree, that crash. But Wittgenstein observed that a great deal of training precedes pointing: “Point to a piece of paper—And now point to its shape—now to its color—now to its number” (Wittgenstein 1953, §33). In fact, human speakers reflexively know which of many aspects of an object is being pointed to because they already are experts in reading physical and conversational contexts. In short, they are already masters of an entire language.

Wittgenstein observed that as a child becomes fluent in ordinary language, the child comes into direct and robust contact with the world. In contrast to the modernist’s position, Wittgenstein insisted that such linguistically framed contact cannot even be intelligibly doubted. For example, the modern skeptic while standing in a rainstorm claims ability to doubt, How do I know that I am wet? This may sound ridiculous. But for the modern thinker, the appearance of being wet must be inferred from sensory data, and inference never quite achieves certainty. But Wittgenstein dissolved the problematic by observing that the skeptic has already given the game away by using the appropriate adjective: wet! Thus, the fitting way to answer the skeptic’s question, How do I know I am wet? is the simple reply, Because you speak English (Wittgenstein 1953, §381).

In contrast to the views of modern thinkers, for whom language is private and piecemeal (the homunculus successively labels each sensation with a word: I, wet, cold, tired), language is taken to be exceedingly broad by Anglo-American postmoderns. Language is the very medium of thinking and experiencing and relating. In contrast to modernist theories, instances of language are not held up against “reality” and measured for their correspondence (or lack thereof). Rather, language is the very means by which the world is knowable and known.

For the postmoderns, language is never merely words and sentences. For every instance of language use displays grammar. The grammatical rules are not so much prescriptive (e.g., “Plural forms of transitive verbs must take plural objects”) as they are descriptive of the underlying conditions of intelligibility. But neither is “grammar” ever simply the rules for building sentences out of words. Rather, grammar is the constellation of actions and shared judgments and objects seen against a whole field of word-use. Thus it is a crucial part of the grammar of the word chair that we sit in chairs (Wittgenstein 1958, 24). To become fluent in using the word chair, we learn that chairs are the sorts of things that we sit on—but never marry or deceive! Multiple generations of Wittgensteinians continue his practice of rendering perspicuous the “grammar” of ordinary language use in order to dissolve philosophical puzzles arising from neglect of the workings of ordinary language. In this way, Wittgenstein’s postmodern “philosophy as therapy” has been likened to Socrates’ premodern philosophical therapy.

The modern quest for a totalizing explanation of everything has been dealt a severe blow by the hard sciences. While it once was thought that all physical systems reduce to the movement of their smallest parts, only a very small percentage of physical systems qualify as “linear” for the reductionist description to hold (e.g., billiard balls colliding on a table approximate a linear system). With the discovery that many, perhaps even the vast majority, of natural systems are nonlinear in a chaotic way, modernists are being forced to admit that systems ranging from the weather to church congregations are dynamic and so do not succumb to totalizing explanation. Wholes often achieve unique lives of their own while exercising top-down influence on their parts (Peacocke). Because of the complex interplay of parts and wholes, to understand each bit it becomes necessary to study the bit in the greater contexts in which this bit is embedded. If the “bit” is a human person, attention must be given not only to the molecular, but knowledge is enriched by paying close attention to the social, historical, political and linguistic dimensions of life. Even more to the point for the individual embedded in a host of dynamic systems, the way forward into an uncharted and humanly unchartable future is his or her need for practical wisdom. Responding well in such ambiguous circumstances can make little use of mathematical-like certainty. Rather, what is longed for and needed is training in the art and skills of practical reasoning.

As linguistic fluency itself belongs to the skills of practical reason, Anglo American post-modernists have sought to return all forms of practical reasoning (notably, analogy as skilled use) to their former place of prominence over theoretical reasoning (and its theoretic counterpart, analogy as proportion). Moreover, even in cases in which theoretical reasoning is appropriate, the central metaphor for understanding the action of theoretical reasoning has been changed from a “house” (foundationalism) to a communally owned and operated “web of belief” (Quine and Ullian).

Finally, Anglo-American postmoderns have given up the modern notion that human subjects are cut off from the world of objects and persons. While moderns consider human selves as trapped inside the theater of the mind with at best inferential contact with the world “out there,” on the postmodernism view, human subjects do not need empirical inferences to overcome isolation. Rather, every person is already embedded in the world of practices, narratives, relations, virtue formation and historical traditions (Hauerwas and Jones; MacIntyre 1984, 1988). Unlike the modernist claim, one’s true identity is not discovered by doubting these externals. These externals constitute, at least in part, the human self.

In these ways, postmodernism effects a wholesale abandonment of the entire modern project.

See also ENLIGHTENMENT; EPISTEMOLOGY; LOGICAL POSITIVISM.
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MODERNITY.
See MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS.

 

MOLTMANN, JÜRGEN.
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MONASTICISM

 

The key characteristics of Christian monasticism—an intense, loving focus on Christ, worship, personal prayer, celibacy, spiritual reading of Scripture, simplicity of life and shared goods, sometimes solitude, and so forth—are all to be found in Scripture. But the particular ways that Christian monasticism has combined and integrated these elements is not specifically evident until the third century and thereafter. Some scholars find resonances with the Qumran/Essene community, which perhaps influenced John the Baptist and his disciples, some of whom passed over into Jesus’ circle of disciples—but these links remain disputed.

Eusebius (d. c. 340) reports that a bishop of Jerusalem, Narcissus, who lived at the beginning of the third century, withdrew into the desert to live as a solitary for many years. Paul of Thebes fled to the desert during the Decian persecution (249-251), and is presented as the first Christian hermit in the Vita Pauli written by Jerome (d. 420). Athanasius (d. 373), in his influential Life of Anthony, wrote that before Anthony Christians would retire for a more ascetic life not far from their own villages, and Anthony consulted with one of these before withdrawing into the desert. Anthony felt that specific texts from Scripture (Mt 19:21; Mk 6:32) were directed personally to him, impelling him to leave all to be alone with Christ in the hermit (or eremitical) form of Christian monasticism. Athanasius stressed that it was Anthony’s rigorous faith in Christ as fully God and fully human (against the Arians) that brought him through all the temptations of the desert victoriously (with evident references to Christ’s desert temptations). Anthony’s disciples were instrumental in spreading monastic life elsewhere, even outside Egypt. These monastics generated an oral and then written tradition of the still popular Apothegmata, or Sayings of the Desert Fathers and Mothers. (The monastic tradition has included women in significant ways from the very beginning, and monk is considered an inclusive term.)

Jerome, who himself spent years in monastic solitude and community, wrote that monasticism in Palestine began with Hilarion, who studied in Alexandria and visited Anthony, and then began eremitical life about the year 307 near Gaza. Others began to join him, establishing communities of hermits centered on a church and other common buildings (the laura model of the Camaldolese and Carthusians today). Numerous eremitical communities sprang up also in Syria in this period. Pachomius (d. 346), regarded as the founder of “holy koinonia,” the communal or cenobitic form of Christian monasticism, and Basil (d. 379) also stressed the communal form of Christian monasticism, based on the gospel koinonia, and wrote rules which still are the basis for monastic life in Eastern Christianity.

Augustine (d. 430) in the West, very influenced by the Life of Anthony, himself lived in monastic community for five years before his episcopacy. In his Regula ad servos Dei, he proposed a communal form of monastic life inspired by Christian community and friendship.

Benedict (d. c. 550) drew from many of these sources to formulate his own Rule, which became normative for Western monasticism. Citing Scripture throughout, Benedict urged that “the love of Christ must come before all else (chap. 4, see also chap. 43). He mandated that his monks spend hours each day meditating on Scripture, and wrote of the monastic journey: “As we progress in this way of life and in faith, we shall run on the path of God’s commandments, our hearts overflowing with the inexpressible delight of love” (prologue). Gregory the Great’s charming Life of Benedict also introduced Benedict’s monastic sister, Scholastica, and the pope affirmed that she surpassed Benedict because she loved the more (chap. 33).

Celtic monasticism, already very much present in England, as well as in Ireland and France, represented a distinct tradition. It was characterized also by an emphatic missionary dynamism, as with Brendan “the navigator” (d. c. 577), Aiden (651), Hilda (d. 680) and great monastic centers such as Iona, Lindisfarne and Whitby. Much of Europe was in fact evangelized by monks, whether Celtic or Benedictine (see Celtic Spirituality and Theology).

The “Benedictine centuries” were characterized by prayer and work (the Benedictine motto), including a love of learning, with scholars and theologians such as Bede (d. 735) and Anselm (d. 1109), and a safeguarding of the classical and patristic treasures through the copying of manuscripts. Spiritual classics were penned by men and women monastics, such as Bernard (d. 1153), Aelred (d. 1167), Hildegard (d. 1179), Mechtilde (d. 1282), Julian of Norwich (d. after 1416) and others. In the Eastern Church monasticism flourished also, from Constantinople to Kiev, with revered centers such as Monte Athos.

But with the passing of centuries monastic discipline and observance often became lax, certainly in the West, and monastic spirituality formalistic and elitist. Protestant Reformers such as Luther (who himself had been a member of the quasi-monastic Augustinian Order) objected that monasticism was not evangelical and was entangled with works righteousness. And the wealth of larger abbeys attracted the attention and intervention of figures such as Henry VIII, leading to the dissolution of the monasteries in Protestant regions. The Age of Enlightenment looked askance on monasticism, even in Catholic regions, as another example of Dark Age superstition.

Still, monasticism continued in Roman Catholic and Orthodox regions. And with the Oxford Movement monastic life returned also to the Anglican Communion, including scholars such as Dom Gregory Dix. In 1940 the Swiss Reformed pastor Roger Schutz founded Taizé, which has expanded into an international ecumenical community with over one hundred brothers, drawing thousands of people to their main and other monastic centers, and influencing many more through their contemplative music and publications. Now Lutheran and Methodist monastic communities exist, and such communities have and continue to offer an immense ecumenical and global contribution. The global encounter with *Buddhism, *Hinduism and Taoism, all of which revere their own monastic heritages, invites perhaps a renewed attention to this ancient Christian heritage.

See also CELTIC SPIRITUALITY AND THEOLOGY; SPIRITUALITY.
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MONEY, WEALTH

 

There are two broad streams of biblical teaching on money and wealth: a narrow stream that reassures the rich and distresses the poor and a broad stream that reassures the poor and distresses the rich.1. Old Testament Teaching That Reassures the Wealthy

2. New Testament Teaching That Reassures the Wealthy

3. Old Testament Teaching That Distresses the Wealthy

4. New Testament Teaching That Distresses the Wealthy


 





1. Old Testament Teaching That Reassures the Wealthy.

 

1.1. Private Property Is Not Wrong. Encouragement of generosity and prohibition of theft assume the sanctity of personal ownership. Injunctions against stealing and covetousness, on the one hand, and provision for the protection of one’s possessions, on the other, make sense only if ownership is presumed (Ex 20:15, 17; 22:1-15; cf. Deut 5:19, 21).

1.2. Wealth Can Bring Happiness and Prosperity. Although personal or socially systemic envy may incline to the comforting notion that the wealthy are miserable, in fact they are often supremely happy, secure in the present and un-worried about the future (Eccles 5:19-20). While economic calamity is sometimes a result of righteousness, there is a current of teaching in the Old Testament that promises tangible rewards to right-living people (Ps 128:1-6; Prov 1:5-6; 3:9-10; 10:4; 13:4, 11, 23; 20:4, 13; 28:19-20).

1.3. Poverty Is Not Romanticized. Descriptions of famine in 2 Kings 6:24—7:20 and Jeremiah 52 make it clear that extreme *poverty is something to be avoided (cf. Prov 14:20; 19:4, 7; 22:7; Eccles 4:1-2; Is 32:7; 41:17; Lam 4:9-10). The poor are sometimes to blame for their own poverty (Prov 6:6-11).



2. New Testament Teaching That Reassures the Wealthy.

 

The New Testament contains a corresponding strand of teaching that can serve to ease the conscience of persons of economic and material advantage.

2.1. Private Property Is Legitimate. The followers of Jesus were encouraged to loan freely to the poor—an action that presupposes ownership—although the prescribed terms are not conducive to personal wealth creation (Mt 5:42; cf. Lk 6:34-35). Similarly, Jesus urges his followers to give to the poor. Since giving away what belongs to someone else is theft, the legitimacy of private property can be presumed (Mt 6:2-4; cf. Lk 6:30). Simon owned a house in which Jesus was a frequent quest (Mk 1:29; Lk 4:38).

In those instances where Jesus challenges people such as the rich young ruler to part with personal wealth, he is not denying the right of his followers to own property per se. On the contrary, he challenges these aspiring disciples to forgo this right for his sake—presenting them with a moral choice, rather than establishing a biblical principle (Mt 19:21; Lk 12:33; 14:33; 18:22).

The legitimacy of private property is also implied in numerous parables—for example, in Jesus’ parable of the talents (Mt 25:14-30), the unjust steward (Lk 16:1-8) and the pounds (Lk 19:12-27)—all of which feature the use of money without any suggestion that it is intrinsically evil.

2.2. Jesus’ Followers Include the Wealthy. The Magi, for instance, were among the earliest to acknowledge and worship Jesus as the Christ (Mt 2:1-12); Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council, was a person of some means (Jn 3:1; 19:39); and Joseph of Arimathea was the rich disciple who made arrangements to bury Jesus in his own new tomb (Mt 27:57-60).



3. Old Testament Teaching That Distresses the Wealthy.

 

3.1. Illegitimate Primary Goal. Material possessions are not to be a primary goal of life (Deut 8:3-5; Job 1:21; Ps 37:16; 39:5-11; 49:12- 13, 16-20; 68:5-6, 10; Prov 11:4; 15:16-17; 16:8, 16, 19; 17:1; 22:1; 23:4-5; 28:3, 6; Eccles 2:10-11; 4:13; Jer 9:23-24).

3.2. Property Rights Not Absolute. Rights associated with personal property and possessions are not absolute because Yahweh is Lord and because the Old Testament places a priority on the poor and weak.

3.2.1. Yahweh Is Lord. God is Lord of all creation and all creatures (Gen 1—3). God’s people are frequently reminded of this fact and its attendant implications. “The foundations of the earth are the LORD’s,” the grateful Hannah acknowledges in dedicating her firstborn son (1 Sam 2:8 NIV). As Moses descended with the tablets the second time, he reminded the Israelites that obedience was the only sensible response to the One who “set his heart in love on your ancestors alone and chose you” (Deut 10:15), for “heaven and the heaven of heavens belong to the LORD your God, the earth with all that is in it” (Deut 10:14). The creator and Lord of all things laid out the ground rules for the acquiring and the use of property and possessions by his people (cf. Deut 10:1-22; 1 Chron 29:14-19; Job 41:11; Ps 24:1-2; Prov 22:2).

3.2.2. The Priority of the Poor and Weak. Rights associated with acquiring, using and disposing of personal wealth are subordinated to an obligation to care for poorer, weaker members of society. That this was a primary concern in the Old Testament is evident in the regulations that were to govern community life.

The Jubilee year seems to have been designed to have a leveling effect. Its practice meant that any economic advantage gained by one person over another could not be legitimately sustained indefinitely or across generations (Ex 23:10-11; Lev 25). Debts were to be routinely cancelled on a seven-year cycle, ensuring that neither poverty nor blatant wealth would become a structurally reified, intergenerational phenomenon (Deut 15:1-11). Jubilee was a time of fresh beginnings for both the land itself and for the economically unfortunate. Faithful compliance with the spirit of this provision made the permanent and unlimited accumulation of properties impossible (Deut 15:1-11).

Perusal of the prophets makes it clear that the wealthy found ingenious ways to annul or at least circumvent any provision that impinged upon their presumed entitlements. Interestingly, chronic failure to implement these sabbatical provisions resulted in the demise and exile of an entire nation, as the chronicler’s recounting of the fall of Jerusalem suggests (2 Chron 36:15-21).

The triennial tithe was to be centrally stored for the use of aliens, fatherless, widows and Levites. In effect, giving to God and giving to the poor were inseparable (Ex 22:29-30; 23:19; Deut 26:1-15; 14:22-29).

Benefits accruing from the lending of money were strictly curtailed. Interest could not be charged on money loaned to a fellow Israelite. The rules governing collateral were deliberately designed to protect the borrower, rather than secure the lender (Ex 22:25-27; Lev 25:35-38; Deut 15:1-11; 23:19-20; 24:6, 10- 13, 17-18). What seems to be a sound business principle—refraining from high-risk loans—is dismissed as a “wicked thought” (Deut 15:9). Harvesting was not to be so efficient as to leave nothing behind for the poor (Lev 19:9-10; 23:22; Deut 24:19-20; Ruth 2). Moreover, employers were not to take advantage of poor employees. The poor employee was to be compensated “each day before sunset” (Deut 24:14-15 NIV; cf. Lev 25:35-43; Deut 15:12-18; Prov 14:31; 19:17).

A king was not allowed to “accumulate large amounts of silver and gold” (Deut 17:14-17 NIV). Sadly, Solomon’s disregard of these instructions resulted in the oppression of the poor and in the demise of his kingdom. It took seven years to build the magnificent temple, but thirteen years to construct his far more grandiose personal palace (1 Kings 6—7; cf. 1 Kings 11:1-6).

3.3. Wealth as Spiritual Danger. Wealth induces forgetfulness or defiance of God (Deut 8:1-20; 9:4-6; 31:19-20; 32:15; 1 Kings 11:1-13; Ps 119:36-37; Ezek 28:4-5; 33:31-32; Hos 13:6). Wealth fosters a false sense of security, spawning pride in one’s imagined personal accomplishments or entitlements, and generating self-delusion that derails repentance (Ps 30:6; 49:5-6; Prov 10:15; 11:28; 18:11-12; 28:11; Eccles 5:8-15; Is 5:7-23; 22:12-13; 30:9-11; 56:9-12; Jer 6:13-15; 8:10-11; 17:11; 49:4-5; Ezek 28:4-5; Hos 2:8; 9:7; 12:6-8).

In addition, the wealthy frequently abuse personal power by their mistreatment of the weak and their contempt for the poor. This is the record of numerous kings in the scriptural record (2 Sam 11—12 [David and Uriah]; 1 Kings 10:14-29, 12:1-24 [Solomon and Rehoboam]; 1 Kings 21:1-16 [Ahab and Naboth]; see also Ex 23:6; Job 12:5; Ezek 16:49).

Wealth is also frequently associated with overindulgence, gluttony and greed. As noted, Solomon’s unabashed self-indulgence set in irreversible motion a series of events that resulted in the obliteration of his kingdom. One of the grandest and most famous despots of ancient times, he failed to heed his own vaunted wisdom, ending his reign as a tragic old hypocrite (1 Kings 6—7; 10:14-29; 11:1-6; 12:1-24). Ecclesiastes portrays the utter futility of a possessions-absorbed life. Greed, gluttony and covetousness—sins that are ethically and morally disastrous at every level of human life—frequently underlie human acquisitiveness and self-indulgence. Recognizing this, Christian theologians early included these among the “deadly” or “root” sins (Deut 5:21; cf. Ex 20:17; Prov 30:11-14; Is 57:17-21).

In contrast, godliness with contentment is great gain. Discontent is at the root of overindulgence that in modern times is promoted and celebrated as “consumerism.” God’s people are to be content, even with little. If Israel’s response to crises involving critical shortages of food and water during their flight from Egypt was entirely appropriate in human terms (Ex 14—17), God’s assessment raises serious questions about contemporary recourse to discontent as an engine of economic growth (Ps 95:10-11). It is possible not only to have too little but also too much (Prov 30:8-9).

Personal indulgence and deference to the wealthy compromise the integrity of those who claim to speak for God. As in the case of Balak and Balaam (Num 22), the rich frequently reject God’s teaching about property and possessions, hiring teachers who, for a price, are willing to reassure them (Is 30:9-11; Jer 6:13-15; 8:10-11; 14:14-16; 23:14-17, 25-32; Ezek 34:1-5, 17-24; Mic 2:6-11; 3:1-11; 7:1-3).

3.4. Wealth as Barometer of Sin. Wealth and prosperity are frequently the tangible symbols of brutality, disobedience and endemic injustice, rather than signs of God’s blessing as a reward for personal or national righteousness. The prosperity of Egypt was built on slavery. The inhabitants of Canaan, a land flowing with milk and honey, were notoriously wicked (Lev 18:24-28; 20:23-24; Num 13:26-29). Sodom and Gomorrah, bywords for decadence of the most appalling kind, were affluent (Gen 13:10, 13; 18:16-29; Ezek 16:49). Rulers of Israel and Judah were materially and politically prosperous yet often notoriously wicked: Baasha (1 Kings 15:33—16:7); Omri (1 Kings 16:21-28); Ahab (1 Kings 16:29-33; 22:39); Jehoram (2 Kings 8:16-24); Ahaziah (2 Kings 8:25-29); Jehoahaz (2 Kings 13:1-9); Jehoash (2 Kings 13:10-25); Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:23-29); Menahem (2 Kings 15:17-22); Pekah (2 Kings 15:27-31); Ahaz (2 Kings 16:1-20); Manasseh (2 Kings 21:1-18); Amon (2 Kings 21:19-26); Jehoahaz (2 Kings 23:31-35).

One of the most perplexing theological conundrums has always been the question of how—if God is omnipotent and just—the wicked prosper while the righteous suffer (Job 21:7-14; Ps 10:2-6; 37:14-17; 52:7; 73:2-17; 92:7; 109:1-16; Prov 11:16; Eccles 5:8-15; Is 1:10-23; 2:6-9; 3:15-24; 5:7-8; 56:9-12; Jer 2:34; 5:26-29; 12:1-4; 17:11; 22:13-19; 44:15-18; Hos 10:1-2; 12:6-8; Amos 5:4-7, 11-15, 21-24; 6:4-7; 8:4-7; Hab 2:4-12; Zech 11:4-6). The rich are often actively or passively to blame for the plight of the poor. “A poor man’s field may produce abundant food, but injustice sweeps it away,” Solomon observed, and probably exemplified personally (Prov 13:23 NIV; Eccles 5:8-15; Is 32:7).

Preoccupation with material advancement signals spiritual bankruptcy, rendering profession of faith a hollow sham. Lot’s fatal decision to choose the best for himself revealed his fundamentally hedonistic orientation to life. When at the last moment he took the angels’ warning of pending doom seriously, his sons-in-law thought he was joking (Gen 13:10-11; 19:14). Eli made obedience to God a secondary concern, thereby forfeiting both his sons and his posterity (1 Sam 2:12-36). Religious orthodoxy without a passion for justice is a hollow sham. Oppression or neglect of the poor leads inevitably to judgment. Proactive concern for the poor leads just as inevitably to reward (Is 1:10-20; 10:1-4; see also 2 Chron 36:15-21; Prov 28:22-27; 29:14; Is 3:15-24; Jer 7:3-7; 14:11-16; 22:13-23; Mic 2:1-2; Hab 2:6-12; Zech 7:8-14).

3.5. God Aligned with the Poor. God is consistently aligned with the poor and oppressed. This theme infuses the story of the people of Israel, beginning with their enslavement and subsequent exodus from Egypt, and continuing throughout their history when the rich among them became their oppressors (Ex 22:21-27; Lev 25:39-43; Deut 10:14-20; 15:7-18; 27:19; Job 5:8-27; Ps 9:9, 12, 18; 10:17-18; 12:5; 18:27; 22:1- 31; 35:10; 37:10-11; 68:4-6; 72:2-4, 12-14; 94:1- 23; 103:6; 107:9; 109:31; 112:9; 113:7-8; 136:1- 26; 138:6; 140:12; 146:7-9; 147:6; Prov 10:1-4; 15:25, 27; 16:8; 17:5; 19:17; 21:13; Is 11:1-4; 26:3- 6; 29:13-21; 41:17-20; 53:1-12; 57:15; 61:1-8; Jer 20:13; 49:11; Hos 14:3).

The biblical record is unsparing in its criticism of those who either oppress or neglect the poor. Job, portrayed as righteous rich exemplar par excellence, evidently took an active interest in the well-being of the poor around him (Job 29:11-17; 30:24-25; 31:26-28; see also Ps 37:21-28; 41:1-3; 74:21; 112:5; Prov 3:27-28; 14:31; 25:21; 31:8-9, 18-20; Jer 22:3, 16-17).

Righteousness (justice) always manifests itself in practical concerns with the well-being of the poor (Zech 7:8-10; Ex 23:6-7; 1 Sam 15:22- 23; Job 31:16-28; Ps 40:6-8; Is 1:10-23; 29:13-21; 58:1-11; Jer 7:3-7, 21-23; 21:11-14; 22:3; Ezek 16:49; 33:31-32; Amos 5:4-24; 6:4-7; 8:4-7). True repentance involves economic reformation and justice (Is 58:1-11; Mic 6:6-16; see also Neh 5:1- 12; Is 1:10-23; Jer 7:3-7, 21-23; Zech 7:8-10).

3.6. The Cost of Economic Repentance. Economic repentance is costly and rare. The wealthy usually deal with prophetic criticism by doing away with the preacher and engaging the services of those more tolerant of both their excesses and the unjust means utilized in gaining and maintaining material advantage (e.g., Is 30:9-11; Ezek 18:5-23). A rare Old Testament account of economic repentance by the powerful is found in Nehemiah 5:1-12. Another is found in the book of Jonah. The wealthy, including those who are professionally religious, are seldom portrayed as repentant.



4. New Testament Teaching That Distresses the Wealthy.

 

New Testament teaching about money is annoying, meddlesome and distressing to those who are rich.

4.1. The Pursuit of Wealth. The pursuit of wealth and the accumulation of possessions are not worthwhile goals in life. Societies organized on the principle of steadily increasing consumption run against the grain of Paul’s teaching in 2 Corinthians 4:7-18.

4.2. Possessions as Trust. Personal property is a trust, to be utilized for the good of others. Sharing of possessions was a significant characteristic of the earliest community of believers. Freedom from love of money and contentment with one’s possessions mark the faithful believer (Mk 8:34-38; Lk 14:12-14; Acts 4:32-35; see also Mt 5:42; Lk 6:27-36; 10:25-37; 16:19-31).

4.3. What Prosperity Says. Prosperity is generally not an indication of righteousness, but proof of greed. Conversely, poverty and hardship, far from being indications of God’s displeasure, are often inevitable consequences of obedience. Paul’s hardship was directly attributable to his persistent obedience to his calling as a follower of Jesus and an apostle of the good news (2 Cor 11:16—12:10; see also Acts 20:22- 24; 21:10-14; 1 Cor 4:1-17; 2 Cor 4:1-18; 8:9). Zacchaeus was wealthy precisely because he was corrupt (Lk 19:1-10). Repentance for him involved giving away half of his possessions and making fourfold restitution to anyone he had cheated.

Christ pronounced woes on the wealthy, observing that it was virtually impossible for a rich person to inherit eternal life. To be both “wealthy” and a “disciple” was, with rare exceptions, an oxymoron. Freedom from the love of money and contentment with what one had were defining marks of Christ’s true followers. In the Sermon on the Mount, it is the poor who are blessed (Mt 5:3-11; Lk 6:20-26). For the rich, discipleship on Jesus’ terms is especially costly (Mt 19:16-24; Mk 10:17-31; Lk 14:25-33; Heb 13:5-6).

Sins to which the rich are especially prone—greed, gluttony and contempt for the poor—are closely associated with idolatry, impurity and immorality. Even in a son’s seemingly legitimate desire to share in his family’s inheritance Jesus detected greed, warning his followers to be on guard against “all kinds of greed” (Lk 12:13-21). Paul urged Corinthian believers to be as wary of the greedy as they were of swindlers (1 Cor 5:9-11). Paul labels greed—the insistence of more than enough in contexts where others have less than enough—as idolatry, part of the futile way of thinking characterizing godless societies (Gal 5:16-25; Eph 4:17-5:7; Col 3:1-6.).

4.4. Spiritual Dangers of Wealth. Wealth and prosperity are inherently dangerous spiritually. Where one’s treasure is, there one’s heart will be also (Lk 12:32-34). Wealth is the natural culture in which pride and a self-deluding sense of security best flourish. It is usually fatal to the virtues of humility and meekness (1 Tim 6:6- 19). Wealth deludes both individuals and societies regarding the relative worth of persons, coloring and distorting one’s perspective on life itself (Mt 18:1-9). Despite the repeated insistence of Jesus that there is little room in his kingdom for the great and the powerful, and the fact that most injustices can be traced to the greed of those who already have more than enough (Lk 22:24-30), his followers have always been tempted to favor the rich. Not personal ambition, but the needs of others, should be each Christian’s paramount concern (Phil 2:1- 4; Jas 2:1-7; 5:1-6).

Wealth dulls the sense of personal spiritual need, fosters alienation from God and masks spiritual sterility. The Laodicean church evidently lacked nothing materially, but had no room for Christ himself (Rev 3:14-22; see also Lk 12:13-21; 16:19-31; 1 Tim 6:6-19; Jas 5:1-6; 1 Jn 2:15-17). Wealth chokes the word, rendering it unfruitful (Mt 13:22; Mk 4:18-19; Lk 8:14). Likewise, wealth comes into conflict with the demands of the kingdom. In response to the implausible financial advice from someone as parochial as Jesus, the Pharisees—many of them comfortably well established—sneered (Lk 16:13-15). This highly impractical man seemed to be out of touch with their reality (Mt 10:5-10; 10:37-39; 13:44-46; 16:24-28; 19:16-24; Mk 10:17-31; Lk 14:15-35; 17:32; 18:18-30).

The New Testament holds out scant hope that select groups of disciples might somehow embrace wealth and remain resistant to its baneful effects. Wealth tends to produce alienation from one’s fellow human beings (1 Cor 11:17-34; Jas 2:1-13; 5:1-6). Preoccupation with self, money and pleasure is a “last days” symptom of a way of life on the brink of destruction (2 Tim 3:1-5).

4.5. Identifying with the Poor. Christ identified with the poor, coming for the poor and as one of the poor. Jesus’ first recorded public words related to the poor (Lk 4:18-30). He made it clear that God’s kingdom was not intended for the rich but for the poor. While he came to liberate both rich and poor, it was nevertheless as a poor man—born in a stable (Lk 2), out of wedlock, subservient to Roman political and military power—that he identified himself with the human race. Judging from the circumstances of his presentation at the temple, his parents were poor (Lk 2:22-24; cf. Lev 12:6- 8). Not surprisingly, and as predicted by the prophet Isaiah, his mission was to the poor, not to the rich (Lk 4:16-19; cf. Is 58; 61, esp. 61:1-3). It is in the poor that his contemporary followers see and minister to their Lord (Mt 25:31-46); the poor are blessed, and the rich are damned (Lk 1:46-56; 6:20-26; 14:12-14; 16:19-31).

Christ’s followers identify with the poor in practical, costly ways. Identification with the needy was a matter of paramount importance for Christ himself, and has been a mark of all authentic followers since. The lack of active practical involvement in ameliorating the plight of the poor is a sure indication of spiritual infidelity, or worse (Mt 25:31-46). Early believers exemplified their risen Lord’s concern for the poor in such remarkably practical ways that “everything they owned was held in common,” and “there was not a needy person among them” (Acts 4:32-34; cf. Acts 2:42-47). Sharing of resources is a sacrifice with which God is pleased (Heb 13:16). It is no wonder that early believers were not called Christians but followers of “the way” (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14). The New Testament record is replete with this theme. Paul worked hard to help the weak, and in his farewell to the sorrowing Ephesian elders, he admonished them to do the same (Acts 20:17- 38). The impoverished congregations of Macedonia pleaded for the privilege of sharing with the needy (2 Cor 8:1-15), and the church in Philippi contributed to the needs of Paul (Phil 4:14-19). Significantly, assurance of salvation for John rests in part on one’s generosity to the needy (1 Jn 3:7-20; Jas 1:26-27; 2:14-26; see also Lk 14:12-14; 2 Cor 9:1-15; Gal 2:10; 6:7-10; Heb 13:16).

God chooses to work through the poor and the weak rather than through the rich and the strong. Mary, humble fiancée of Joseph the carpenter, was chosen to bear, nurture and train the incarnate Son of God. The cost to her was not only her reputation and the life-long stigma of conceiving a child out of wedlock in a shame-and-guilt culture, but a life of distress and misunderstanding as the earthly mother of a man who so irritated the respectable guardians of Jewish orthodoxy that he drove them to murder him. This is the human cost of obedience and divine favor (Mt 1:18-21; cf. Lk 1:26-38; 1 Cor 1:26-31; 2 Cor 12:7-10; Jas 2:5).

Some religious leaders loved money, “peddling the word of God for profit” (2 Cor 2:17). “Godliness” could be lucrative (1 Tim 6:3-5). Jesus exposed the ugly reality behind the pious façade of self-justification and professional religiosity of some of his contemporaries, describing them as “full of greed and self-indulgence” (Mt 23:25 NIV). The failure of Christian teachers to practice what they preach so compromises their credibility as spokespersons for the one whose teachings and way of life they represent (Jas 3:1; cf. Mt 7:1-5; Rom 2:21-24). “My mother and my brothers are those who hear God’s word and put it into practice,” Jesus said (Lk 8:21 NIV; cf. Mt 7:21-27; Lk 6:46; 11:28; Jas 1:22-27). Paul is emphatic that the one who loves money is disqualified from spiritual leadership positions in the church (1 Tim 3:3). Those whose lives and preoccupations revolve around personal security are living as “enemies of the cross” (Phil 3:17-21).

4.6. Fruits of Repentance. Genuine repentance is inevitably marked by sacrificial generosity. True worship involves parting with what is most cherished (Rom 12:1-21). The poor widow’s two copper coins—worth only a fraction of a penny—were of much greater significance than the large donations of the rich. It is interesting to note that Jesus does not appear to have been unduly concerned with whether the recipient of the gift was worthy or not. In this case, the widow gave all that she had to a corrupt temple regime. Jesus did not regard this as waste, since he was more concerned with the widow’s motives than with the relative merits of the recipient (Mk 12:41-44). Jesus commended Mary, who “wasted” the expensive perfume on his feet (Mk 14:1-9; Jn 12:1-8).

Christ’s followers are not called to self-fulfillment but to self-denial. As an ultimate goal, self-fulfillment is an elusive, ever-receding horizon. For the Christian, self-fulfillment is a byproduct of serving others. To live a self-indulgent life is to fritter away eternal opportunity. Peter, rebuking Jesus for his determination to suffer, was disconcerted to hear that his understandable concern for his Lord’s well-being was not merely inappropriate but positively satanic: “Out of my sight, Satan!” Jesus said. “You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men” (Mk 8:31-38).

As they encouraged fellow believers in Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, Paul and Barnabas explained that the path of obedience would lead through extraordinary hardships. Indeed, “God has put us apostles [missionaries] on display at the end of the procession, like men condemned to die in the arena” (1 Cor 4:9 NIV), Paul declared, invoking an image that would have been familiar throughout the brutal Roman empire, with its insatiable lust for bloody gladiatorial spectacles (1 Cor 4:1-16; see also Acts 14:19-22). Christ’s followers are not called to be first but last; not masters but servants. This is a constant refrain of both Jesus and Paul, borne out in their lives, and held out as an example to follow (Mk 9:33-37; Lk 13:22-29; Rom 8:18-39; 1 Cor 4:9-16; 2 Cor 4:1-18; 6:3-10; 11:16—12:10).

Genuine repentance always contains a practical, economic dimension. It is important to note that the “fruit in keeping with repentance” to which John the Baptist called his listeners involved economic relationships (Lk 3:7-14). And Luke makes the point that when Zacchaeus repented, he not only paid back four times as much as he had extorted, but gave half of his possessions to the poor. “Today,” Jesus said, “salvation has come to this house” (Lk 19:1-9; see also Lk 3:7-14; Acts 2:42-47; 4:32—5:1; and Acts 10:2, where Cornelius is deemed to be a righteous man because he “gave generously to those in need”). Not religious orthodoxy but one’s relationship with the needy is the true indicator of a person’s standing with God (Mt 25:31-46; Lk 10:25-37).

Repentance by the rich is rare because of the economic cost involved (Acts 19:23-31). Yet Jesus had many dealings with the rich. His message to them was that they, too, could be converted. This conversion would result in radically new relationships to their wealth and to the poor. Although the rich young ruler did not repent (Lk 18:18-30), and only few Pharisees—such as the apostle Paul—became followers, the joyful repentance of Zacchaeus holds out hope for the rich (Lk 19:1-9). Timothy is urged to “command” rich believers “not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth . . . to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share” (1 Tim 6:17-19 NIV).

Not mental assent to a series of theologically correct propositions but obedience distinguishes the true followers of Jesus from frauds. Echoing Habakkuk and Paul, the author of the letter to the Hebrews reminds readers that the righteous person lives by faith. The New Testament understanding of faith is emphatically one of practice, not mere theory (Heb 10:19—12:12). The faith for which the ancients were commended was deemed authentic because it issued in correspondingly appropriate conduct, no matter how odd or counter-intuitive such behavior must have seemed at the time (Jas 2:14-26; compare Hab 2:3-4; Rom 1:16-17; Acts 6:7; 7:53).

See also CAPITALISM; SOCIAL ETHICS; POVERTY.
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MONISM, DUALISM, PLURALISM

 

Monism, dualism and pluralism are philosophical terms used to refer to both the number and the kinds of entities in reality. Is reality composed of one, two or many things? This question was posed at the very foundation of Western thought beginning with the Greek Thales of Miletus and his successors. These first philosophers observed the plurality of things around them and sought a unifying principle. Later philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle, followed suit, seeking to make sense of the world around them in a way that did not appeal immediately to the gods for answers, as had been the case with the earlier Greek poets.

It is important to notice that we are not only concerned with how many things make up the cosmos but what kind as well. In general, the West has affirmed that reality is either material or nonmaterial (i.e., mind or spirit). Those who affirm that all reality is material are called materialists or naturalists, and those who think it is all mental are idealists. Both are considered monists because they affirm only one kind of reality. Those who affirm both mental and material entities are dualists. A few pluralists have also posited that there are many kinds of things beyond these two. Because of the distinction between number and kind, it is possible to hold to more than one of these views at the same time. For instance, René Descartes was a pluralist in the sense that he believed many things make up the cosmos, but a dualist in the sense that all of these things are either mental or material. Given the possibility of confusion, this discussion will be limited to some key areas of theological interest.

For the ancient Greeks, the recognition of the various things in the world and the attempt to understand how they are related led them to affirm a duality between the one and the many. Heraclitus is the philosopher most associated with the latter. He believed that everything is in a constant state of flux, and emphasized plurality, change, becoming and motion. Later Parmenides saw the entire universe as one: unchanging, constant and at rest. For him, all the changes we observe in the cosmos are only appearances, while reality is actually static. This dualism between appearance and reality persists in Western philosophy to this day, perhaps most famously in Immanuel Kant, creating a crisis for people of faith who believe that God is distinct from the cosmos and must be known through means other than the natural things we observe around us. In other words, if we can only know how things appear to us and not how they actually are, how do we affirm the existence of God who is said to transcend the physical world?

In addition to the dualism of appearance and reality, that between mental and material is also important for theology. The Greeks tended to emphasize the one and unchanging over the many. One expression of this emphasis was the primacy of the mental or rational over the physical. For Plato the physical world is *evil and the human soul or mind is trapped inside it and seeks escape. The only way of escape for him was by philosophical reflection: the building up of proper knowledge. Most of the Christian tradition, at least in the West, followed Plato in emphasizing the mental over the physical. This has led, perennially, to the disparagement of the natural world as inferior or sometimes even evil. The Bible, however, speaks of creation not in terms of a separation of rational and physical but as a unity. It also speaks of creation as good and not a place of imprisonment for the human soul or mind.

Creation moreover implies that reality consists of many different kinds of things: Genesis 1 stresses parts of creation developing after its own kind. This means that pluralism of kinds of beings, and eventually of the different races and ethnicities, is an expression of God’s good creation. The unity and meaning of this multifaceted creation is found, for the Christian, in the single story of redemption that unfolds throughout Scripture—leading ultimately to Christ, in whom, Paul says, all things hold together (Col 1:17; Eph 1).

In reflection on the human person, the Greeks emphasized the separation of the *body and soul. Others, including Plato, affirmed a three-part structure of body, soul and spirit. This was often articulated in terms of the soul’s imprisonment in the body. While the Western Christian tradition overall still affirmed the goodness of creation, it did not dispute the duality of body and soul in general (see Anthropology, Theological). This is largely because of the Christian conviction of life after death. Since the decay of the body could be universally observed, there must be something that survives at death. The idea of a soul provided the alternative. However, this presupposed that the soul was eternal, changeless and constant, while the body is temporary, moving and in flux. This too was clearly an expression of the same Greek dualism of the one and the many.

The Bible, however, in both testaments affirms the goodness and unity of the human person. There is no problem of life after death that must be resolved by resorting to the idea of an eternal and immaterial soul or mind. Rather, it affirms the renewal of the world and the *resurrection of the whole person.

See also ANTHROPOLOGY, THEOLOGICAL; BODY, THE; CREATION AND ECOLOGY; EVIL, PROBLEM OF.
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MUJERISTA THEOLOGY

 

Mujerista theology was born in the 1990s with the desire to open a voice for the marginalized Latina women living in the United States of America. It is a theological praxis that has as its goal the liberation of women who are struggling to survive in the United States. Ada María Isasi-Díaz’s studies and involvement in the *feminist theological movement made her see the need to begin to develop a theology from the perspective of Latinas in the United States. Thus she became an activist theologian and began to elaborate what came to be called mujerista theology.

In 1991 Isasi-Díaz became a professor at Drew University and a key voice among Latinas /Hispanics/mestizas who embrace mujerista theology as those who believe that Christ is the force that sustains women’s struggle for liberation and the fullness of life (Isasi-Díaz 2003, 158). Isasi-Díaz uses the term lucha cotidiana (daily struggle for living) to describe the constant fight that women of color face every day with multiple forms of oppression: *sexism, ethnic competition, prejudice, physical and mental abuse, and often cultural impositions which the majority experience in one way or another every day. Mujerista theology gives this voice to Latina women because it speaks to the oppression within society, churches, schools, media and political leanings that aim to segregate and manipulate women of color. Mujerista theology encourages Latinas to discover and affirm the presence of God in the midst of their communities and experience a revelation of God in their own lives.

But mujerista theology has also created tension among Latinas. Some Latinas/chicanas/ mestizas who see themselves as feminist have rejected the mujerista movement. Marta Lamas points out that this theory of Mujerista theology lacks self-conscious sociopolitical direction and that it is a sectarian group that glorifies difference, which produces “discursive dislocations and forced oppositions” to the political force of the feminism movement (Aquino, Machado and Rodríguez, 138). At the same time many evangelical and Pentecostal women reject both mujerista and feminist theologies because they perceive a lack of biblical foundation and too strong an inclination toward *liberation theologies.

Mujerista theology provides an analysis of the socioeconomic situation that in turn helps to bring perspective to the work of women and support their belief that Christ is the force that sustains them. It provides Latinas a space for understanding their role in the theological-ethical enterprise and a space to address the issues that are important to many Latinas. These include: (1) a hunger for deep, personal relationships to sustain them in the daily struggle; (2) a clear sense of God as one who cares for their people; and (3) a way to affirm that only as they become part of God’s family can they really say that they believe in Jesucristo.

In spite of their differences, both mujerista and Latina feminist theologies have elaborated a critical reflection of women’s faith experience and a systematic articulation of their socio-religious practices of seeking justice. They have given Latinas a language to describe who they are and how they seek to affect the present and future direction of society, culture, the academy and churches in the United States.

See also FEMINIST THEOLOGIES; HISPANIC/ LATINO THEOLOGY; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; WOMANIST THEOLOGY.
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MUSIC

 

Music is a part of everyday life. From heavy beats pounding in cars, to advertising jingles on radio and TV, the music of film, MP3 files, stadiums full of rock fans, local coffee shops hosting country bards, jazz enthusiasts meeting on the terrace of a local museum at sunset—music dominates the soundscapes of human life. Music also plays significant roles in major life events, including weddings, funerals, baby dedications, naming ceremonies, coming-of-age ceremonies and state inaugurations.

In particular, music is inextricably linked to religious events. Regardless of the religion, one cannot worship without music, whether Christian, Buddhist or animist. It is widely recognized that music and religion foster one of the most intimate links between human beings and God, none greater than in the life of the global Christian church, from its beginning to the present. Throughout the history of the Western church, music has played a critical role in worship and witness (see Liturgy and Worship). Consider, for example, the dynamic role of music during the *Reformation, when Luther’s songs, based on well-known folk tunes, served as an agent in propagating his reforms.

Such dynamics continue in today’s burgeoning global church. For example, a Zambian announces his desire to convert to Christianity by stating, Ndiyanda Kurinda!—“I want to learn to sing!” And a Tibetan woman in the midst of praying finds she wants to sing about her newly found Savior, leading to the birth of a Tibetan Christian song. In the United States, new musical genres continue to surface and enliven the life of the church. Modified sports stadiums fill with Christians singing and clapping their praise. Music continues to play significant roles in the life of the global Christian faith community. From ancient biblical times to the present, music serves as a medium for life-changing encounters with the living God.

Music making today occurs in a complex, dynamic, ever-changing, mobile and technological world. The peoples of the world are interacting with one another in numerous ways. As a result, music is shifting and broadening in its definition, functions and values. How do we make sense of these increasingly intersecting spheres of music? What does this mean for the global Christian church at worship and in witness? The purpose of this article is to delineate contemporary shifting understandings about music with a view to seeking congruence with the purposes of God in today’s global world. We first consider four critical factors related to music and then address their implications for today’s global church.

1. Four Critical Factors of Global Christian Music

2. Implications for Music and the Global Christian Church


 


1. Four Critical Factors of Global Christian Music.

 

1.1. Locating Music in Global Contexts. Music rarely, if ever, can be divorced from its particular context. Around the world there are multiple centers of musical activity, where “people make music meaningful and useful in their lives” (Wade, 1). In order to make sense out of the church’s global music, I will refer to two contrasting arenas of music, Africa and Asia, as representative of the current situation.

1.1.1. Africa. Stephen is a leading banker in Kampala, the capital city of Uganda, East Africa. Dressed in a business suit, Stephen listens to the local FM station blasting rock music from the United Kingdom, stays in touch daily with relatives in London via the Internet, and keeps his cell phone with him at all times. He attends Sunday morning worship services conducted in English at the Anglican cathedral. Everything about him appears to be Western. Yet Stephen conducts business in a minimum of five languages, among them English, French, Luganda, Kiswahili and Teso, his mother tongue. He is also a musician who sings Western hymns, prefers contemporary Christian music and plays guitar and akongo, the Teso thumb piano.

Stephen belongs to the Anglican Youth Fellowship, made up of urban professionals. The group arose out of a desire to indigenize the worship in their church. Though Stephen can and does participate in singing Western hymns and choruses, he, like the others in the group, feels most at home when singing in his mother tongue and enjoying the sweet sounds of the akongo in praise to God. When the worship music finally shifts to his “home music,” Stephen feels free to be more genuine before the Lord. He discovers a deeper level of engagement with God and delights in embracing his identity as an African worshiping Jesus Christ. The experience is so profound that he willingly devotes entire weekends to composing Christian songs rooted in the musical soil of Africa.

1.1.2. Asia. Ruth and Inchai hail from Northern Thailand. They live in the teeming metropolis of Bangkok, where they minister to inner city youth through music. Like Stephen in Uganda, they move easily between languages and cultures. They are highly trained Christian musicians who compose in Thai styles, play Thai instruments and easily incorporate drama and dance into their worship. When worshiping in their home area, they attend a contextualized communion service. The final worship song, incorporating elegant and respectful Thai dance, pushes Ruth to exclaim, “Ah, this is true worship!” She is deeply moved within her soul, perhaps more so than others since she is the composer of the song.

In both cases, God is more profoundly comprehended when the music of “home” or the “heart” is employed in worship. What is it about the music that brings both Stephen and Ruth to these points of encountering God in such meaningful ways?

1.2. Shifting Understandings of Music. Major shifts in defining music have resulted from the interaction of and exposure to the music of differing parts of the world. While Western classical music has historically focused on melody, four-part harmony, rhythm, form and the quality of sound, peoples of different traditions, whether Western or non-Western, bring their unique perspectives about music. For example, a Kenyan gospel musician, studying music at a Christian university in Nairobi, asks his Western professor, “Why is your [Western classical] music so boring?” For him, as in many African music traditions, a song is more than just a melody with words. A song does not come alive or qualify as song until one moves to it. Music in praxis becomes a multimedia event that draws from musical sound, drama and *dance entwined together to create meaningful and intelligible songs. Music encompasses more than mere sound; it embraces life.

Such defining parameters surrounding music lead to serious implications for the global church at worship. For example, research among Senufo believers of Côte d’Ivoire, West Africa, revealed that not dancing or clapping to a Senufo Christian song reflects a “bad testimony” (King 1989, 1). If the music does not include the significant components that qualify it as music, the message is skewed or misunderstood.

1.2.1. How Do We Define Music? Ethnomusicologists, music scholars who study “music in culture” and “music as culture” suggest that music is “human sound communication” (Nettl, 24), where sound, meaning and use of music vary from culture to culture. Music is not limited to one style, but rather is uniquely tied to each group of people who make music on their own terms. Music is culture bound. As one African composer said, “Music is anything that interests you in sound.” Thus, the sounds of birds or cows that pervade her local soundscape appear in her songs in praise of the God of creation. The question becomes, how does each group of people define music within their society? What sounds interest a group of people? What set of guidelines do they establish to make their music meaningful?

1.2.2. Where Do We Locate Meaning in Music? Theologically, we know that music is a gift of God given freely to all peoples; all peoples are created in his image and produce music of some kind. Though music is a universal human behavior, the meaning of music is not universal since “the meaning of music resides in people, not sounds” (Corbitt, 33). Each music functions as its own language with its own set of guidelines. The gongs and cymbals of Asia, for example, evoke different meanings based on the listener or participant. For many Asians, gongs speak at a deeply spiritual level while to foreigners they may be perceived as “just exotic noise.” Or in parts of West Africa, Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus sounds like crying rather than the joyful, celebrative music Westerners hear.

The meaning of music depends on people within their local context, how they perceive it, and how they incorporate it into their way of life. In our global setting, this process becomes highly complex. For the urban African, Asian or Western Christian, due to exposure to a great diversity of music, a wider range of music becomes interesting and meaningful, though in unique ways. While those with less exposure or with differing life experiences tend to be limited in the types of music that please them and speak to them in significant and understandable ways. Thus music achieves a broad range of meanings that are dependent on the listener’s life experiences. For example, an urban African music student shares how a missionary hymn, “In the Sweet Bye and Bye” has become that “Sweet ‘Bye-Bye’ song we use at funerals.” After learning the meaning of the text, he explains further, “There are many hymns we don’t really understand; that is why we dance and clap to them.” He is seeking to identify himself as a Christian despite his lack of understanding the song text.

Meaningful music, then, is grounded in a people’s local context, experiences and perceptions about music. People construct the meaning of music. Music is bound to culture; it is rooted in their way of life. The global Christian church is beginning to address this critical characteristic of music.

1.3. Recognizing Music’s Cultural Aspects. Music is about the people who create and use it to their benefit. Music is much more than mere sound. It is neither an entity that stands on its own, nor is it a mere commodity. Each group of people develops their own music culture. What ethnomusicologists call a people’s music culture is “a group’s total involvement with music: ideas, actions, institutions, and material objects—everything that has to do with music” (Titon, 2-32). A group’s total involvement with music varies from group to group, generation to generation and culture to culture. When we learn a new Christian music tradition from Africa, Asia or Latin America, we are actually learning about the people themselves. We are sharing in the body of Christ through their lives. We are identifying with them in their Christian pilgrimage via music.

The identity of a people is bound up with the musical sounds they produce. But people also can identify with musical sounds that become representative of who they are. Hip-hop, for example, is a music culture surrounding a musical genre, rap. Though originating within a local context, American inner cities, hip-hop culture has come to enjoy enormous global popularity. New groups of people have come to identify with hip-hop, even though they do not fully understand the origins of hip-hop culture.

The link between music and identity calls for careful discernment when we evaluate any music. For “our evaluation of music has more to do with the people who make it, perform it, and respond to it and the context in which it is performed than the music itself” (Corbitt, 33). That is, when we condemn a people’s music, whether rap, liturgical choral music, jazz or traditional African music, in essence we are condemning the people who make the music and who identify with it. If condemnation is pursued, the church is in danger of becoming enslaved to musical imperialism, rather than releasing God’s peoples to worship Jesus Christ in authentic and meaningful ways via music appropriate to them.

Indeed, throughout the history of the global expansion of the church, musical barriers to the gospel have frequently arisen. The Quechuas of Peru, for example, believe the Creator gave their drums to them. Early Christian missionaries, however, condemned drums, causing many Quechuas to assume the Christian God could not be the true God. Likewise, missionaries in Côte d’Ivoire assumed that songs in the major Senufo language (Cebaara) would also be meaningful to a neighboring Senufo group, the Nyarafolo. They were stunned at the local nonbelievers’ response to the first Christian songs in Nyarafolo. They exclaimed, “You mean that God is for us? We thought he belonged only to the Cebaara!” Musical identity plays a significant role in fostering or impeding effective witness and worship “in spirit and in truth” (Jn 4:24). As people are allowed to sing in their vernacular spoken and musical languages, they come to realize the gospel is for them, in their time and context. Thus, when the church thoughtfully works with a people’s music, the people are affirmed, validated and more disposed to understand God’s love for them.

1.4. Repositioning the Function and Use of Music. The identity factor is only one of many roles that music plays in a people’s way of life. The gathering function of music—that is, calls to worship—plays on using intriguing or meaningful sounds, something with which one identifies, to bring people together. Entertainment is another highly recognized role, especially emphasized in the Western world. There are three particularly significant functions of music that address a theology of music for today’s globalizing.

1.4.1. Music as Life-Processor. “Music takes up the strands of a people’s way of life and weaves them together, revealing deep levels of their thought life, their emotions, and their related behavior” (King, 2004, 298). For example, Stephen, the Kampala businessman, draws from his musical palette to create new music that is reflective of who he is, what he knows and how he expresses his feelings. He has been exposed to many musical genres and styles. Though he appreciates and enjoys Western pop and contemporary Christian music, he also desires to draw from his home or heart music for worship. In order to be authentic before God he draws from all the musical strands that are reflective of who he is before God. This facilitates him interacting with God in his musical heart language. He brings his whole life before God: his joys, sorrows, difficulties and questions. In lifting his praise to God, Stephen has opportunity to process his life in light of God’s Word. Thus music integrates and reflects the life and times of the people from whom it comes. For Christians, such holistic music promotes theological reflection, both in the process of composition and in the singing of songs throughout one’s Christian pilgrimage.

1.4.2. Music as “Contextualizer.” The use and creation of local songs drawn from a people’s music culture brings the gospel message home, into a people’s specific context. In Ruth Srisuwan’s local Thai context, when she sings texts that speak of her specific life concerns before God, she perceives God entering into her Thai life spheres in comprehensible ways. The use of her heart music releases her to discuss specific issues confronting her. In other words, the heart music system, entwined with culture, facilitates Srisuwan’s thinking in Thai ways. This frees her to theologize in song, fostering deeper commitment and allegiance to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Note the profound respect for God expressed in the following song:Released by love to share new life, we bow respectfully to God.

 


 
The melody we play and sing is from deep within our soul,

 

The harmony we have in Christ leads to service sincere and sure.

 

Let us make God’s worship our one goal. (I-to Loh, 72)








1.4.3. Music as Communication. Ruth’s deeper commitment to God is due to the communication function of music. The culturally appropriate music achieves a greater degree of understanding. “Music is a profound means of communication due to its integration of life issues with simultaneous use of multiple signal systems, both verbal and nonverbal” (King, 2004, 298). In many societies, culturally appropriate music itself preaches. Among the Maasai of East Africa, music is practiced as a primary vehicle of communication. A Maasai seminary student in the United States discovered this when he preached about the prodigal son (Lk 15:11-32) to his people in Kenya. Amazingly, his parents and elders were disgusted with the story; they could not fathom a father not disciplining his son. Yet, a week later, this student’s age mates transformed the story into song. Upon hearing it, the community understood and received the message of God’s love. The use of a culturally appropriate story-song served as an agent of effective communication, allowing understanding of God’s message.



2. Implications for Music and the Global Christian Church.

 

What do these four critical factors in music mean for the Christian church in a global world? They evoke renewed considerations in the following four ways.

2.1. Rework Our Theology of Music for a Global World. There is a critical need to return to the Scriptures and attend to the influential role music played in the life of God’s people. It is significant that song texts are spread throughout the panorama of the written Word (e.g., Ex 15:1-18, 21, Deut 32:1-43; 1 Sam 2:1-10; 18:6-7; 2 Chron 5:12-14; Ps 1—150; Is 6:3; 12:1-6; Song 1—8; Hos 13:14; Lk 1:46-55; Rom 3:11-18; Phil 2:6-11; 1 Jn 2:12-14; Rev 4:8, 11; 5:9-10, 12-13; 15:3-4). Songs occurred throughout the whole of a people’s life and arose out of interaction with God. Songs are theology-in-action. The song of Moses and Miriam (Ex 15:1-18, 21) is not only a song of worship to the God who delivered them from the Egyptians but is also a profound theological reflection about God, his character and action in their lives. The songs of Scripture model ways to integrate music into the whole life of the church. From this, the church, rather than seeing the role of music as compartmentalized, restricted to Sunday worship, might allow music to function in culturally appropriate ways that foster encountering and engaging with God in all aspects of life. God himself demonstrates this integration of music throughout life when he instructed Moses, “Now therefore write this song, and teach it to the Israelites; put it in their mouths, in order that this song may be a witness for me against the Israelites” (Deut 31:19). Zephaniah also shows us how God is not only the giver of music, but he also makes music. He tells us that God “will exult over you with loud singing” (Zeph 3:17 ESV).

2.2. Bring New Questions When Evaluating Music in the Life of the Church. As we enlarge our understanding of music, we must ask questions that go beyond those of musical style. The overriding question is, How does a particular music foster a people encountering and engaging with God? Additional questions include the following:• What is the local context in which a particular music is being used?

• How is music defined within that context? What are the different musics that contribute to a people’s musical language(s) in relation to Christian communication of the gospel?

• What is this people’s music-culture? What is their music mix?

• Is this music appropriate, authentic and meaningful for a particular group of people? For which occasions?

• Are we using music in ways that enhance a people’s spiritual growth, theological understanding and relationship with God?


 



2.3. Value New Ways of Doing Church for the Sake of the Kingdom. The major roles of music in the life of the church have been worship, witness and spiritual formation. These roles will continue, but they may also expand into new musical territories. As we allow God to work among his people by using the music of a people’s culture, the Christian church will be nourished spiritually in more effective ways. We will learn deeper aspects God’s mercy and love as all nations come before him in worship (Ps 86:9-10). From the African church we can learn (1) to celebrate God wholeheartedly and holistically, (2) to offer a “sacrifice of praise” (Heb 13:16) in the midst of suffering and war, and (3) to “preach” with song (Col 3:16). While in Asia, Tibetan Christians model (1) “warm reverence” before God, and (2) approaching God’s presence as holding audience with him where “blessing is the dominant expectation” (Oswald, 63).

2.4. Embrace a Holistic Understanding of Music and Its Critical Role in God’s Kingdom Purposes. Grounded in unity of purpose, the Christian church worldwide is discovering its unique musical and theological voice within varying local contexts. God, is raising up new songs in the hearts of his people where they are coming to see, fear and put their trust in him (Ps 40:1-3). They are learning to be authentic and true to their local context in ways that engender spiritual transformation. Upon hearing a song based on Colossians 3:12-17 in his mother tongue, the Ugandan vice chancellor of a Kenyan Christian university, a Ph.D. from England, a fundraiser in the United States, and a lover of Western hymns, whispered in delight, “That song goes deep down and cleanses me from the inside up!” Let all the earth sing a new song (Ps 96:1; 98:1), one that deeply cleanses, redeems and transforms God’s people for his glory!

See also ART AND AESTHETICS; DANCE; LITURGY AND WORSHIP.
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MYSTERY RELIGIONS

 

Mystery religions, often called mystery cults because they were religious practices apart from “official” state religions, were among the most important features of ancient Mediterranean religions in Greece and Rome. These cults attracted many followers and were especially popular in the Greco-Roman period. In the early- to mid-twentieth century, some scholars (mostly in Germany) suggested or argued that early Christianity borrowed significantly from mystery religions. That view is now largely discredited, but it is clear that there were some similarities between some mystery religions and the early church and that some Greco-Roman pagans viewed the early church as one more mystery religion.1. Characteristics of Mystery Religions

2. Selected Examples of Mystery Religions

3. Mystery Cults and Early Christianity


 





1. Characteristics of Mystery Religions.

 

W. Burkert provides an excellent definition of mystery religions: “Mysteries were initiation rituals of a voluntary, personal, and secret character that aimed at a change of mind through experience of the sacred” (11).

Not every mystery religion was identical in structure, but the characteristics are similar enough to give a generalized description of them. The mysteries emphasized their secret character, especially the details of the rites of initiation into the cults. This was one of the chief appeals to the cults. The initiation process, further, promised to those entering the cult a personal relationship with the deity involved. In addition, it promised adherents a better life now and a wonderful life after death. Participation in the mystery cults was primarily an individual experience, with little sense of community with other initiates.

Mystery religions were not exclusive; a person could belong to several mysteries at the same time, as well as continuing participation in the Roman (or Greek) state religion(s).



2. Selected Examples of Mystery Religions.

 

The major mystery religions in the Greco-Roman period were those of Eleusis (Johnston, 99-101), Cybele/Great Mother (Meyer, 111-54), Dionysius/Bacchus (Meyer, 61-109), Mithras (Meyer, 197-221) and Isis (Meyer, 155-96). Livy, in History of Rome 39.8-19 (Meyer, 81-93), gives a vivid description of the Dionysiac mysteries, including the (unsuccessful) attempt of the Roman Senate in 186 BC to outlaw the cult. There also survives from Pompeii the famous wall painting in the Villa of Mysteries, which portrays aspects of the initiation rituals.

The single most important description of a mystery cult and what is involved is given by Apuleius in book 11 of his Metamorphoses. Here he describes the initiate’s intimate relationship with the goddess Isis, the initiation process (which cost money), the devotion of the initiate and his entrance into the priesthood of Isis and more. Apuleius says that Isis had the power to make initiates “in a manner reborn . . . and set [them] once more upon the course of renewed life” (11.21). In perhaps the most important passage Apuleius gives the initiate’s prayer: “O holy and eternal saviour of mankind . . . you apply the sweet affection of a mother to the misfortunes of the wretched. . . . [You] unwind the threads of the Fates even when they are inextricably twisted. . . . The fullness of my voice is inadequate to express what I feel about your majesty; a thousand mouths and as many tongues would not be enough” (11.25).



3. Mystery Cults and Early Christianity.

 

It is not difficult to perceive certain parallels between the mystery religions and early Christianity, especially in terms of the connection with the deity, the devotion and the promise of eternal life. Mystery cults emphasized secrecy (and often met at night); the church’s internal life was generally closed to outsiders and also sometimes involved meeting at night.

In the early twentieth century many scholars argued that the early church (including Paul) drew on the mysteries for the understanding of the Christian religion, especially in terms of the sacraments of *baptism and the *Lord’s Supper. This view has now been quite thoroughly discredited (see Burkert, 101-2, 110-12; Nock; Wedderburn). Justin Martyr (Apology 1.66.4) talks about the Mithras cult and its sacrament of bread and cup, but he declares that it imitates Christianity; it is clearly not the source of the Christian practices. There is one New Testament text, however, which seems to have drawn significantly on the Dionysiac mysteries: the account of Jesus at the wedding in Cana of Galilee (Jn 2:1-12; see Lincoln, 132-33), but this does not establish at all dependence of the theology or practice of the church on the mystery religions.

See also GNOSTICISM.
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MYSTICISM

 

Mysticism as a widely distributed religious phenomenon may be broadly defined as an immediate awareness of the presence of God that is “without the usual internal and external mediations found in other types of consciousness” (McGinn). A Christian understanding of mysticism presupposes its own distinctive theological framework, namely, an intensely personal relationship with the triune God. This consideration of a Christian understanding of mysticism begins with Scripture, proceeds to Christian tradition and then theological considerations.1. Biblical Background

2. Patristic Understanding

3. A Theological Understanding of Mysticism

4. Three Ways

5. Protestant Mysticism

6. Oriental Mysticism


 





1. Biblical Background.

 

There are three main biblical contexts that influence the understanding of mysticism in Christianity. The first is the idea of “mystery” as the hidden purpose of God for humankind that was revealed with the coming of Christ. The content of this mystery is the *gospel, of which the apostles are its stewards (1 Cor 4:1; Eph 3:4-5). A second idea closely related to the first is that this gospel calls both Jews and Gentiles into one body in Christ (Eph 3:6). In Colossians 1:26-27 “the mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages and generations” is specifically identified as “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” The idea of union with Christ was to constitute one of the cornerstones of mysticism in the subsequent centuries. A third element that contributes perhaps most directly to the development of Christian mysticism is the biblical accounts of extraordinary experiences of godly people: Moses on Mt. Pisgah, where he surveyed the Promised Land before he died (Deut 3:27; 34:1-5); Peter, James and John on the Mount of Transfiguration (Mt 17:1-9); Paul’s being caught up to the “third heaven” (2 Cor 12:2-10); Stephen’s seeing the glory of God and Jesus at his martyrdom (Acts 7:55-56). Mystical writers often refer to these as paradigm cases of mystical experiences. The last case is particularly interesting as it associates the vision of God with martyrdom, understood as the ultimate imitation of Jesus and the crowning glory of one’s Christian life.

In the New Testament the concept of mystery as God’s revelation in Christ carries important implications for a theology of mysticism. First, it implies that mystical union is always a graced relationship. Since it is predicated on divine revelation it cannot be the result of human self-discovery. Second, it precludes esoteric forms of mysticism involving union with some impersonal ground of being or the universe. Christian mysticism is always union with the God who revealed himself in Christ.



2. Patristic Understanding.

 

Among the church fathers, the believers’ union with Christ is a frequent theme in Ignatius of Antioch. Although scholars are divided over whether the language of union should be interpreted mystically, what is clear is that Ignatius spoke often of his “attaining to God” in connection with his impending martyrdom, which seems to echo the paradigm case of Stephen. In Origen the New Testament concept of mystery was further applied to the hidden, spiritual meaning of Scripture (hence, allegorical interpretation), which parallels the mystery of the Christ’s presence in the Eucharist. Initially, “mystical” does not carry any notion of extraordinary experiences, but the idea was gradually extended to include an experiential dimension. In the East, union was cast in the Neo-Platonic framework of ascent of the soul to God using the familiar image of the ladder (John Climacus, d. 650) (see Deification, Theosis; Eastern Orthodox Theology).

But it was from Augustine that we receive the now familiar language associated with mystical experiences: the “third heaven,” ecstasy, vision—all these suggesting an experience transcending ordinary experience. This became characteristic of medieval mysticism. The tendency was to treat mysticism as a special grace given to a few who are highly advanced in the spiritual life.



3. A Theological Understanding of Mysticism.

 

Mysticism could be broadly defined as an awareness of the presence of God to the point of being “immediate,” that is, “without the usual internal and external mediations found in other types of consciousness” (McGinn). This broad theological understanding could apply to the mysticisms of the monotheistic religions, especially Judaism, Christianity and Islam. But a Christian understanding of mysticism presupposes its own distinctive theological framework, namely, an intensely personal relationship with the triune God. Within this basic Christian framework, personal relationship could be understood as admitting of varying degrees of intensity and depths of personal knowledge. This gives rise to different levels of mysticism, from “everyday mysticism” (Rahner) to higher forms based on apophatic theology.

Everyday mysticism is the discovery of God in things and the ordinary affairs of life. This is not just a vague awareness but a moment of intense consciousness of the divine presence. Such experiences have been noted in Thérèse of Lisieux (1873-1897). While Thérèse did not experience, and indeed eschewed, visions and “extraordinary graces” during her short life, her autobiography records many instances where she experienced intense joy and *love, one of which she described as “a sweet and distant murmur which announced the Bridegroom’s arrival.” Many such experiences are also found in Jonathan Edwards’s Personal Narrative. On one occasion, he recalled “looking upon the sky and clouds” and “there came into my mind so sweet a sense of the glorious majesty and grace of God, as I know not how to express.” In that instant he seemed to be able to “see” “a sweet conjunction” between the majesty and meekness of God. A contemporary example is James Loder’s “transforming moment.”

The higher forms of mysticism are often expressed in the interplay of the themes of light and darkness, and are especially pronounced in the mystical theology of the Eastern Church, most notably in Pseudo-Dionysius (6th c.), Maximus the Confessor (7th c.) and Gregory Palamas (14th c.). Such mysticism focuses on the fact that God is ultimately incomprehensible. Thus the way to truly know God is the negative (apophatic) way, that is knowing that what God is, cannot be known. Yet apophatism does not imply agnosticism but that the knowledge that God in his essence cannot be known is itself genuine knowledge (Gregory Palamas). Negative theology is grounded in the biblical teaching that God, even in his revelation, remains hidden. No one has seen nor ever can see God (1 Tim 1:16; cf. Ex 3:6; 33:20); God dwells in “thick darkness” (Ex 20:21) and “unapproachable light” (1 Tim 1:16).

In the West, such mysticism came through mystical writers like Meister Eckhart and the author of The Cloud of Unknowing, who saw union with God as a union of love stripped of all thoughts and images. The union is at the point of the human spirit, the “spark of the soul.” This is the point where one is truly an integrated person prior to the division into will and intellect. What apophatic theology highlights is that knowledge of God is more than epistemic but ontic; that is, it is not rational knowledge about God that one obtains through the speculative intellect as found in kataphatic (or positive) theology, but a direct knowledge arising from the vision of God. A controversial issue is whether there is a mysticism going beyond the triune God to an undifferentiated Godhead as Meister Eckhart proposed. The main Christian tradition has been uncomfortable with this proposal. For to suggest such a possibility implies that there is a more basic reality underlying the triune nature of God.

The focus of mysticism is not so much the extraordinary experience per se but the experience of God. The effects of mystical union may be joy, love, rapture, restful complacency or a sense of harmony with God and the universe. These effects are understood as a real foretaste of life in heaven. But they are not the things the mystics seek. What they seek is the vision of God (visio dei) or the beatific vision. As Irenaeus put it, “The glory of God is a man and the life of man is the vision of God.” If the vision of God could be called a reward that the mystic seeks, it is a reward that is intrinsic to the very definition of being a Christian. That is to say, to be a Christian is essentially to be in communion with God. All mystics agree that a real foretaste of heaven is possible in this life; what they disagree over is how far up the heavenly ladder one is allowed to go.



4. Three Ways.

 

The range of religious experiences, including nonmystical ones, is implied in the Christian spiritual tradition that recognizes different grades of *prayer. For instance, Teresa of Ávila’s schema consists of nine grades of prayer, which begins with discursive prayer in which the mind is most active and the will in control, to the prayer of transforming union in which the soul becomes passive before God. Prayer is the broad category within which “ordinary” relationship develops into the higher mystical stages. The lower levels of prayers are usually designated by the term meditation while the higher levels are termed contemplation. This progression is differently pictured: as a ladder of divine ascent, a journey to God (Bonaventure), or simply the Three Ways of purgation, illumination and union. Purgation is the process of ridding oneself of sin and spiritual hindrances, while illumination refers to the formation of virtues. The first two ways are accomplished through discursive prayer and meditation, whereas union involves the more contemplative or passive forms of prayer that could properly be described as mystical.

The significant point in this conception is that mystical experiences are not cultivated in isolation from other forms of Christian experience but are seen as part and parcel of the growth of the Christian life. Besides the nine grades of prayer of Teresa, John of the Cross specifies this progress as going through the dark night of the soul and spirit. Mysticism is not a continuous honeymoon with God; it takes a person through a painful process of divine abandonment in preparation for a deeper union with God in love. It should be noted, however, that this is more typical of Western mysticism. The mystical theology of the Eastern Church has tended to be more optimistic. If Western mysticism is sometimes overshadowed by the doleful image of Gethsemane, Eastern mysticism highlights the joy of the Transfiguration.



5. Protestant Mysticism.

 

Calvin understands “mystical union” as the believers’ incorporation into the body of Christ, rather than in experiential terms. This is a real and substantial union effected by the Holy Spirit. Through union the benefits of Christ’s redemptive work accrue to those united to him. Generally Protestantism has been wary of traditional forms of mysticism that restricts mystical union to those who are highly advanced in the spiritual life. Mystical union is a spiritual reality that is applicable to all Christians. The main point at issue between Protestantism and the mystical tradition is that while the former universalizes mystical union by interpreting it eschatologically, traditional mysticism believes that union with God could be personally appropriated in this life, and that although it is potentially open to all, it is a grace given only to some. But the moment Protestants recognize the latter possibility, mysticism is born.

Thus in the seventeenth century a more exclusive kind of mysticism began to be taught by some of the Puritans like Robert Bolton, Richard Baxter and Joseph Hall. Like their medieval forebears, mystical union was seen as the culmination of a process of spiritual development beginning with ascetic disciplines. The language of Bernardine mysticism was frequently used, such as ravishment, unutterable rapture and complacential love. One puritan, James Janeway (1670), taught that God gives “his peculiar ones” a special knowledge of himself “as when the sun breaks forth with a bright shining in a cloudy day.” Hall believed that mystical experiences were given to those who attained a certain level of godliness, especially when they were about to leave earth for heaven. In one of the works written toward the end of his life, Hall prayed: “Be thou, O my soul, ever swallowed up in the consideration of that self-being Essence, whom all created spirits are not capable sufficiently to admire. . . . Thou canst not hope yet to see him as he is: but lo, thou beholdest where he dwells in light inaccessible, the sight of whose very outward verge is enough to put thee into a perpetual ecstasy.”



6. Oriental Mysticism.

 

The West began to take notice of oriental mysticism through the efforts of such groups as the Theosophical Society founded by H. P. Blavatsky in 1875 and the Ramakrishna Mission founded by Swami Vivekananda in 1893. The growing appreciation of the spiritual heritage of the non-Western world and the ecumenical interest it generated since the late nineteenth century has led to a more inclusive definition of mysticism. Thus a number of contemporary Asian and Western Christian scholars like S.J. Samartha, Raimon Panikkar, Matthew Fox and Roger Murray have tried to find a common basis for Christian and other forms of mysticism. Phenomenologically, there are structural similarities between mysticisms found in most religions. Even certain drug-induced states of consciousness show remarkable similarities with religious mystical states. These similarities have led some scholars to interpret mysticism in terms of a common core found in all religions. Evelyn Underhill, in her classic Mysticism, speaks of all mysticism as essentially the same, with different expressions due to different interpretive frameworks. But this attempt at synthesizing tends to simplify what are highly complex religious experiences. It implies that a common “essence” of mystical experience (“essentialism”) constituting the “perennial philosophy” (Aldous Huxley) could be separated from its (less important) “accidence” of dogmas, rituals and explanations.

Phenomenological descriptions will always remain inadequate as explanations of mystical experiences because every experience is an interpreted experience; it cannot be divorced from its own distinctive web of meaning. For example, the experience of spiritual energies (kundalini) in certain forms of *Hinduism closely parallels certain mystical states found in Christian mystics, but these experiences are understood in fundamentally different ways (Philip A. St. Romain). In what sense, then, could they be regarded as the same? The Christian mystical experience could not be anything less than union with the *Trinity. In monotheistic religions mysticism will be an experience of union with the personal God; in Hinduism, union with the one transcendent reality of which humans are essentially a part. Or mysticism could be experienced as liberation of the self without reference to any form of union, either theistic or nontheistic, as in *Buddhism and Jainism.

The West is perhaps more familiar with the monistic forms of mysticism of which one of the earliest and most radical was taught by the Hindu philosopher Shankara (c. AD 700), and this is often assumed to be the dominant form of oriental mysticism. But mysticism can also be found in devotional Hinduism involving the worship of a personal god (bhakti). Nondualistic mysticism (advaita) teaches that the individual soul (atman) is essentially one with the transcendent One (Brahman), and mystical union and personal liberation is the transcending of all illusions of duality through the dispelling of ignorance. In recent years, this form of mysticism has been popularized in the West by writers like Kahlil Gibran and Fritjof Capra as part of the New Age movement. Its attraction lies in its being seen as nonpartisan and nonreligious (a “science”) and its promise of a more holistic form of living in a highly materialistic culture.

See also DEIFICATION, THEOSIS; SPIRITUALITY.
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MYTH

 

In the popular mind a myth is a completely fabricated story. Historically, however, myths have played an important role in many cultures. Greco-Roman mythologies, for example, represent stories of gods and goddesses and of heroes with supernatural qualities. In many Asian and African societies, moreover, myths still play an important role in daily life. But modernity, with its emphasis on science, empirical evidence and historical accuracy, has not dealt kindly with traditional mythologies—though arguably it has replaced these with its own myths. Ironically, modern scholarship has resuscitated an appreciation of myth, although there is no consensus regarding its definition. Perhaps, as J. Rogerson comments, “it is undesirable to try to find a single definition for the term” (174).1. Lenses for Interpreting Myth

2. Myth in the Old Testament

3. Myth in Contextual Theologies


 





1. Lenses for Interpreting Myth.

 

1.1. Phenomenology: Mircea Eliade. Myths are seen by primitive societies as foundational to people’s lives because they are considered sacred. They are distinct, therefore, from the profane, which belongs to the ordinary. Sacred stories are set at the beginning of time and narrate how the natural world and its social systems came into existence; thus they are considered normative for human actions. By reciting myths and reenacting them through ritual, one enters sacred space and experiences regeneration. Thus myths serve more than explanatory functions. They are essential to spirituality and the formation of ethical behavior within a community. Eliade claims that myths can enrich modern life, but he is less clear on how this takes place.

1.2. Mythical Thinking: Ernst Cassirer. For modern people to understand myths, they must be seen as expressions of different mental processes from that of empirical, scientific thinking. Cassirer calls this form of mental cognition “mythical thinking” (or mythopoeic thought) and claims that it characterizes the primitive mindset. Whereas empirical thinking involves differentiation, classification and systematization, mythical thinking does not engage in this process of analysis. Rather, the latter sees reality as homogenous and undifferentiated. A phenomenon is not seen as external to one’s self, to be critiqued and analyzed, but as an experience in which one participates. However, this is not a strict differentiation, as both primitive and modern cultures can engage in both types of thinking.

1.3. Structural Anthropology: Claude Lévi-Strauss. Using structural linguistics, Lévi-Strauss contends that myth must be approached as a system of relations, whether internal to the myth itself or in relation to other myths. This involves breaking the myth into units, which he calls mythemes, and studying the relationships between these units. This process combines both the myth’s temporal structure (a story that moves through time) as well as its timeless character (with a pattern explaining the past, present and future). To understand myths, however, one must ignore their temporal elements and concentrate on their atemporal features. Thus myth functions to reveal society’s contradictions, and provides a structure by which these contradictions can be overcome.

1.4. Demythologization: Rudolf Bultmann. For Bultmann, myths express the limits of human existence by showing that human beings are dependent on powers beyond their control. This understanding of the human condition is encased in a prescientific worldview that speaks of supernatural intervention in human affairs by supernatural beings like gods and demons. According to Bultmann, this is the worldview of the New Testament world, and it is unacceptable to modern people, schooled in scientific thinking that assumes a rational universe. Thus in order for the New Testament to become meaningful to modern people, one must “demythologize,” that is, interpret the mythological statements not as an objective understanding of how the world operates but as pointing to the realities of human existence in the world. To demythologize, however, does not mean expunging all the mythical elements in a text but extracting their true subject matter, which is human existence.

1.5. Myth and Ritual. Myth and ritual must be studied together. Thus, in order to understand the meaning of myth, one must try to ascertain the ritual to which it is tied (whether currently or originally) and the myth’s function within this ritual. Views vary whether rites gave birth to myths (so that rites explain myth) or rites arise from myths (so that myth explains rite) or that they were originally separate but became linked in tradition. However, all emphasize that both myth and rite are performative, in that in the performance of speech (myth) and action (rite), the maintenance of world order and humanity’s well-being are achieved. The strength of myth and ritual theories is that they give a social context to myths by attaching them to patterned behavior in society. Its weakness is the lack of evidence that there is always a ritual accompanying a myth, or vice versa.

1.6. Expression of the Unconscious: Carl Jung. From a psychological standpoint, according to Carl Jung, myths are indirect expressions of the unconscious. Thus they function similarly to dreams, except that dreams are individualistic, while myths arise from the collective unconscious, are held by society and are intergenerational. Jung believes that myths are projections of human archetypes, which are expressed in symbols with inexhaustible meanings. To interpret myths, one must identify the archetypes to which they point. However, myths not only reveal the unconscious; they also enable people to experience the unconscious. Hence, they fulfill a psychological need by bringing about a closer connection between a person’s inner and outer worlds.

1.7. From Symbol to Myth: Paul Ricoeur. Ricoeur provides an integrative viewpoint of myth. He defines myth as “a traditional narration which relates to events that happened at the beginning of time and which has the purpose of providing grounds for the ritual actions of men of today, and . . . establishing all the forms of actions and thought by which man understands himself in the world” (1967, 5). With Eliade, Ricoeur describes myths as traditional and primordial, and thus foundational to a culture’s belief and actions. Ricoeur also thinks that myths and rites belong together. His emphasis on reflexivity and self-understanding ties in with Bultmann’s notion that the subject matter of myth is human existence. Moreover, Ricoeur contends that myth is second-order language, one that is based on primary symbols that mediate between human experience and its narrative expression. Thus, in order to understand myths, one must emphasize their symbolic function. Ricoeur’s emphasis on symbols and human archetypes links him with Cassirer and Jung.



2. Myth in the Old Testament.

 

Based on the Ricoeurian definition of myth as a sacred, primordial, foundational and authoritative narrative that expresses in symbolic language archetypes of human existence, one can say that some narratives of the Old Testament have the characteristics of myth. However, they are not “mythical,” in the sense that they are mere figments of the imagination or stories about gods. Moreover, in contrast to Bultmann, they are not myths in the sense that they refer to outmoded, premodern views of reality. As symbolic expressions with a “surplus of meaning,” they are as relevant today as they were in ancient Israelite society. Their foundational character is seen in that these narratives were repeatedly drawn upon in the community’s crises. For example, creation imagery was reappropriated by the prophets during the exile (e.g., Is 40:12, 21-22; 41:18-20) to speak about the coming return and restoration.

On the other hand, Old Testament poetry sometimes uses mythical motifs drawn from ancient Near Eastern culture. In the primordial creation story of Genesis 1, the symbols of darkness and menacing waters hint at a battle that took place before creation. Although the overcoming of the waters of chaos is only alluded to in Genesis 1, this theme is developed further in Psalms 74:12-17; 89:5-12; Job 26:7-13; and Isaiah 51:9-11, in which Yahweh is pictured as putting the raging waters under control by crushing the heads of Leviathan and Rahab, and then establishing world order. These sea monsters, familiar figures in the myths of the ancient Near East, are no longer seen as independent deities but are employed in the psalms as poetic symbols for forces of chaos that threaten God’s purposes, as well as the well-being of God’s people. Their usage, combined with aspects of Israel’s history, bring a cosmic dimension to historical events. Thus the awesome image of God as ruler over the cosmic flood becomes an encouragement in chaotic historical periods such as exile.



3. Myth in Contextual Theologies.

 

The Old Testament use of elements drawn from ancient Near Eastern myths provides a model by which the myths of a culture can be used today as a resource for contextual theologies. On the one hand, the power of mythical imagery is captured by employing poetic language. On the other hand, mythical motifs from the prevailing culture are “demythologized” and are brought under the rubric of the biblical writer’s understanding of reality, the reverse of Bultmann’s demythologization process.

The use of Ricoeur’s hermeneutics, as suggested by B. C. Lane (693), can be a helpful tool for “demythologizing” myth. In the preliminary reading or the first naiveté, one tries to capture the power of the myth and the surplus of meaning through an uncritical reading. One then moves to a critical phase, in which the myth is subjected to critical tools and reason. However, passing through the critical stage, one moves to the second naiveté, where one recaptures the sense of wonder in the myth. Thus a dialectic is produced between an interpretation that recovers the fullness of language in the myth (“hermeneutics of restoration”) and one that subjects it to critical analysis (“hermeneutics of suspicion”).

See also HERMENEUTICS; HISTORY; REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE.
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NARRATIVE THEOLOGY

 

Through narrative, poetry, prophecy and history, the story of God from creation to consummation is told in Scripture, and it is against this backdrop that narrative theology examines the fecund relation between story, biblical interpretation and the ongoing life of the church. The impetus for a narrative approach to theology arose out of growing unease with the distorting and deadening effect of modern critical scholarship. Dissatisfied with biblical scholarship that had set aside biblical accounts for academic historical reconstructions and academic theology impatient with biblical categories in the pursuit of necessary truths of reason or universal religious experience, a steady stream of biblical, theological and missiological scholars have sought to rediscover the relevance of the biblical narrative in the modern age. In rejecting a theology limited to the parameters of secular reason and science, they have sought to better understand the knowledge of God and humankind through the lens of biblical narrative. What follows is a discussion of the meaning and import of narrative theology for global Christianity today.1. Narrative Theology: A Basic Definition

2. Narrative and the Knowledge of God

3. Narrative and the Knowledge of Humankind

4. Narrative and Ethics

5. Narrative and Biblical Hermeneutics

6. Narrative, Mission and Global Christianity

7. Conclusion


 





1. Narrative Theology: A Basic Definition.

 

Narrative theology examines the relationship between narrative as a literary form and theological reflection. It is a relationship derived from the basic observation that it is in the reading, telling and interpretation of narratives that humans derive their communal and personal identity as well as provide a basis for meaningful activity in the world. Accordingly, biblical scholars and theologians have considered how narrative functions biblically, doctrinally, historically, liturgically, morally and missiologically and what implications this might have in terms of a Christian understanding of the nature of God, Christ and redemption, as well as the identity and vocation of the church.

1.1. Narrative and Rationality. Narrative theology has drawn deeply from philosophical insight into the relation between narrative and rationality. Human beings sift and organize the legion of sensory data that surrounds them according to narratives that place objects, actions and sequences into rational and meaningful order. Such knowledge is thus not derived from random collection of “facts” but only in light of inherited narrative frameworks passed down through meaningful stories. Though inherited, such narrative frameworks are ever in flux as they adjust to experience and explanation. As such, narrative represents a necessary and universal human critical faculty necessary to navigate existence meaningfully and successfully.

1.2. Written Narrative. In literate societies, narrative frameworks are drawn from written and communally recognized authoritative texts, which serve to establish shared rational and moral frameworks. In Christianity, the primary narrative framework is supplied by Scripture. As the secular literary scholar Eric Auerbach noted in his groundbreaking work Mimesis, Scripture uniquely fulfills this role in the way it insinuates its narrative world upon the reader. Opening the Bible, the reader discovers a story that envelops his or her own. The unfolding account of creation, Fall, redemption and consummation draws the reader behind the veil and into a divine drama that places the question of faith ineluctably before them. If this is the true story of God, how shall I respond?

This encounter suggests two emphases critical to narrative theology. The first, brought to the fore in the work of Karl Barth, sought to restore Scripture’s significance as the story of God and the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. The second and related emphasis considers how the divine story intersects our own individually, communally and universally. Both emphases have animated and informed the work of theologians, ethicists, philosophers and missiologists as they have attempted to harness narrative insight to their respective fields. The result is an eclectic mix that is very difficult to categorize or coherently order. Indeed, the critics of narrative theology point out that it is systemically unsystematic, making it difficult for its proponents to point to any sustained or coherent theological method or progress. Though this criticism is certainly valid, in what follows we will examine various trajectories that emphasis on narrative have taken and their relative contributions to theology.



2. Narrative and the Knowledge of God.

 

Against prevailing winds of modernism, Karl Barth steered a course toward recovery of the biblical revelation as the story of God revealed in Jesus Christ. Barth’s departure from his predecessors lay in his refusal to distinguish timeless truth or universal religious experience from contingent incarnation, death and resurrection of Christ. Instead, Barth saw the “Word of God [as] being identical with God’s act and so becoming history” (Ford, 26). The truth of redemption was identical with its historical incarnation in Christ as narrated and understood in and through the stories of Scripture. God’s choice of revelation was to bring people to faith through the biblical narratives. The critical matter for Barth was not whether the narratives could be proved historically inerrant or scientifically verified, but rather how the stories functioned themselves to span the gap between the believer and Scripture’s ultimate Author who lives and moves through these narratives.

Along the lines set out by Barth, Hans Frei argued that just as the coherence of Scripture rests in its narrative display, so does its theological content. Though the Bible records historical events, it is narative itself that reveals the spiritual and theological meaning. Because the truth of Scripture is ordered to its narrative, Frei argued that modern emphasis upon pure reason or universal religious experience has led to a damaging eclipse of the biblical narrative and thus the theology that rests upon it.

Restoring the validity of narrative has been applauded by many, but it has its critics. Notably, some scholars have criticized Barth, Frei and subsequent champions of narrative that they have confused piety for historical scholarship. Accordingly, the fundamental task of the historian is to determine “what really happened.”



3. Narrative and the Knowledge of Humankind.

 

The significance of the biblical story to self, church and society lies at the heart of H. Richard Niebuhr’s The Meaning of Revelation. Whereas Barth sought to vindicate Scripture as the story of God rather than the spiritual yearning of humankind writ large, Niebuhr focused on the impact of biblical narrative on the basic convictions of Christians. In his view, the Word transforms “our whole conception of what is fitting . . . by questioning our picture of the context into which we now fit our actions” (Niebuhr 1999, 107). In calling attention to the intersection of Christ and the believer, Niebuhr opened up reflection on narrative to encompass worship and sacrament. According to Niebuhr, *worship reenacts the story of Christ and redemption, whether in confession, praise, sermon or song. Of critical interest to Niebuhr was the manner in which the narrative of *salvation orders the liturgy and in so doing draws worshipers into the unfolding drama of God.

The grammar and logic of narrative has been an important aspect of George Lindbeck’s analysis of the nature of doctrine. Rather than approaching doctrine as a set of propositional truths that refer directly to objective transcendent realities, Lindbeck views doctrine primarily as the cultural and linguistic grammar and logic distinguishing Christian communities from each other as well as adherents to other religions. For Lindbeck the problem with viewing doctrine as cognitive propositions is that arguments degenerate into irreducible disagreements about referents not amenable to adjudication. In contrast, when viewed as cultural and linguistic rules of faith, doctrinal difference refers to the ways diverse communities configure the narrative of salvation differently.

Paul Ricoeur has drawn from the deep symbolic and metaphorical pool of biblical narrative to inform both philosophy and theology. He begins with the observation that all human experience is predisposed to narrative because if it is to be understood it demands narrative apprehension. That apprehension comes about through plot as various experiences are configured so that they be identified and understood. Narratives are thus configurations of reality. They present a certain picture of the way the world is, but also a picture of the way the world should be or should become. Symbol and *metaphor derived from narrative serve as subsequent catalysts in the rational process of configuring experience into concordant rationality. Thus, according to Ricoeur, “symbol precedes thought.” When viewed in this way, theology is not merely reflective and retrospective, but creative and engaging. It takes the stories, symbols, analogies and metaphors of Word and *sacrament as means to grapple with and better understand the nature of existence and knowledge.



4. Narrative and Ethics.

 

Perhaps the most significant contribution of narrative theology has been in Christian ethics. In contrast to ethicists who have stressed that morality is primarily a matter of making the right decisions based on a calculus ordered to the greatest good or the preservation of universal human rights, Stanley Hauerwas has argued that one cannot even begin to speak of morality apart from some vision of the good. This observation has led Hauerwas to turn to narrative, for it is through stories that we gain perspective, for good requires a sense of direction whose content is supplied and formed by the stories that form the stories of our lives. By allowing the biblical narratives to direct our vision, it directs our activity in the world. Thus, ethics becomes a matter of vision that is shaped by narrative and made possible by virtues whose excellencies are prescribed, described and embodied in narrative. Thus for Hauerwas, narrative provides “moral language [that] does not just describe what is; it describes how we ought to see and intend the world” (Hauerwas 1974, 73). Thus narrative is crucial for the display and development of character—not simply individually but communally, for it is into communities of character that we are inducted, which are themselves formed and informed by their shared narratives.

A concern raised in this regard is that narrative questions about the character and fate of community have come to displace the traditional narratives of personal conversion, regeneration and individual sanctification that were central to Christian discourse for most of the last two centuries and crossed denominational lines. If emphasis on communal narrative ethics serves as a needed correction to the obsession with the self in modernity, sympathetic critics have been quick to point out that as far back as Augustine the cultivation of personal narratives of redemption and hope have been primary sources for theology and ethics.



5. Narrative and Biblical Hermeneutics.

 

Naturally, emphasis on narrative has had important implications for biblical study and interpretation. Barth, as both New Testament scholar and theologian, has served as a role model to a host of theologians and biblical scholars who now move relatively freely between disciplines. In large measure this has much to do with the changing conception of Scripture. Reconsideration of the biblical text as open-ended narrative that implies ongoing interpretation and improvisation has led a raft of works examining the ongoing implication of Scripture for church and society today. Illustrative of this has been the work of N. T. Wright, who not only interprets Scripture in terms of a coherent unfolding narrative, he also argues that this perspective should lead to the church’s recognition that they are to complete the unfinished drama that begins in Genesis and whose end is only suggested vaguely in John’s Revelation. Richard Hays as well has utilized aspects of narrative thought to suggest that Scripture, and particularly the New Testament, sets out a moral vision that should be definitive in working through the various moral issues confronting the church today.



6. Narrative, Mission and Global Christianity.

 

Karl Barth argued that *mission was not simply something that the church does or simply a means to an end, but fundamentally an aspect of its identity in Christ. Mission is the redemptive story of God unfolding in history in light of his nature as persons in eternal communion. Even as Christ has joined the church to himself by grace, so the church realizes its own story as the unfolding of the missio Dei as it translates, interprets, conveys and finally bears the story of God as the people of God.

The strength of Barth’s narrative view of mission was its theological coherence. Nonetheless, critics of Barth and of narrative theology in general have pointed out the narrowness of a vision that arbitrarily privileges one worldview, one religion and one narrative. In sharp contrast, C.-S. Song has offered an evolving “story theology” that views narratives as points of departure for theology. Rather than trying to establish a metanarrative according to which all theology must conform, Song views stories as theologically valid precisely in their being culturally relevant departures. By allowing particular storytellers to fashion their unique stories, it gives rise to a unique and relevant gospel open to insight not only from different Christian perspectives but also from narratives from other religious perspectives.

Paradoxically, Lesslie Newbigin has argued that it is the very particularity of Christianity and its narrative quality that gives the *gospel its universal relevance and redemptive potential. For Newbigin, the narrative quality of Scripture points to the true nature of salvation and the real object of evangelism. Rather than seeing salvation as a matter of the redemption or perdition of individual souls, Newbigin stresses that salvation is about directing individuals and communities toward the true meaning and purpose of the world as revealed in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In turn, narrative becomes the vocation of the church. Election is not so much about one’s final destiny as it is the call of God upon his people to serve him by telling the story that through Israel the Messiah has come and is gathering the nations who will be reconciled to God in the realization of the reign of God. Mission, in this sense, is the ultimate test of faith for the church; it means to make known the story of God revealed in Jesus Christ as the clue that unlocks the true meaning and orientation of the cosmos and is entered into by faith and baptism into the body of Christ.



7. Conclusion.

 

As we have seen, narrative theology does not present us with either a coherent movement methodologically or theologically. Rather, it represents a variety of methodological and theological concerns, appraisals and projects that seek to recover the relevance of the narrative accounts of Scripture as well as narrative accounts of the church both individually and communally. Though its protean character can give its critics fits, the validity of narrative accounts lie precisely in the variety of fields where it has been incorporated. Accordingly, the success or failure of those appropriations will have to be evaluated individually on the use of narrative in any given instance. Nonetheless, the importance of narrative in theological and biblical studies as well as Christian ethics will continue for some time.

See also HERMENEUTICS; HISTORY; METAPHOR; MYTH; REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE; THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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NATURAL LAW

 

The phrase natural law can refer to a range of theological and philosophical positions, including the conviction that the God who created all humans in his image and likeness endowed them with the capacity, through human conscience, to intuit not only God’s existence but also something of God’s fundamental moral will for humanity and the world.

One scriptural text regularly indicated is from Romans: “For what can be known about God is plain to them [Jew and Greek], because God has shown it to them. . . . When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, to which their own conscience also bears witness” (Rom 1:19-20; 2:14-15; see also Acts 17:25- 29; Wis 13:5, 9).

Protestants who reject natural law (from Luther to Barth) argue that the Fall obliterated the human mind’s capacity to know God’s will, that only the revelation of Scripture, accepted in faith, opens the Christian mind and heart to this knowledge. Any claim for an “additional” source of authority, invoking human reason or “conscience” apart from God’s revelation in Christ and Scripture, seems to these Christians to subvert the central tenets of Scripture alone and salvation only through faith in the gospel

On the other hand, many Anglican theologians (such as Hooker, Temple, Macquarrie, Casserley, etc.) and also Methodist and other theologians of the Protestant tradition such as Reinhold Niebuhr, have supported some form of natural law or an equivalent. For instance, Niebuhr argues that “what is usually known as ‘natural law’ in both Christian and Stoic thought is roughly synonymous with the requirements of man as creature and that the virtues, defined in Catholic thought as ‘theological virtues,’ that is the virtues faith, hope and love, are the requirements of his freedom and represent the justitia originalis” (Niebuhr, 280). Niebuhr critiques Roman Catholic neo-scholasticism for presuming to establish a whole range of dubious restrictions but also chides Protestants for effacing all moral distinctions in history, thus contributing “to the anarchy of modern life” (Niebuhr, 60). John Macquarrie echoes Niebuhr’s criticisms of neoscholasticism’s excessive expansion of “natural law” prohibitions, but also sees the usefulness of something like the basic concept of natural law. Tracing phases of salvation history from creation and conscience to the “upper level towards which human existence tends as the fulfillment of its potentialities . . . in terms of christhood and sonship,” forms the basis for what has been traditionally known as natural law (Macquarrie, 446-47). For thinkers like Macquarrie, “natural law” must be understood as dynamic and evolving, as the human community is dynamic and evolving.

Some argue that the only basic principle of “natural law” we can be sure of is the very general one that we must do good and avoid evil. It is pointed out that natural law proponents have not arrived at a broad consensus regarding any other specific restrictions or commandments universally known and acknowledged. Thomas Aquinas, referring to Romans 2:14, and utilizing Aristotelian categories, argued that humans “have a share in eternal Reason” and that they can know, even after the Fall, something of God’s eternal law in greater detail (Summa theologica I-II, q. 91.a.2). Aquinas sees this “law” not as extrinsic to the human person, but as “internal” (Summa theologica I-II, q.106.1 ad.2). Aquinas did acknowledge that specific historical contexts can modify the application of some tenets of natural law. Later, neo-scholastic and Vatican theologians have argued that a whole range of specific natural law tenets can be arrived at through human reason, including ones on sexual issues such as contraception, artificial insemination, sterilization, masturbation, homosexuality and so on. Other Catholic theologians, especially more recently, have dissented from official Catholic positions claimed to be based on natural law, and criticize such teachings as failing to give primary consideration to the human person as developmental, as historical, as communal in particular historical and social contexts; these theologians note the relativity and fallibility of particular “natural law” conclusions.

The Vatican Council II called Catholic theologians to a greater recourse to Christ and faith perspectives in Church teaching regarding ethics and morality, though continuing to affirm “the permanent binding force of universal natural law and its all-embracing principles” (“The Church in the Modern World,” no. 79).

As theologians reclaim the New Testament perspective of all things being not only restored in Christ but also, mysteriously, created in and through Christ from the beginning, there are implications for a renewed theology of natural law. For instance in Colossians: “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created” (Col 1:15-18; cf. also Jn 1:1- 5; Eph 1:10; Heb 1:3). This affirmation that human nature and creation were somehow shaped in and through Christ from the beginning, that he is exemplar, archetype, fulfillment of all, enables a deeper “natural law theology” that is not simply “pre-Christ” and outside of Christ but in Christ. Thus “natural law” in the human heart can be understood from these texts of Scripture as the beginning of God’s self-revelation in Christ.

The challenge of “the global village” and of interreligious dialogue, and the urgent efforts to affirm a universal charter of human rights and articulate international law have led to a renewed attention to this concept of natural law, though with particular effort to respect the particularities of local religions and cultures, but fully aware of the dramatic new challenges and responsibilities facing the whole human family.

See also SOCIAL ETHICS.
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NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS, CHRISTIAN

 

The Christian church has dialogued with the surrounding cultures, religions, spiritualities and philosophies throughout her history, starting with *Judaism and first-century religiosity—as recorded in the Gospels and Epistles—and with Hellenistic philosophies during the first centuries of Christianity. The Christian creed has found its verbally expressed form and content through these encounters. Today one of the challenges for the apology of the Christian church comes from within Western culture, from the so-called new spirituality and from the new religious movements.

1. New Spirituality and New Religious Movements

2. Cult Controversy

3. The Language of the Religious Scholars and the Language of the Christian Church

4. Suicide and Killer Cults

5. Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints


 


1. New Spirituality and New Religious Movements.

 

A growing numbers of westerners prefer to identify themselves as “spiritual” rather than as “religious.” It has been suggested that even about half of the European Union citizens could be defined as “believing but not belonging” (Introvigne). Their belief system holds a concept of God that does not necessarily resemble that of historical Christianity, preferring the pantheistic, immanent, subjectively experienced godhood within. Terms like “spirituality,” “holism,” “New Age,” “mind-body-spirit,” “yoga,” “energies,” “feng shui,” “guru,” “ch’i,” “rebirth,” “karma” and “chakra” are becoming more and more common in the Western religious vocabulary. The bedside-table religiosity of the West is in transition and is less and less Christian today.

According to the statistics the attendance figures of the historical Christian churches are in decline all over the Western world, whereas the number of adherents of the new spirituality is growing. It has been suggested that that in Great Britain “if the holistic milieu continues to grow at the same (linear) rate as it has done since 1970, and if the congregational domain continues to decline at the same (linear) rate as it has done during the same period, a spiritual revolution [i.e., the attendance to the holistic milieu will outnumber the congregational milieu] would take place during the third decade of the third millennium” (Heelas et al, 45). “Evidence . . . shows that Sunday attendance has probably declined by around a half since 1950 in Great Britain” (Heelas et al, 52). In the United States the same kind of trend is suggested, even though the figures are disputable: “churchgoing in the USA may have fallen from the . . . level of 40 per cent in the early 60s to the 22.4 per cent level today, thus mirroring the decline of around 50 per cent which has been experienced over the same time period in Great Britain” (Heelas et al, 57). The suggestion is that the same trend is taking place all over the Western world.

The modern Western spirituality without close attachment to Christianity has been called “New Age.” One has not been able to distinguish, however, any coherent and unified New Age movement. The term is useful in describing the religious and worldviews deviant from the previously dominant and prevailing Christian and *Enlightenment way of thinking of the West.

In identifying the emerging contemporary Western religiosity as opposed to traditional institutional religion, several religion scholars prefer to use the term “new spirituality” or “new religious consciousness” instead of the term New Age. The new spirituality is characterized by eclectic, subjectively experienced spirituality, concern for one’s own body, emphasis on holism—or better “holisms” (defined differently by each individual group)—healing techniques, self-awareness, occult practices and explorations into the renewed Western pagan and esoteric spiritualities, as well as into Eastern spiritualities.

The term “new religions” was first introduced to the West from Japan, where as a consequence of the declaration on religious freedom in 1945 several new religions suddenly emerged. The Western use of the term new religious movements comprises a wide variety of alternative spirituality movements, including several new religions arising in the late 1960s in the United States, especially around the San Francisco Bay area. “New religious movements” is the distinguishable and organized section of the new spirituality scene. New religious movements started to gain public attention at the same time as the emergence of the new spirituality.

Rejection of traditional authority, focusing on one’s own body, health, inner experiences, deinstitutionalization, privatization and subjectivity are postmodern values that could be cultivated once the modernity project was accomplished—a high enough standard of living and material well-being (see Modernism and Postmodernisms). Modern Western culture is said to be going through “a massive subjective turn” (Taylor, 26). At the same time folk religiosity, sometimes called primary religiosity, is distancing itself from the boundaries of historical Christianity in the modern West.

The roots of new religious movements are in Christianity, Western occultism and Eastern religious traditions. The belief systems and practices of new religious movements can be seen more as variations of their parent traditions rather than something totally novel. They can be seen as more recent versions of old religions (Melton, 22-23). D. G. Bromley argues that “most movements labelled as ‘new’ derive from or borrow major ideological and organizational elements from long-established religious traditions, as have Hare Krishna from Bengali Hinduism, the Unification Church from Christianity, Aum Shinrikyo from Buddhism, the Branch Davidians from Adventism” (Bromley, 146). There are, in fact, really very few newly invented religions without roots in an older religious tradition. What is new is the visibility of new religious movements and their ability to attract people in a culture that was previously dominated by a single or only a few religious traditions.



2. Cult Controversy.

 

The Christian countercult movement is the collective classification for many ministries and Christians who oppose nonhistorical Christian and non-Christian religious groups. This opposition may be carried out by pointing out the doctrinal differences between the religious groups and highlighting the central benefits and supremacy of one’s own belief system. The anticult movement includes secular opposition toward religious groups and movements.

In the 1980s a cult controversy discussion arose between religion scholars, anticultists and countercultists. During this time some anticultists and countercultists came to regard religion scholars as adopting a pro-cult attitude in their shift away from using the church-cult-sect distinction.

The cult controversy discussion heated up especially over the popular stereotypes that labeled the new religious movements as “brainwashing” agencies that were using deceptive means such as “cultic mind control” in recruiting new converts and keeping the old members loyal to their innovative way of thinking. Most of the academic researchers (Melton among others) rejected this stance. One critical question was how to differentiate between cultic brainwashing and any other form of social activity whose aim was to have a behavior-changing impact on others—including advertising and normal school education. The brainwashing accusation also assumes a unified and generally accepted scope of desirable and preferred conduct against which all other conduct should be measured. In a multireligious, multicultural and democratically ruled society, it is difficult to compel one form of thinking above all others. The rules and the controlling agencies of the society are defined and administrated by mutual agreement of the various existing agents of the society.



3. The Language of Religious Studies and the Language of the Church.

 

For scholars of religion, the term new religious movements has replaced the former church-cult-sect distinctions of the 1970s. This change can be seen as a move away from the discourse preferred by and characteristic of the dominant religious tradition in a given society toward the encyclopedic and *Enlightenment ideal of language based on rational knowledge. This move is supposed to be free from historical and tradition-bound settings (even though this language is again bound to its own tradition in a given historical setting, as pointed out by D’Costa, 19). The encyclopedic approach serves very well the needs of a multicultural and multireligious society, and it puts Christianity on the same platform with all the other religious stances. The situation resembles more and more that of the early church, which in its beginning was only one religious minority group amidst a multireligious society.

In studying cult-watching groups, Eileen Barker has identified five types (Barker 2001): (1) cult awareness groups, (2) countercult groups, (3) research-oriented groups, (4) *human rights groups and (5) cult defender groups. One could add to this list a sixth, dialogical groups, which would find their place between Barker’s countercult groups and research-oriented groups. The dialogical groups study and are aware of the other belief systems in society and seek to engage in dialogue with the relevant groups if at all possible. At the same time they study their own religious stance in light of the new encounters, seeking new ways to testify to the adherents of these other belief systems.



4. Suicide and Killer Cults.

 

Several suicide cults gained media attention during the 1990s. There are various names for the phenomenon depending on the point of view: doomsday cult (which literally refers only to a group that in anticipating the imminence of the last judgment, takes an apocalyptic view that may promote the possibility of violent and destructive behavior), suicide cult, millennial cult, apocalyptic cult, destructive cult and killer cult.

Key ingredients in the violent new religious movements are a charismatic leader, millennial /apocalyptic expectations, highly demanding organization, and the assuming of a violent attitude toward the present social order. Since many millennial groups view themselves as heralds of the new world order, they assume an antagonistic attitude toward the existing social order, which may lead to violent actions to hasten their cause. The members of these groups have become economically, socially, mentally and spiritually dependent on the leader and his/her values.

Prior to the 1990s, during the last half of the previous century, two well-known incidents of cultic violence occurred: the Manson family murders in 1969 and the Peoples Temple catastrophe on November 18, 1978. Jim Jones’s Peoples Temple had earlier gained attention and even admiration over their socially courageous program, and during the group’s early development the church was even accepted among the larger evangelical family. In 1978, 912 followers faced death in a remote South American jungle utopian community called Jonestown, in British Guyana. Some of the members were shot; others were forced to drink poison, while most of the members joined voluntarily in what Jim Jones called “revolutionary suicide.”

In the United States alone more than two thousand religious groups can be identified, most of which were founded after 1960. Among the new religious movements one can distinguish only half a dozen groups with records of severe violence. Thus by no means can it be claimed that new religious movements as such are violent phenomena. Religiously motivated violence may be found as well among the established religions, for example in Northern Ireland, the Middle East, within the militant and fundamentalist *Islamic groups around the world, and in India between the various religious groups of that country.

Historical Christianity may very well also be characterized as millennial and apocalyptic. For centuries Christians have prayed “thy kingdom come.” And Christianity may be called millennial. The early Christians anticipated Christ’s imminent second coming, as did others after them. Other traditional religions also have millennial and apocalyptic elements. For example, Islam anticipates the coming of Mahdi, and Buddhism expects the advent of the coming Buddha, Maitreya. There is also variety in the expected urgency and immediacy of the coming world order within the religions. But even the anticipated immediacy of the coming era does not determine whether a religious group will turn violent. What seems to be crucial in the formation of violence toward the existing social order is the preferred form of relationship of the group toward the “outside” world and its control agencies, and the assumed role of the chosen few. This role is enacted either by hastening the coming rule by human intervention and self-chosen acts, or—in a positive case—by serving and proclaiming the good news of a coming reign through words and good deeds.



5. Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

 

During the century prior to the 1980s, the focus of interest of the religious and Christian scholars in the West had been on derivations from historical Christianity, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses (JW) and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS). These may duly be called sects from the Christian perspective. These two groups do not share the same understanding of God, the world, the human being, salvation and the role of the Bible as historical Christianity.

LDS is the fourth largest religious body in the United States. The history of the LDS’s origins in early nineteenth-century America and description of its belief system is well recounted in numerous sources (see, e.g., Introvigne), and its contemporary growth rate is impressive. In 1984 Rodney Stark calculated that the membership of LDS could reach between 64 and 267 million by 2080, either of which would qualify it as a new world religion. He now maintains that membership is “substantially higher than my most optimistic projections” (Stark, 22).

Jehovah’s Witnesses, on the other hand, serve well as an example of a fundamentalist, millennial and exclusive, highly organized, nonviolent group with specific but frequently changed apocalyptic interpretations of the Bible, deviating from historical Christianity. For example, according to the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ teaching, God is a single person, not a Trinity, having his seat in the Alcyone, the central one of the renowned Pleiadic stars. God neither knows everything nor is he omnipresent.

Jehovah’s Witnesses’ growth rate in the world is also impressive, over five percent per year. Jehovah’s Witnesses are advancing all over the world and may today be found in over 230 coutries, with nineteen percent in the U.S., twenty percent in Western Europe and twenty-five percent in Latin America (Metareligion webpage).

Both the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Latter-day Saints believe that they represent a restoration of the original Christian church, a belief held by several religious movements derived from historical Christianity. Islam, for example, also considers itself a genuine representation of the truth Jesus taught, while Christianity has deviated from the truth.

In our globalizing time, when the cultural borders are changing and the religiosity of Westerners is distancing itself from historical Christianity, it seems evident that new religious movements will emerge more and more, and that new spirituality will be part of the overall cultural climate in which the church finds herself. The defense of the faith, the proclamation of the *kingdom of God and loving service in our world today is as important and urgent as it has been throughout the times.

See also NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS, NON-CHRISTIAN.
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NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS, NON-CHRISTIAN

 

Scholars sometimes argue that because all religions originated as new religions, “new religions” should be viewed as “baby religions.” Therefore, apart from their stage of development, there are few fundamental differences between *Buddhism, Christianity and *Islam on the one hand and Scientology, Unification and the Mormonism on the other. This article suggests that such an approach is far too broad and that new religions need to be understood within the context of *modernity and rapid social change on a global scale.1. New Religions as a Global Reality

2. The Global Dimensions of New Religions

3. What’s New in “New Religions”?

4. Research into New Religious Movements


 





1. New Religions as a Global Reality.

 

The earliest recorded use of the term new religions seems to be by Alexander Goldenweiser in “The Rites of New Religions Among the Native Tribes of North America,” his 1904 Columbia University master’s thesis. Around the same time writers in India observed what J. N. Farquhar identified as “fresh religions” (1914). These movements, he pointed out, began around 1800 as a response to modernity and the challenge of Christian missions. In Africa and on various mission fields, the term separatist churches or native movements came into common use, especially after the publication of The Native Separatist Church Movement in South Africa (1925) by a government commission involving the African leader D. D. T. Jabavu and the well-known missionary James Henderson. In Europe and North America, however, most writers preferred the term sect, which was later largely replaced by cult, to describe new religions.

By the 1930s the term new religions came into general use in Germany to identify what mission organizations and various churches saw as an onslaught of neo-paganism. Then, in the late 1930s, a number of highly critical booklets on new religions were published by the anti-fascist Friends of Europe, which expressed alarm about the growth of new religions allied to the Nazis in Germany. The first academic book to discuss this in a sympathetic light was Wilhelm Hauer’s Germany’s New Religion (1937), which also contained critical essays by Karl Heim and Karl Adam.

Following World War II the discussion of new religions in Africa was pioneered by Bengt Sundkler (1948). Shortly afterward the idea was further developed as a result of the rapid growth of new religions in Japan and later Korea. Not until the early 1970s was the idea applied to religious groups in North America (Needleman). Then, following an explosion of interest in new religions as a result of the Jonestown murder-suicides, both popular and academic interest in new religions boomed, resulting in a large number of books and articles appearing in print.



2. The Global Dimensions of New Religions.

 

North American society saw widespread social disruptions, ethnic cleansings and bloody conflicts during the Revolutionary War (1775- 1783), which really only ceased after the abortive American invasion of Canada in 1812. As a result, the frontier society of New England was a restless and in many ways rootless area where new ideas flourished and old certainties were no longer accepted by many people. The growing wave of skepticism was encouraged by the distribution of cheap editions of Tom Paine’s (1737-1809) classic attack on Christianity, The Age of Reason (first published 1794-1796), while books like Ethan Smith’s A View of the Hebrews (1823, 1825) speculated about the history and origins of North American native peoples. To add to the confusion, churches battled each other in public and often acrimonious debates about such things as baptism, communion and church government (Brodie).

Into this confused situation Joseph Smith injected a new religious vision. Skillfully combining the radical skepticism of Tom Paine, whose work he read, elements of folk magic, pre-Darwinian evolutionary theories and traditional Christianity, he created a powerful new religion (O’Dea; Quinn). Later such able Mormons as the Apostle Parley P. Pratt (1805-1859) would develop Smith’s insights into a coherent system that explicitly addressed the questions of science and religion in an evolutionary framework based on the spiritual principle of the “law of eternal progression.” As another Mormon apostle, Lorenzo Snow (1814-1901), put it, “As man is God was; as God is man may become.” Thus the crisis of modernity was overcome through the appropriation of spiritualized forms of scientific language and the creation of the new polytheistic mythologies based on writings like The Book of Abraham, which was actually a papyrus manuscript that Smith claimed to translate from the Egyptian and which appeared in Joseph Smith’s Pearl of Great Price (1851).

Theosophy provides another example of a new religion that originated in America, although founded by a Russian immigrant, Helena Blavatsky (1831-1891). In 1875, during the turbulent years following the American Civil War (1861-1865), she and Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907) founded the Theosophical Society. Drawing on the folk traditions of Russian occultism along with American spiritualism, confused ideas about science, and a rich mythology originally derived from popular ideas about Egypt and later Tibet, Blavatsky blended these with aspects of Buddhist and Hindu teaching to create a Western form of Indian spirituality (Campbell).

During the 1860s a relatively small group of New Zealand Maoris fought local settlers and the British Empire to a standstill. Adapting themselves to a new enemy, the Maoris resisted assaults by British troops, supported by heavy field guns, by effectively inventing modern trench warfare. In the aftermath of the Maori Wars, numerous new religions led by local prophets combined aspects of traditional Maori belief with Christianity and modern ideas and technology, and these spread throughout New Zealand (Belich 1996; Elsmore).

An identical pattern can be observed in Africa with the amaNazaretha, founded around 1912 by Isaiah Shembe (1867-1935). Today this movement has more than one million members, making it one of the oldest large new religions in Southern Africa. When the Right Reverend Londa Shembe (1944-1989), a grandson of the founder and recognized by his followers as a living prophet, sought to explain the origins of his grandfather’s beliefs, he identified five main factors: (1) the devastating defeat of the Zulu nation by the British in the Anglo-Zulu war of 1879, which destroyed Zulu traditional society; (2) the persistence of traditional Zulu beliefs, practices and thought patterns in a new situation where the Zulu had lost their traditional identity, which meant that while there was no going back to the past, something new had to emerge; (3) the arrival of Christian missions throughout the Zulu-speaking areas of South Africa; (4) the impact of Maori prophets from New Zealand on his grandfather, who met them while working in the docks in the port city of Durban sometime around 1900; and (5) close contact between his grandfather and various Hindus in and around Durban.

When Londa Shembe made this analysis in 1987, the first three factors were easily acceptable. The fourth and fifth sounded highly unlikely and possibly the result of wishful thinking brought about to give the amaNazarites a cultural heritage that separated them from competing religious groups. Since then Andreas Heuser (2003) has established that close contacts existed between Isaiah Shembe and Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), while James Belich has shown that Maori sailors began visiting Durban on a regular basis early in the nineteenth century, making a meeting between members of a Maori prophetic movement and Isaiah Shembe quite possible (Belich 2001).

In Europe new religions grew rapidly following the defeat of the Central Powers, Austria, Germany and their allies, in 1918. Although there were regional differences, the situation in Germany reflects a pattern found throughout central Europe. Most of these religions grew out of disillusionment with both capitalism and socialism, reflecting a spiritual malaise that Peter F. Drucker identified in his The End of Economic Man (1939). Rejecting Christianity, many of these movements looked to India or Tibet to find new forms of spirituality that allowed them to blend myths about European prehistory with pseudo-scientific beliefs about race, a commitment to technological advancement and nationalism (Poewe 2006).

Similarly, when Sun Myung Moon founded his Unification Movement in the 1950s, he did so in the aftermath of the devastating Korean War that had destroyed the remnants of traditional Korean society. Forming his new movement, Moon drew upon the shamanism of Korean folk religion, popular Buddhism, Confucian ideals, aspects of Christianity mediated through American missionaries and a belief in Korean uniqueness. Thus biblical interpretations derived from the Scofield Reference Bible were blended with Buddhist beliefs, shamanistic practices and Confucian ethics, and a modified version of traditional Korean arranged marriages (Sontag).

These examples show that new religions share a break with traditional practices and beliefs followed by an attempt to reintegrate aspects of tradition into a new belief system that incorporates ideas from other world religions that have a global scope. Recognizing these factors, it is now possible to look more closely at the historical origins of new religions as a phenomenon.



3. What’s New in “New Religions”?

 

Historically, groups defined by sociologists and theologians as either cults or sects developed against the background of common assumptions based in a shared tradition. The assumptions of traditional societies are fundamentally challenged by what is best described as modernity. Modernity implies the awareness that changes brought about by industrial goods, science and technology alter the way we see the world. This awareness creates a distinction between that which is new as opposed to that which is old or ancient, a preference for innovative as opposed to that which is traditional, and an explicit and self-conscious commitment to be “modern” in intellectual, cultural and religious affairs. As a response to modernity, new religions involve a commitment to remaking religious beliefs, mythologies, society and usually the political order in terms of what is understood as “the new.”

All religious traditions have experienced the effects of modernity, but their response has rarely been to embrace “the new” enthusiastically. Christianity and Islam, for example, often associate modernity with rationalism and “the new” with the loss of values, thus threatening their continued existence. On the other hand, new religions, or at least their leaders, are adept at mixing bits and pieces of various distinct traditions and disseminating these “new” recombinations across the world as distinct global phenomena.

Defined in this way, new religions and new religious movements are religious groups that emerge in reaction to the disruption caused to traditional societies by modern science and technology. Consequently, most new religions emerged after the commencement of the industrial revolution, although a few, like the New Church of Swedenborg, came into existence at the beginning of the industrial era. They also usually flourish in the aftermath of war, where the effect of technology is seen to deadly effect.

In the process of their creation, elements from existing religious traditions are selectively appropriated to create new systems of belief and practice that are reinforced by rich mythologies. Such myths are stories with culturally formative power that are accepted as true by the members of a group, where they perform the important role of interpreting the spiritual experiences and lives of individual members.

For members of the Unification Church, the trials of the Rev. Moon at the hands of Communist North Koreans are very important stories that enable them to understand the significance of the cosmic battle between good and evil. Similarly, belief in God’s revelations to Joseph Smith forms a vital part of Mormon spirituality by encouraging members to see their own spiritual experiences as part of a more general pattern of God’s dealings with humankind. Likewise, the trek to Utah provides an important apologetic resource that confirms the truth of their religion for many Mormons. For the followers of Isaiah Shembe, it is his life and example that enable them to interpret their personal struggles as part of their identity with what it means to be Zulu. So too stories about Maori prophets create a sense of pride in New Zealand traditions that enable modern Maoris to move easily between a technological world and traditional lifestyle. In all of these cases, the beliefs of new religions are communicated through stories that form myths motivating and directing the lives of converts.



4. Research into New Religious Movement s.

 

Although a vast literature exists dealing with cults and new religions, much of it is either based on secondary sources that discuss the literature and doctrines of new religions, or involve scholarly discussions of other scholars’ views. Surprisingly, there are very few empirical studies of particular new religions and even fewer interdisciplinary studies based on field research, primary sources and solid historical research. Equally significant is the fact that most studies of new religions view them in one distinct cultural context and rarely take their global dimensions into account even in terms of their place of origin and the cultural traditions they incorporate. Despite these limitations, the study of new religions is a fast-growing field in both university teaching and research, which promises to attract considerable attention in the future.

See also NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS, CHRISTIAN.
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NEW SPIRITUALITY.
See POPULAR CULTURE.

 

NEW THEISM.
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NEW ZEALAND.
See PACIFIC ISLAND THEOLOGY.
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NOMINALISM

 

Nominalism or nominality refers to those individuals who identify with a religious, social or political belief system but whose conduct and lack of commitment does not substantiate their claim. In this article we are concerned with nominal Christians, who are Christians in name only. However, in exploring the topic we will discover that nominality does not indicate a static, final state, but rather represents a progression, with many people moving back and forth, either toward or away from nominality.1. The Phenomenon of Nominalism

2. The Dimensions of Nominalism


 





1. The Phenomenon of Nominalism.

 

Nominalism is both widespread and pluriform in populations around the world that identify themselves as “Christian.” Among the traditional denominations it most commonly takes the form of individuals and entire communities who identify themselves as Roman Catholic, Anglican, Lutheran and so forth by virtue of their birth, either because a particular tradition is identified with one’s national, tribal or family identity. People are born into that church and typically retain their association through the rites of passage such as infant *baptism, confirmation, marriage and burial. They may also want to call upon the services of the church in cases of dire emergency.

This form of nominality principally arises within a Christendom context, which is collapsing in many areas of the Western world, although still prevalent in Scandinavia among Lutherans, or Roman Catholics in Southern Europe and parts of Latin America, or in countries where Eastern Orthodoxy prevails. It also survives in nations that were formerly colonies, where European Christian traditions were exported as part of colonial influence. The Anglican Churches of East and West Africa, the Reformed Church in Indonesia, the Anglican Church in Australia and New Zealand, or the Methodist Church in Polynesia provide obvious examples.

A more localized form arises when groups of immigrants settle in a particular location and establish the institutions of their place of origin to reinforce their cultural identity. In the United States, German Lutherans and Baptists, Swedish Covenant, New England Congregationalists, Virginia Anglicans, Irish and Polish Catholics in Boston and Chicago, provide examples of a cohesive cultural and religious bonding. Over time this religio-cultural identity becomes eroded as subsequent generations define themselves in terms of the country in which they were born rather than by their ancestry, and as racial groups intermarry and disperse.

Yet another form of nominalism is the result of rapidly growing churches with spiritual exuberance but which have failed to nurture new believers in the faith. A consequence of this lack of attention is that the growth impetus will not be sustained past the first generation of converts. The young people drift away, either reacting against legalism, or through boredom at the irrelevance of the church to the challenges and issues of their daily lives. This represents the greatest challenge facing the vibrant churches of Africa, Latin America and parts of Asia that are currently experiencing unprecedented numerical growth (see Hong).

The most common overly simplistic approach is to designate as “nominal” those who are no longer, or never have been, a part of the regular worshiping congregation. This way of describing the problem conveniently puts the issue outside the church. It also ignores the evidence that many church leavers do not abandon their personal faith by disassociating from their faith community. The departure of many results in a deepening of their faith as they confront their doubts with honesty and grapple with unanswered questions (Fanstone; Hendricks; Jamieson). In order to address this chronic problem, church leaders need to define, describe and identify contributing causes.



2. The Dimensions of Nominalism.

 

Nominalism is a difficult challenge to address precisely because it is both multifaceted and mutant. A static, one-dimensional approach means that one is able to draw a line and decide on the basis of which side of the line people fall in relation to specific beliefs, behaviors or whether or not they choose to belong. A dynamic, multidimensional approach leads to a focus on which way people are moving, either toward or away from an allegiance to Christ that is evidenced in every area of their lives. This latter approach means that everyone is potentially part of the problem, whereas the static, boundary understanding of nominality readily leads to a judgmental attitude and the avoidance of self-examination.

Nominalism covers the principal dimensions of religious commitment. First, it relates to the knowledge base of beliefs. Clearly, if religious association is not undergirded by knowledge of the basic tenets of the Christian faith, then that person is easily influenced by other opinions and vulnerable to competing truth claims. Second, when beliefs are held without deep conviction or are not translated into values and priorities, then they are of little consequence. Third, when individuals disassociate from a faith community they cut themselves off from a potential source of encouragement, accountability, fellowship and service. Sometimes a time apart will enable a person to self-differentiate and to come to a deeper understanding of their faith and a stronger commitment to their beliefs as they enter into a stage sometimes referred to as a “second naiveté” (Fowler). Fourth, when public worship is not internalized or individuals do not engage in regular personal acts of devotion, then faith becomes overly dependent on community affirmation and is not related to the challenges, crises and opportunities of day-today life. Fifth, the consequence dimension means the integration of faith and the challenging of modernity’s dichotomy between the sacred and the secular. Living within the *gospel of the kingdom means a reordering of priorities and values to reflect the radical nature of the good news that was both announced and inaugurated by Jesus. Sixth, all of the above reinforces and enriches experience. The gospel of reconciliation is a message which is relational at its heart, embracing both reconciliation with God and with the people with whom God brings his people into contact.

The slide toward nominality may embrace any of these essential dimensions. For as long as it remains undetected and unaddressed it is likely to spread to other areas. Furthermore, one can be strong in some areas and weak in others according to one’s personality, religious tradition or the decisions one has consciously made.

In addition to these personal faith dimensions, there are also contextual factors that have a bearing on the spread of nominalism in its various forms. First is population migration, either from one country to another, or internal migrations from rural and small towns to big cities, or from older cities with declining industries to new cities where high-tech information-age start-up companies are located. When people lose their social roots they may at the same time lose their spiritual faith-community identity. This is especially the case in those areas of the world where a particular faith community has a monopoly in a region, whereas there is a confusing array of options in the city, and where the person’s home-town tradition may be conspicuous by its absence. The new urbanites then feel that they do not belong anywhere, and no church can replace their former experience. In the city the individual may feel anonymous and lost, or find security in a “lifestyle enclave” (Bellah et al.) that is not defined by any particular religious tradition.

The second contextual factor that has profoundly affected the boomer generation is that of secularization (see Secularism). This philosophy that defined Western cultures, as well as having a widespread impact on much of the developing world, relegated religion to the private sphere, and in so doing minimized and even negated its influence in public institutions. In the process a crisis of values has been created in the business and political realm as well as other institutions. Secularization also represented a confidence in human achievement and a culture of control. As Western cultures have moved from modernity to postmodernity, that confidence has evaporated, and secularization, far from resulting in the demise of religion, has created a spiritual vacuum. Consequently, whereas church attendance is on the decline, interest in spirituality is undergoing a remarkable resurgence.

This brings us to the third factor, which is the challenge of religious pluralism and the Western response of relativism that has contributed to the clash of civilizations and the present culture wars. Whereas many local church leaders live primarily within the confines of their faith community, their church members live in a world of religious pluralism in which they have daily contact with persons of other religious faiths, not to mention agnostics and atheists. Faced with the challenges presented by people of other faiths, Western Christians are especially vulnerable as they lack experience in seeing their faith within the context of many faith options, which may cause them to become less confident and more confused. Non-Western churches that have always been in a minority position in relation to the broader cultural context, which may be predominantly Hindu, Muslim or Buddhist, are accustomed to bear witness and enter into dialogue with those of other faiths. Precisely because they have always been marginalized, they are able to bear their witness with grace, and without feeling threatened.

The principal cause for the onset of nominalism is the church’s failure to disciple those who have come to point of initial decision and identification with the faith community. This is especially the case where the Great Commission to go into all the world and make disciples is reduced to an evangelistic mandate that is conducted on the premise of revivalism and decisionism. This results in churches full of undiscipled church members. Churches must first recognize that they are part of the problem before they can become part of the solution. They must recognize that the good news of the kingdom as proclaimed and demonstrated by Jesus is a message that embraces the whole of life and requires the support of a faith community to sustain that life commitment.

See also CONVERSION; DISCIPLESHIP; SECULARISM.
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NORTH AMERICAN NATIVE THEOLOGY

 

There are many obstacles that have prevented North American Native theology from becoming part of the broader theological conversation. Some of these obstacles have included colonial restraints exercised by the dominant society, loss of cultural artifacts and stories, an absence of authentic native leadership, a lack of theological education, and tribal differentiation. Only recently are First Nations of North America beginning to contribute theologically to the wider church.

Native North Americans view the Creator as a constant, who is sacred. Discussion of the Creator in argumentative, speculative and trivial ways is somewhat taboo, and tolerance is more important than precise and exclusive truth claims. Systematic theology, as this has developed academically, has little relevance to Native Americans, who think about God first in relational categories, not in extrinsic categories.1. A Common Spirituality

2. The Creator-Son and Trinity

3. Community/Harmony

4. Story


 





1. A Common Spirituality.

 

In spite of the complexities and obstacles to developing North American Native theology there exist elements of a common spirituality among Native North Americans. A range of First Nations theologies can be explored from a viewpoint of the common spirituality and common values. Choctaw theologian Steve Charleston, who is credited with coining the phrase “Native American Old Testament,” says he feels “comfortable talking about a Christianity that emerges from Native America.” The ancient Native Americans living on Turtle Island (North America) knew God. Many tribes have their own stories of covenant with the Creator, who gave them their land. In the most real sense of the word relationship existed between the Great Spirit (God) and the original peoples of this continent. This covenant relationship between God, the people and the land is the source for development of all Native American spirituality. North American tribal covenant stories, songs, ceremonies, societies, prophets and so on are what is called each tribe’s “Old Testament” experience. The same God who made covenant with the tribal peoples of North America chose Abraham as a man, from whom would come a nation that would exhibit and remind all other peoples of the possibility of a deep, covenantal relationship with God. The Hebrew covenant is distinct and unique, since it contains certain universal blessing for the nations and features Israel’s mission concern for others and, in particular Jesus, the Messiah and Savior of the world. The Hebrew context of God’s relationship with a people is, therefore, replicable but not duplicable, since every context is different, since in Abraham it was God’s intention to bless all the nations of the world.

Native American spirituality, then, with its clear link to divine origins, grows out of the relationship between the Creator, the land and First Nations’ cultures. Each Native American *spirituality is somewhat different because of the diverse histories, covenants, stories, language, symbols, ceremonies and geography. Still, it could be correctly said that all Native Americans have a creation-based spirituality that places primary importance on the *land. Native Americans will almost always understand the primary emphasis of God’s love in terms of place and, as a result, according to relationship. The context of relationality as it relates to *place already exists in many native stories.

This emphasis contrasts with the traditional Western emphasis on history and time. Western peoples—especially immigrants of Western origins—have often adopted a “temporal materialism” that lends itself to events. The importance of these events becomes for them a pseudo-place from which they may draw their identity, and as a result they adapt easily to changes in locale. Whereas land-based—placeoriented—peoples are bound to a place as a foundation for their identity. When place-oriented peoples, such as America’s First Nations, are removed from their place, they have great difficulty.

New ground rules for bringing such divergent views together have yet to be developed. Often, such diversity in worldview has meant that people end up talking right past each other, as noted in the following quote:American Indians hold their lands—place—as having the highest possible meaning, and all their statements are made with this reference point in mind. . . . When one group [American Indian] is concerned with the philosophical problem of space and the other [Western European immigrant] with the philosophical problem of time, the statements of either group do not make much sense when transferred from one context to the other without proper consideration of what is happening. (Deloria and Wildcat, 143)




 






2. The Creator-Son and Trinity.

 

Creator is a frequent designation for God among Native Americans. Jesus Christ is the Creator-Son (Jn 1:3; Col 1:16; Heb 1:2). One might say Native Americans have since time immemorial been beseeching Jesus—not realizing that he, as the sent Son, is also the Creator. The kenosis and Christ’s death for the world he created is understandable to North America’s indigenous people in light of the many stories of figures sacrificing themselves for the people. For example, many native traditions have the story of Corn Mother, who sacrificed herself so the people would always have corn to eat. Accordingly, Native American stories can be helpful in discovering a truly indigenous theology. The question that must follow for interested Christians is “to what degree?”

North American Native theologies want to allow the Hebrew stories of the Bible to have a universality. But Native American followers of Jesus also want to acknowledge the value of aboriginal stories. If native peoples strip themselves of their own stories, they are in danger of trying to become people who they are not. On the other hand, if Native Americans do not acknowledge the exceptionality of the Hebrew story, they may fall into the danger of not understanding God’s desire to work among all peoples, and so diminish the uniqueness and universality of Christ.

Some reference to God existing in divine community can be found among Native Americans. Among the historic possibilities for an understanding of a Native American Trinity are the tribes of the Southeast, particularly the Cherokee. It has been argued that all Native American thinking concerning the *Trinity was a later adaptation of reports of the Christian Trinity. This position, which may largely be ethnocentric and paternalistic, does not explain the fact that a trinity of creator beings is consistently found in early Native American literature and in the oral traditions, especially among the Cherokee.

The importance of a trinity concept should find fertile ground in Native American theology, especially since most traditional Native Americans would describe their beliefs and much of their history aligned with the understanding of the biblical concept of shalom, which is often referred to as “harmony” or “balance.” Understanding the harmony and balance of the Trinity, living together in shalom, is not difficult for Native Americans. Historically, it is clear that the truth of shalom is also a Native American perspective.



3. Community/Harmony.

 

In North American Native theology shalom is not an ethereal concept. Jesus, as the Creator-Son, brought the good news of the relational aspects of the trinitarian God to earth by creating a place. Eden was where human beings were first situated to enjoy the fullest possible sense of place on earth. God’s original intention was to allow humans to relate within the parameters of the garden, a shalom garden. One could say that the garden culture was the original human culture from which one could come to know the God who relates in and through community. This divine community is a model for all human societies, including Native Americans. It is this story to which Native Americans can relate, because it is the same story they already know in their own context and in their own place.

For Native American communally oriented people, the Father-Son-Holy Spirit existing for mutual benefit and preference for the other is not only natural but also beautiful, and it is a story which is welcomed. It is not difficult for Native Americans to understand how the benefit and preference of each “person” of the Trinity can be themselves and yet be indistinguishable from the benefits of triune community itself.

Using the Trinity as a model for the way in which Native Americans relate in community is in and of itself part of what it means to be made in God’s image. Based on the Trinity, the imago Dei is at least as important on a communal level as it is on the individual level often emphasized in Western theology. To be made in God’s image from a relational and community standpoint challenges some Western, individualistic values but fits well in a Native American understanding.

Even among those tribes who have gained a reputation as “warlike” in the American experience, there existed striking counterbalances in their structure and philosophy to war. One such example is that of the Cheyenne “Peace Chiefs.” According to the teachings of Sweet Medicine, the most revered Cheyenne teacher and prophet, all forty-four chiefs among them must be Peace Chiefs. Even today, Sweet Medicine’s words are repeated at the inauguration of every new chief:“Listen to me carefully,” Sweet Medicine advised, “and truthfully follow up my instructions. You chiefs are peacemakers. Though your son might be killed in front of your teepee, you should take a pipe and smoke. Then you should be called an honest chief. . . . if strangers come, you are the ones to give presents to them and invitations. When you meet someone, he comes to your teepee, asking for anything, give it to him. Never refuse.” (Hoig, 7)




 




The structure of the Cheyenne was such that these words (strikingly reminiscent of the teaching of Christ) are still valued as the highest form of response to one’s own personal tragedy and the needs of others.

By realizing the connectedness of humankind to all animal life, we become aware of new possibilities for learning and for the preservation of all living things. In the study of humanity’s dependence upon the earth, we allow ourselves renewed opportunities for sustaining our planet and find fresh prospects for developing food, water and renewable energy.

Among the Iroquoian peoples lived a Peacemaker who united the tribes during terrible times of turmoil. The Six Nations still live today according to the law and teachings of the Peacemaker, whose view of harmonious living is consistent with those already mentioned. Tadodaho, Chief Leon Shenandoah, comments:The teachings are very good. The most important thing is that each individual must treat all others, all the people who walk on Mother Earth, including every nationality, with kindness. That covers a lot of ground. It doesn’t apply only to my people. I must treat everyone I meet the same. When people turn their thoughts to the Creator, they give the Creator power to enter their minds and bring good thoughts. (Wallace, 14)




 




Among the Navajo there is a concept of a way of being in harmony, known as the traditional “Navajo Blessing Way” (sometimes referred to as “The Beauty Way”). The Navajo see it as their human duty to restore harmony or balance in the world. “In many cases, healing ceremonies are held in which the source of the imbalance is sought and diagnosed and a re-balancing brought about by various means. At the heart of the Navajo Healing Ceremony, the Blessing Way (hozhoo ji) and Navajo tradition in general, is the notion that the world is balanced” (Beck and Walter, 13).

The Cherokee Harmony Way was especially well developed as a philosophical basis for living. Some have referred to the Cherokee Harmony Way as “balance” and others simply as “The Way.” It is considered to be a place and a way, where all of life is in balance and harmonious with the Creator, all people and all of creation. It is from this philosophy that “preachers” at the Cherokee Stomp Grounds share with the people how to live: exhorting them to pray, to keep harmonious relationships with nature to and keep familial, clan and tribal relationships intact.

The similarities between God’s vision of shalom and what North American Native theology views as the harmony ethic are incontrovertible. Many innate aspects of Native American cultures promote biblical shalom, or what is shalom to First Nations called by other names. It would be impossible for an effective North American Native theology to develop without an understanding of harmony/shalom. In most cases among Native American, shalom-based, creation-oriented spirituality (usually referred to as a harmony ethic), was and is still clearly acknowledged as the preferred way to live.

Jesus’ announcement in Luke 4:18-21 shows his affiliation with a shalom-based spirituality. Christ’s clear call to the “kingdom” (Greek, baseleia tou theou, “the place where God is in charge”) both shows that his incarnation was the once-and-for-all divine intention and that God is still calling all people into shalom community. Jesus lived a shalom life pleasing to God, being led by the Holy Spirit and in communion with God. He was always inviting people, especially the marginalized, into God’s community. Jesus Christ not only demonstrated shalom in his earthly lifetime, He is the ultimate shalom of God. Similarly in our day, Jesus, the once-and-for-all “shalom bringer,” who is from the shalom Trinity, can be contextualized to Native American revelation from the various native cultures to produce a shalom-based, creation-oriented Native American theology.

The Hebrew story is also useful as a model for Native Americans in which we can find our own vestiges and examples of shalom. In the same way that Jews were able to contextualize their symbols of shalom, Native Americans can contextualize symbols from our own understanding. This sort of *contextualization may occur in terms of significant forms or symbols, as illustrated in the following understanding:The circle is a key symbol for self-understanding in these [Native American] tribes, representing the whole of the universe and our part in it. . . . When a group of Indians forms a circle to pray, all know that the prayers have already begun with the representation of the circle. No words have yet been spoken and in some ceremonies no words need be spoken, but the intentional physicality of our formation has already expressed our prayer and deep concern for all of God’s creation. (Kidwell, Noley and Tinker, 50)




 






4. Story.

 

Story is certainly crucial in forming North American Native theology. Through the telling and retelling of traditional stories, Native Americans renew their values and faith in the transcendent. The Scriptures provide an ample supply of God’s story encompassing the human condition. In this way they are much like the First Nation’s stories. Listen to a common story told by the Cherokee that illustrates many of the points discussed thus far:Long ago, when the animals could talk, the people were killing what they did not eat and forgetting to give thanks for what they did kill. As a result of these abuses, the animals held council, to protect themselves from the evil that had come upon the once grateful Cherokee. After much debate, the animals decided to bring diseases upon the Cherokee people. The Cherokees began getting sick and dying from these diseases. They pleaded with the animals, “please, we will become grateful and kill only that which we will eat.” But the animals would not recant. At the same time, the plants were watching all of these things. They watched as the Cherokee children got sick, and even died. The plants decided to hold a council. In the council they agreed to provide medicine for the Cherokee. Each night, as the Cherokees would sleep, the plants would come to them in their dreams and show them how to use the plants to heal the diseases that the animals had brought upon them. The Cherokees recovered and agreed to kill only what they absolutely needed. They also agreed to say a prayer of thanks to any animal that they killed, and to any plant that would be harvested for food or medicine. The Creator was happy with the Cherokees once again, because harmony was restored among all that he had created.




 




Notice first that the story asserts a holistic view of relationships. Shalom was broken between human beings and the Creator through ingratitude. The ingratitude was expressed in two ways; not giving thanks, and killing what was not to be eaten—both of which are an affront to God and the creation. Disease and death came into the world through animals (creation). The healing also came through the creation (plants). Humans were restored back to the creation and, as a result, back to God.

One of the points often made after this story is that, for every disease spread by animals, there is a plant that can cure it. This very much involves balance, restoration and harmony. It depicts a world, although because of broken shalom—not perfect—yet, because of restoration, brought back to the way the Creator intended it to be. In Cherokee thinking, all restoration must include holistic relationships between God, human beings and what non-Indians often call “nature.”

The horizon for the development of authentic North American Native theology is just coming into view. Certainly there is much more to consider than has been mentioned in this article. Native American theology, like all theologies, will develop as an ongoing dialogue among Native Americans and among others as we all seek to find the divine giftedness and story divvied out among the people of the earth.

See also ASIAN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; BLACK THEOLOGY; HISPANIC/LATINO THEOLOGY; NORTH AMERICAN THEOLOGY.
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NORTH AMERICAN THEOLOGY

 

Theology in the United States of America has been shaped by the religious beliefs and practices of many different church and ethnic traditions. While there is no single American theology, there are themes and movements that have shaped the direction of theological reflection in America.

1. Beginnings to the Late Nineteenth Century: Evangelical Dominance

2. Late Nineteenth Century Through the Twentieth Century


 


1. Beginnings to the Late Nineteenth Century: Evangelical Dominance.

 

American theology is generally thought of as Protestant even though approximately a quarter of the present population is Catholic. France and Spain had early settlements in North America, but it was England, which had separated from Rome under the reign of Henry VIII, that dominated the settlement of the American colonies. Together with other dissenters from various parts of Europe and Great Britain, these colonists, especially the Puritans, gave early shape to the political and religious ideas that would characterize the United States.

Puritan theology was influenced by the *Reformed tradition arising out of the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation. Puritans believed in a sovereign God whose irresistible grace, demonstrated in the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to sinful humanity, was given to those elected for salvation. They sought to purify the church of the elaborate ceremony that had grown around worship and ecclesiastical organization, and attempted to orient all aspects of life around the Bible rather than tradition. Puritans believed that the church was to be a covenanted body of the elect. This covenantal understanding of God’s relationship to humanity had implications for the organization of society as it was expected that civil authorities would aid religious authorities in maintaining a godly society. A reforming impulse was directed toward all areas of society and has continued as a strong drive within American civil and religious life.

The strong presence and influence of Congregational and Presbyterian churches, aided by the widespread revivals of the first Great Awakening (1730s-1740s) helped perpetuate a Reformed approach to theology. Spurred by the powerful preaching of George Whitefield and defended by Jonathan Edwards, one of America’s foremost theologians and heir to the Puritan tradition, the revivals reaffirmed Calvinist doctrine for a new generation of believers. The Awakening, as a shared religious event across denominations, helped nurture a distinctly American identity and established the practice of revival for the nurturing of Christian life. Considerable growth in many Protestant groups also helped set the stage for later theological diversity.

A second Great Awakening (1800-1820), characterized by a high degree of enthusiasm, further established the practice of *revivalism as the chief means of converting individuals to Christianity. It also reshaped the theology of the early republic and spurred church growth, especially among Methodists and Baptists. Increasingly, salvation, though still considered a gift of God’s grace, was understood to be something that could be chosen or rejected by human beings. This *Arminian direction fit well with the political ethos of the young nation. In forming a republic citizens understood themselves to have a voice in their own governance. This contributed to a much more individualized form of theology in which personal experience and understanding came to be more highly prized than the authority of theological tradition or church position. This continues to characterize American religious thought and practice.



2. Late Nineteenth Century Through the Twentieth Century.

 

Until the American Civil War, American Protestant theology was generally evangelical in its expression. It looked to the Bible as the chief authority for faith and life, and stressed the importance of conversion. It tended toward pragmatism in its approach to theological reflection, stressing the reasonableness of God and Christian belief and the practical nature of theology. It was also highly activist in its understanding of the Christian life. This expressed itself in numerous reform and benevolent causes such as temperance work and the abolition of slavery. It was especially evident in foreign missionary work, which grew rapidly throughout the nineteenth century.

The highly experiential nature of American revivalism was balanced, in part, by the growth of Scottish Common-Sense Realism which especially took root in what became known as the Princeton Theology. Led by Archibald Alexander and Charles Hodge, Princeton Theology became known for its plain, reasoned approach to reading the Bible and for its articulation of a doctrine of scriptural inspiration and infallibility. It stood steadfastly against the theological shifts being made by biblical-critical studies on the European continent, adhering instead to the tradition of the Westminster Confession. It could not, however, entirely stem the flow of ideas coming from Europe and their impact on theological developments in America.

During the nineteenth century succeeding waves of immigrants, especially those with Roman Catholic and Lutheran backgrounds, joined the fast-growing Methodist and Baptist churches to help alter the landscape of American religious life. Methodist holiness teaching, with its stress on sanctification, became increasingly influential. Utopian groups prospered and a strong millenarian movement arose. Unfortunately, the influx of immigrants and the perceived threat of Roman Catholicism spurred a strong nativist sentiment among many Americans as well as a vigorous anti-Catholic stance. Political and theological differences, especially around the question of slavery, also led to longstanding divisions within nearly all the Protestant denominations. However, it was the growth of the liberal tradition in American theology that provided the greatest challenge to evangelical dominance.

The liberal tradition within American Protestantism dates back to the Enlightenment influences present in the founding of the nation and preserved in the Unitarian church tradition. It was furthered by the Transcendentalists who, as part of a larger Romantic movement, challenged this strongly rationalist approach with an emphasis on intuition and subjectivity. Most importantly they challenged the idea that religious belief and practice must be tied to religious tradition. A liberalizing approach to theological reflection was particularly embraced by those who were dissatisfied with the anti-intellectual impulse existing within revivalism. They were eager to apply advances in scientific study to their understanding of the Bible and the human condition.

The movement grew rapidly in the aftermath of the American Civil War, fueled in part by German scholarship and the evolutionary ideas of Charles Darwin. Liberal theology provided a direct challenge to evangelical theology by expressing confidence in human ability and reason. It tended to be optimistic about the future of humankind, foreseeing a kind of evolutionary process leading to the establishment of God’s *kingdom on earth. It embraced the methods of biblical criticism and challenged orthodox views concerning biblical revelation. For some, the Bible was viewed primarily as a historical account of religious development. A larger and more moderate group sought to reinterpret orthodox Christian doctrine in light of scientific discoveries.

The growing acceptance of a liberal tradition at the end of the nineteenth century brought further diversity to American Protestantism and gave impetus to the rise of the social gospel. It also set the stage for the battle between fundamentalists and modernists that would divide the Protestant community even further during the 1920s.

The American *social gospel movement thrived under the leadership of Walter Rauschenbusch and Washington Gladden prior to World War I. It was characterized by optimism in human ability to solve the social problems brought about by the growth of industry and urbanization. Though often characterized as simply a part of the liberal tradition, it stood in the tradition of social activism and reform that had long characterized American evangelicalism and thus attracted a cross-section of Protestants to the movement.

Conflicting views about the authority of the Bible and doctrinal orthodoxy came to a head during the early decades of the twentieth century. Known as the fundamentalist-modernist controversy, it led to further division within denominational groups. It also firmly established opposing camps within American Protestantism which continue to function in American religious and political life. Conservative *fundamentalists opposed any attempt to reinterpret orthodox Christian doctrine, insisted on the inerrancy of Scripture and the reality of miracles. They were often dispensational in their interpretation of Christian history. Although somewhat disengaged from public life during the middle of the century, in recent years they have emerged as a powerful, conservative political voice. Modernists were especially associated with a group of scholars known collectively as the Chicago school. They embraced an empirical approach to theology, seeking knowledge about God through observation of the human and religious experience.

The 1920s and 1930s also saw the rise of American neo-orthodoxy. The movement in its American form is especially associated with the work of H. Richard Niebuhr and Reinhold Niebuhr. Less optimistic than the earlier liberal movement, it drew on the work of leading philosophers and theologians to revisit the historic doctrines of the church and reclaim them as a means of addressing social and religious concerns. It was active in the *ecumenical movements of the century, helping to bring about a more conciliatory tone to interdenominational relationships.

At mid-century a new evangelical movement emerged. More moderate than the fundamentalist movement, it nevertheless retained the theological emphases of historical evangelicalism. The American civil rights movement arose during this period as well and was given theological impetus by Martin Luther King Jr., who drew on Old Testament themes of captivity and liberation while stressing the connection between theology and ethics, long a part of the African American theological tradition.

The upheavals of the twentieth century forced theologians to grapple anew with questions of meaning. Their search to discover God’s ways of interacting with the world led to a diversity of theological approaches. New voices have given rise to *process theology, *liberation theology, *black theology and *feminist theology—all of which have further reshaped the theological landscape in America and continued the tradition of lively theological discourse in America.

See also ASIAN AMERICAN THEOLOGY; BLACK THEOLOGY; EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY; FEMINIST THEOLOGY; NORTH AMERICAN NATIVE THEOLOGY; OPEN THEISM; POSTLIBERAL THEOLOGY; PROCESS THEOLOGY; SOCIAL GOSPEL, THE.
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OPEN THEISM

 

Open theism is a branch of free will theism and a theological construct that (1) takes a libertarian stance toward freedom, (2) denies middle knowledge, and (3) believes that God manages the world without exercising the degree of control over it and the exhaustive definite foreknowledge of it that have been traditionally accepted. Open theism holds that God, although he could control everything, chooses not to do so but restrains himself for the sake of respecting the libertarian freedom that mutual love and the moral life seem to require. The most controversial feature of the model is the one concerning God’s foreknowledge of future contingencies, which holds that, since certain aspects of the future are unsettled owing to the possibilities of human freedom, it would not be possible for God (or anyone else) to know the future definitely and exhaustively. Open theists do not believe, though, that this limits God because, if future contingents do not exist to be known and are not actual, it does not limit a person not to know future contingents.

Open theism is also a form of relational theism that views God as entering into personal and reciprocal relations with creatures and as capable of experiencing genuine give and take.

The idea is that God created significantly free creatures upon whose actions he conditions some of his own actions. Deeply involved in human history, God acts, reacts and interacts with us in personal and loving ways. At the heart of open theism is the conviction that God does not force his *love on us but accepts the possibility of rejection and a measure of divine vulnerability. Ours is a world in which God affects creatures and creatures affect God. In creating such a world, God opened up a wide array of future possibilities based on how the free creature that God made would respond to the divine love. The holy *Trinity has always shared dynamic relationships of love internally and desires to share that reality with humankind outside of God. This affects our understanding of some of the divine attributes: For example, a God who experiences dynamic relationships cannot be timeless or be in every way immutable and impassible. God has the potential for change in some respects and can be influenced by what his creatures decide.

According to open theism, God is not remote, closed off and self-contained, but open to his creatures, to the world, and to the future. The model may be viewed as a branch of panentheism, which believes that God holds the universe within himself in some sense and relates continually and fluently to it. It conceives of an ontologically closer relationship between God and humanity than has been traditionally asserted. There were risks in creating this kind of world, but God evidently decided that it was better to have a world in which free creatures love and obey God freely than to have one in which he could guarantee that his own will would always get done. God has good purposes for creation and works toward them in continual interaction with the creatures. Along the way, things happen that God did not want to happen, but in the end his purposes will be achieved, mostly without coercion, through God’s own wisdom and ingenuity.

See also GOD, DOCTRINE OF; PROCESS THEOLOGY.
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ORDO SALUTIS

Prior to the *Reformation there was very little interest in outlining the temporal or logical sequence of the process of *salvation, even in the great medieval summas. Beginning from and following the Reformation, both Protestants and, in response, Roman Catholics developed highly sophisticated presentations of “steps” in the reception and experience of salvation wrought by the Holy Spirit. Some biblical passages, especially Romans 8:29, were often invoked as establishing a precedent.

Louis Berkhof defines the ordo salutis (from Latin, “the order of salvation”) this way: “The ordo salutis describes the process by which the work of salvation, wrought in Christ, is subjectively realized in the hearts and lives of sinners. It aims at describing in their logical order, and also in their interrelations, the various movements of the Holy Spirit in the application of the work of redemption” (Berkhof, 415-16). In Protestant dogmatics, following Christ’s work finished at the cross—presented, for example, in the *Reformed tradition under the three offices of prophet, priest and king—the ordo was discussed under a rubric such as “The Application of Salvation by the Grace of the Holy Spirit,” and included topics such as election, calling, *faith, *justification, regeneration, union, *sanctification/renewal and glorification.

Disputes arose between the *Lutheran, Reformed, *Arminian and *Catholic positions concerning the sequence. For Lutherans, justification through faith, based on the “objective reconciliation” achieved by Christ, comes first. The Formula of Concord developed a detailed ordo salutis on this basis. For the Reformed, the starting point is the prior “elective” work of God. Thus a typical Reformed presentation includes these: election, predestination, gospel call, effectual call, regeneration, repentance and faith, justification, sanctification, perseverance and glorification. For the Arminians, because of their unique understanding of election and predestination, the order is somewhat different: outward call, faith/election, repentance, regeneration, justification, perseverance and glorification. The Roman Catholic Church, at the Council of Trent (1545-63), in its reaction to the Reformation (see Counter Reformation), focused on cooperation between the faithful and the Holy Spirit. At *baptism (or for adults, upon hearing the gospel), the process of salvation begins with the aid of God’s grace which prepares for justification, provided that no conscious obstacle is set in the way. The Spirit awakens them to acknowledge their sinfulness, and the reality of divine justice is the “instrumental” cause of justification, and effects the remission of sins and the infusion of supernatural virtues of faith, hope and love. Holy living and good works continually help “increase” in justice/justification and help avoid losing grace (which, however, can be restored with the help of the sacrament of penance). While trusting in God’s faithfulness, the faithful should never be presumptuous of their salvation.

In contemporary theology, there is very little interest in the ordo salutis except among conservative Christians. Millard J. Erickson, for example, gives a detailed discussion, beginning with predestination, effectual calling, conversion (repentance, faith), regeneration, union, justification, adoption, sanctification, Christian life, perseverance and glorification (907-85).

In his pneumatology, the Reformed Jürgen Moltmann has taken up and radically revised a typical order of salvation presentation, emphasizing that “these are not stages in the experience of the Spirit . . . [but rather] . . . different aspects of the one single gift of the Holy Spirit” (Moltmann, 82). Moltmann begins with the consideration of “The Spirit of Life” and highlights the importance of the Spirit to all of life, “spiritual” as well as “earthly,” including the bodily life. The next stage is the call for the “liberation of life” where he speaks of social and political freedom as well in dialogue with Latin American liberationists. The “justification of life” speaks not only of the individual’s justification but also of justice for the oppressed and other victims, including the structures of societies. The “rebirth to life” relates to “new creation” both at the individual and cosmic level. Similarly the “sanctification of life” calls for holiness in the individual’s life as well as the need to honor the sanctity of all life. In contrast to the usual discussions, Moltmann also includes the “Charismatic powers of life,” including speaking in tongues and healing in his ordo salutis. He finishes by developing a theology of mystical union that would achieve a balance between action and meditation.

Theologians from Africa, Asia and Latin America—unless they follow traditional soteriological presentations—have neither been interested in nor developed significant revisions of the order of salvation.

See also JUSTIFICATION; SALVATION; SANCTIFICATION.
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PACIFIC ISLAND THEOLOGY

 

During the nineteenth century most of the indigenous populations of the Pacific Islands became Christian—a record that stands among the most successful efforts of the modern European missionary movement. It accompanied, sometimes supportively, sometimes critically, the colonizing expansion of the German, French, British and American empires. During the twentieth century, when most of these island nations achieved relative political independence, there was considerable *migration of people into, out of and within the Pacific islands, and the number of expatriate missionaries diminished in favor of local church ministers and theologians.

In this article “Pacific Islands” refers to the islands of Polynesia, Melanesia and Micronesia, some thousands of islands in the Pacific Ocean, which covers a third of the Earth’s surface. It excludes the Asian and American islands that are part of the greater Pacific Rim, but includes the larger island groups of Papua New Guinea and Aotearoa New Zealand that make up most of the Pacific Islands’ land. The remaining land area is made up of atolls and high islands scattered across thousands of kilometers of ocean. These islands support a great diversity of human languages and cultures.

From the time of the first Christian conversions most Christian theology in the Pacific Islands has been repetition or translation of the theologies of the major centers of Christianity in Europe and North America. From about the 1980s, however, substantial theological writings have begun to appear in which Pacific theologians reflect deliberately on their own local issues, traditions and identities in the light of their Christian faith. This survey article is concerned principally with these local theological writings by both indigenous and nonindigenous nationals of the Pacific Islands. In spite of the diversity of Pacific Islands languages, cultures and political histories, three themes may serve here to create an overview of Pacific Island theologies: localization, public engagement and ecclesiology.

1. Localization: The Interweaving of Overseas Forms of the Christian Gospel with Pacific Cultures

2. Public Engagement: Theological Reflection on the Issues of the Society

3. Ecclesiology: The State of the Churches and Denominations


 


1. Localization: The Interweaving of Overseas Forms of the Christian Gospel with Pacific Cultures.

 

Earlier discernment of the interaction between indigenous religions of the Pacific and Christianity had used a mainly confrontational model emphasizing the contradictions between them. More recently Pacific theologians, who acknowledge in themselves both a Christian and a local cultural identity, have tended to adopt a transformational model in which, for example, the sense of the divine, the respect for creation and the reciprocity of kinship in the traditional religion is seen as preparation for Christian belief in a benevolent God and an ethic of *love. Or alternatively, recent theology acknowledges the presence of God before the arrival of Christianity and adopts a model of substantial similarity between traditional religion and Christianity in such core beliefs as a supreme Deity, a spiritual world and the ethical principles of love, respect and integrity. The corrupt practices of both Pacific peoples and European Christians should not distract from this substantial similarity of belief.

As well as their religions, there are further dimensions of local cultures that interact with imported forms of Christianity. Core concepts of indigenous cultures such as mana (usually translated as “power”), tapu (usually translated as “sacred”) and whenua/vanua/fanua (usually translated as “land”) have ontological, cosmic, social and ecological implications that are not translatable in a single English word. The protocols associated with these concepts influence relationships and social identity. Even when theology is written in English, such indigenous concepts serve as interpreters of Pacific Christianity’s understanding of God, the human person, society and ecology.

Some key symbols in the material culture and in ritual are also important in Pacific Island Christian theologies. The ceremonial drinking of kava, the life-giving resources of the coconut, the interrelationships of people, the social and cosmic belonging created by communal or chiefly houses and sacred places, the reciprocities of kinship—these are not only the signs of social integration and a Pacific ethic of generosity and hospitality but are also core metaphors for understanding the saving power of Christ in contemporary society and in Christian *worship. Traditional rituals of welcome, encounter, reconciliation, passage, death and marriage frequently serve to interpret and inculturate Christian worship and *sacraments.

The migration of people into and within the Pacific has affected the cultural mix of many Pacific nations over the last two centuries. Along with indigenous peoples, nonindigenous nationals of some Pacific nations have become conscious of the need to do their own theology that is not a pale imitation of their countries of ancestral origin. This is notably the case of New Zealand-born descendents of European migrants and increasingly so of New Zealand-born descendents of Samoan, Tongan and Cook Island migrants. These theologians are engaged in the construction of their own religious and cultural identities. These identities are resourced not from traditional local spiritualities but from their search for a new world that values tolerance, reciprocal respect among cultures, social equality, and participation in church and society.



2. Public Engagement: Theological Reflection on the Issues of the Society.

 

Social justice is one of the issues addressed by Pacific theologians. Most Pacific societies face issues of increasing economic inequality exacerbated by the power of international finance with its accompanying ideology of private choice and extravagant consumption. *Land tenure, forestry and natural resources are often a focus for social justice issues. Gender equality is also an issue in theological discussion, though most of this discussion is focused more on equality within the church than in society. Peace is a further concern in Pacific theological writings. More recent theological writings concentrate on civil conflict and military intervention in the Pacific nations themselves, particularly in Bougainville, Solomon Islands and Fiji. Such conflicts have caused the theologians of these nations to reflect on the causes of conflict, the avenues for reconciliation and the role of the Christian churches. Environmental issues have attracted recent theological concern. The Pacific islands are under serious threat from climate change, pollution and industrial exploitation. Christian attitudes toward God’s *creation are often allied with traditional indigenous worldviews and practices that respected the land and sea and human dependence upon them.

Underlying these issues of public engagement are a variety of attitudes among theologians toward society at large and toward the state in particular. With a few radical exceptions, theologians seem content with the current consensus in their own nations even though these range from a secular state in Aotearoa New Zealand, to a close alliance between church and society in Vanuatu, and even to a close alliance between denomination and state in Tonga. There are nevertheless small pockets of dissent from these comfortable accommodations. Some theologians bemoan their inability to influence the policies of a secular state, while others cast suspicion on church-state alliances because of the dangers of church collusion in racism (see Race, Racism and Ethnicity) or political privilege.



3. Ecclesiology: The State of the Churches and Denominations.

 

Theologians appear to be comfortable within the church denominations that their ancestors accepted from Europe but have discarded the competitiveness of those early churches. There is an emphasis on ecumenical dialogue in theology—between theological colleges and in church consultations, but this is about respectful collaboration rather than about seeking church unity (see Ecumenism). Church reform is also on the agenda of Pacific theology, sometimes supporting an adaptation of church structures to parallel local social organization, or looking for more participative decision-making, but in every case seeking a pastoral care that is more adapted and sensitive to local cultures and patterns of relationships. The role of women in theology and church involves a call for changes in church self-understanding and organization. Women writers in theology have become more prominent in recent years (see Feminist Theology). While nonindigenous nationals tend to parallel North American women theologians, indigenous women theologians often seek resources in the traditional roles of women such as their formal ritual roles, their experience of “sitting on the mat” in hospitality and service as a model for all Christian ministry, or their political influence in matrilineal kinship.

Pacific ecclesiology is closely related to the self-expression of churches in their forms of worship. The inculturation or *contextualization of worship has provoked debate about the use of local symbols and rituals in Christian worship, including the use of local dress; architecture that reflects an emphasis on community and use of local materials, carvings and weaving; traditions of ritual gesture and movement; and important local symbols such as the coconut and kava. The overall trend seems to be toward more inclusion of such symbols in Christian worship.

Most theologians are members of the mainstream churches, and the contemporary threats to those churches are seen to come from two fronts. One threat comes from new religious movements or *Pentecostal and “prosperity” churches, mainly from North America, that attract members of existing churches and ignore local culture. The second perceived threat is from *secularization, which again is seen as a Europeanism that promotes competitive individualism and ignores Pacific religiousness.

A key feature of Pacific Island theologies is their experience of the smallness and diversity of cultures that is integral to Pacific life and its perceptions of divine immanence. Even as they draw upon these diverse traditions for their contemporary theologies, Pacific theologians are conscious however that their own cultures are changing in a new globalized world of migration, technology and communication.

See also ASIAN THEOLOGY; AUSTRALIAN THEOLOGY.
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PAPACY

 

The papacy is the office and jurisdiction of the pope, who is both spiritual and temporal leader of the Roman Catholic Church. All four Gospels attest to Jesus’ intending his followers to continue his saving mission (Mt 28:16 -20; Mk 16:14-18; Lk 24:36-49; Jn 20:19-23). Scripture also attests that Peter was chosen by Christ to be the leader of the apostles (Mt 16:13-19; Lk 22:32; Jn 21:15-19). Roman Catholics accept the scriptural evidence as pointing to divine origin for the papacy. Others claim that, just as Christ did not establish the institution (organization) of the church, neither did Christ establish the papacy, so it is of human origin.

From the early church Rome has been the center of Western Catholicism, for at least three reasons: tradition has it that Peter and Paul ministered and died in Rome, the Roman church was noted for its charity, and this was the only apostolic see in the West. However, it is only with the division of the church into the East and West after the death of Constantine (AD 337) and the eventual collapse of the Western empire by the end of the fifth century that the Roman papacy developed into a monarchial and powerful entity, sometimes spiritual and holy, and sometimes political and corrupt. Several schisms have challenged the authority of the Roman papacy, notably the Great Eastern Schism in the eleventh century and the Protestant *Reformation in the fifteenth century.

In 1870 the First Vatican Council definitively articulated the supreme authority of the pope, who holds his power as the successor of Peter. The Roman Church traces an unbroken succession of popes from Peter to the present (in 2005 Benedict XVI was elected and consecrated the 265th pope of the Roman Catholic Church). Apostolic succession rests in the whole college of bishops, and the pope has primacy in union with his bishops (see Vatican II’s Lumen gentium §22; this is the principle of collegiality affirmed by Vatican II). Bishops have authority within their own dioceses, but the pope, in addition to being the bishop of Rome, is also the chief shepherd of the whole Church. Vatican I defined papal infallibility, that is, the pope cannot err in matters of faith and morals when he defines a doctrine ex cathedra (guided by the Holy Spirit, the pope affirms what is already universally held by the church). *Vatican II stressed the servant role of the pope and bishops (see Lumen Gentium §24).

The pope is assisted in his role as the head of the church by a number of “congregations” and offices, collectively known as the Roman curia. This bureaucratic structure assists the pope in the day-to-day operations of the Church, not least of which is the work of charity on behalf of the poor and needy in the world. The pope is also the sovereign of the 109-acre State of Vatican City (the smallest country in the world), and the Vatican maintains formal or informal diplomatic relations with most countries of the world.

See also AFRICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; ASIAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING; CATHOLIC THEOLOGY AND THE GLOBAL SOUTH; COUNTER REFORMATION; LATIN AMERICAN THEOLOGY, ROMAN CATHOLIC; MARY, MARIOLOGY; VATICAN COUNCIL II.
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PARLIAMENTS OF THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS

 

The current mission of the Council for a Parliament of the World’s Religions (CPWR), is “to cultivate harmony among the world’s religious and spiritual communities and foster their engagement with the world and its other guiding institutions in order to achieve a peaceful, just, and sustainable world” (CPWR website). CPWR was established in 1988 by two monks from Vedanda Society in Chicago to continue the work of the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions, held in Chicago in conjunction with the Columbian Exposition.

The 1893 meeting was the first formal gathering of representatives of Eastern and Western spiritual traditions. The organizing process of the Parliament began after Charles Carroll Bonney, a layman in the Swedenborgian church, appointed John Henry Barrows to administer the General Committee on the Congress of Religion, which eventually was called the World’s Parliament of Religions. Today it is recognized as the occasion of the birth of formal interreligious dialogue worldwide. At the opening service, more than four thousand people honored the gathering of representatives from the ten great world religions from Confucianism to *Buddhism to *Hinduism to *Islam and Christianity. The famous address by the Hindu Swami Vivekananda left a lasting influence. While welcomed with great enthusiasm, the first parliament also faced serious criticism. For example, the Presbyterian Church (USA), Barrow’s own church, as well as the Archbishop of Canterbury, passed resolutions against the gathering.

The centennial of the original gathering, the 1993 Parliament of the World’s Religions, was convened in Chicago, with 8,000 people from all over the world coming together to celebrate diversity and harmony as well as to explore religious and spiritual responses to the critical issues which confront us all. At that meeting, an assembly of religious and spiritual leaders gave their assent to the document Towards a Global Ethic: An Initial Declaration, originally drafted by the Roman Catholic theologian Hans Küng. The declaration is an interreligious statement of the ethical common ground shared by the world’s religious and spiritual traditions. It affirms respect for all life, economic justice and solidarity, tolerance and truthfulness, and equal rights and partnership between men and women.

In 1999 the Parliament convened in Cape Town, South Africa, with people from over eighty countries in attendance. AIDS was one of the key topics. A document titled A Call to Our Guiding Institutions was addressed to religions, government, business, education and media inviting these institutions to reflect on and transform their roles at the threshold of the new century. The latest Parliament of World’s Religions was organized in Barcelona, Spain, with a focus on mitigating religiously motivated violence, access to safe water, the fate of refugees worldwide and the elimination of external debt in developing countries. The next planned Parliament of World’s Religions will convene in 2009.

See also AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION; BUDDHISM; CHINESE RELIGIONS; FOLK RELIGION; HINDUISM; ISLAM; POPULAR RELIGIONS; RELIGIONS, THEOLOGY OF.
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PATRISTIC THEOLOGY

 

Patristic theology is concerned primarily with the theological basis of the early church’s self-understanding as it moved beyond Palestine to take root in the Mediterranean world and beyond. The patristic age became the reference point for all major traditions—Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Protestant. Understanding the patristic heritage helps twenty-first century Christians rediscover their historical roots and conceptual base, in order to realize the calling to be a “one, holy, catholic and apostolic” community of Jesus Christ in today’s fast-changing world.

The history of early Christianity was not only a story of the social and political triumph of Christianity in the Mediterranean world. True, Christianity underwent drastic social and political changes in the first centuries. It grew from a tiny persecuted community in Palestine to become an officially established religion of the Roman Empire under Theodosius I in 380. How did it grow? Far from negotiating through these social and political changes with preconceived strategies and creedal statements, it had to reflect afresh at every instant: What does it mean to be Christian? The most profound challenges that the early church faced were theological in character. We would be shortchanging the theological contribution of early Christianity if we infer that the classical languages and thought forms in the Mediterranean world were providentially ordained for developing the most profound Christian doctrines. There is no golden past. The church fathers not only worked out norms for beliefs and practice for future generations of Christianity, more importantly, they reinterpreted and conceptualized in fresh ways the faith they inherited and experienced, thus showing that Christianity was able to meet the deepest spiritual and intellectual needs of the Mediterranean world. The enduring contribution of patristic theology lies in the imaginative ways the early church went about making the Christian faith take root in all spheres of human existence. The fathers’ sensitivity to the nature of theological tasks—more than their doctrinal formulations—is of enduring importance to churches of every age.1. Patristic Theology in the Christian Past

2. Importance of Patristic Theology for the Present Day


 





1. Patristic Theology in the Christian Past.

 

The phrase patristic theology first appeared only in the seventeenth century. Lutheran and Roman Catholic theologians coined the term in their classification of theology, distinguishing it from *biblical theology, on the one hand, and scholastic theology and later developments of historical theology on the other. This gives the impression that patristic theology is only a phase in the history of Christian thought, important in its own right, but perhaps is only a matter of antiquarian interest. Yet the concept of “fathers of the church” was already part of the church’s consciousness from the beginning. The early church itself had to give the first accounts of the authoritative basis of its doctrine and practice: how its beliefs, structures and modes of discipleship stood in continuity with the gospel.

Eusebius of Caesarea’s Historia Ecclesiastica in the mid-fourth century was in fact the first patrology. Eusebius did not just offer a chronological account of the intellectual and social development of Christianity in the first centuries of its existence. His purpose was to record the faithful “succession of the holy apostles” from the beginnings to his own time (Hist. Eccl. 1.1). The History was a compilation of succession tables of bishops and of extracts from writers who stood in apostolic succession. Thus even in its early existence, the church was conscious that Christianity was more than an intellectual pursuit. Whatever teaching and practice the church was to adopt had to stand in continuity with the apostolic faith. Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nazianzus referred to the bishops meeting at the Council of Nicaea (325) as “fathers of the church.” Basil of Caesarea, Jerome, Augustine, Cyril of Alexandria and Theodoret in the late fourth and early fifth centuries were among those who appealed to the authority of the fathers in theological disputes in the late fourth and fifth century. Agreement with the fathers was a guarantee of orthodoxy. In the words of Vincent of Lérins, the church fathers were those who remain “in the communion and faith of the one Catholic church” (Commonitorium 3). This sense of continuity in faith and worship has historically exercised a deep influence on the church’s self-understanding.

For this reason, there is no rigid boundary between the patristic and the *medieval period. The Council of Chalcedon (451) seems a natural point for the ending of the era for those more concerned with definitions of orthodoxy. Those who are concerned with development in political thought would identify the collapse of the Roman Western Empire at the end of the fifth century as a more convenient point. Similarly the Benedictine period in the early ninth century marks a more convenient turning point in the development of monastic traditions (see Monasticism). Some refer to Gregory the Great (d. 603) and Isidore of Seville (d. 636) in the Latin West, and John of Damascus (d. c. 750) in the Greek East to mark the end of the era. Further still, the Seven Councils were commonly recognized by churches worldwide as ecumenical, whose decisions are binding. They are Nicaea I (325), Constantinople I (381), Ephesus (431), Chalcedon (451), Constantinople II (553), Constantinople III (680-681) and Nicaea II (787) (see Ecumenical Councils). John II, Metropolitan of Russia in the eleventh century, put it thus: “All profess that there are seven holy and Ecumenical Councils, and these are the seven pillars of the faith of the Divine Word on which He erected His holy mansion, the Catholic and Ecumenical Church.” According to this understanding, the end of the eighth century closed the patristic period, the ecumenical and authoritative era in Christian history.



2. Importance of Patristic Theology for the Present Day.

 

Missiologists and social scientists are among the most influential interpreters of present-day Christianity. For them, the end of World War II marked the end of a postmissionary and postcolonial period. The demographic center of Christianity has since moved to the southern continents. For the very first time in the history of Christianity, the church is on the verge of becoming a universal reality.

Postmissionary and postcolonial descriptions serve to highlight the transitions that are taking place in the world order. Transitions offer new challenges and opportunities; they cannot on their own engender new identities nor usher in a universal church. The end of World War II was followed by the rapid emergence of new nation states and national churches. These new nations are still struggling with their own national identities. Regional and continental identities remain elusive. Young churches, by and large, focus their attention on domestic concerns, with little resources left for intraregional considerations. To take East Asia for example, there is little cooperation between the Northeast Asian and Southeast Asian churches. Despite the ethnic and cultural diversities in the region, East Asian churches have not yet fostered a spirit of synergy that would allow them to express their faith and worship in indigenous forms. The legacy of the nineteenth-century Protestant mission to the “Far East”—mission to Han Chinese and the attendant mission zeal in America—still casts a long shadow in East Asian theological outlook.

A key problem among young churches today is that emerging generations of Christians have little understanding of their Christian past or contact with Christians outside of their local vicinity. The spread of postdenominational forms of Christianity on the one hand and political and intellectual isolation imposed by governments on the other, have led to this development. How can local churches become articulate and confident in their Christian identities, that is to say, able to give a theological account of their faith and practice? The temptation for young churches today is to become social and missional activists or to engage in interdenominational and interreligious dialogue without first understanding their own particular theological tradition. They urgently need, first of all, to underpin these tasks within the matrix of reasoned theological concepts and universal outlook; otherwise these activities become pointless and abstract exercises. Here the patristic legacy is especially relevant. It opens the mind of young churches, perhaps for the first time, to the fact that they are connected to a rich history of theological reflection in the “one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.” Christianity is more than a part of Western civilization. Contextual concerns and present-day experiences can then be interpreted within a coherent theological horizon. This is by no means a call for conservatism. In thinking together with the past, churches worldwide would be able to guard the apostolic faith together, each bringing with it the best of its traditions, until all traditions become a common possession for all.

Three salient features in patristic theology are of special relevance today: (1) the public character of Christianity, (2) the ecclesial anchor to Christian faith, and (3) the soteriological focus in Christian understanding. These issues are explored below with special relevance to East Asia.

2.1. The Public Character of Christianity: Ecclesial and Political Order. The fortunes of Christianity vary in the politically and culturally diverse East Asian region. From the early nineteenth century to this present day, Christianity has been implicated in nation- and empire-building projects: sometimes as an ally and often as a perceived enemy. By the early twenty-first century, East Asian governments, including communist regimes, have by and large begun to assign a positive role to religion in their nation-building projects. Governments harness the support of religious groups to contribute to the social goals set by the state. Christianity is often given formal recognition by state authorities, albeit under strict control in some instances. Religious groups often, in their turn, are satisfied with contributing to the common good in their societies along the lines set by the state authorities. Behind such partnerships between state and religious authorities lie the assumption that the public arena is constituted and controlled by state authorities. It is a marketplace, licensed by the government, where all should cooperate and thrive together.

2.1.1. Early Christianity’s Lack of Optimism on Such Possibilities. Conversion to the Christian faith, and thus to become disciples of Jesus Christ, was never a private affair. Christians had to redefine their lives and reinterpret their worlds. They had to ask, What does it mean to be Christian? The martyrs’ confession—“I am a Christian”—was more than a declaration of personal preference; it was an act of refusal to accede ultimate loyalty to the Roman emperor. For this reason, the early Christians found military service problematic because the military oath might compromise their allegiance to Christ. Tertullian questioned whether Christians should wear a military chaplet: “Do we believe it lawful for a human oath [a military sacramentum ] to be superadded to one divine, for a man to come under promise to another master after Christ?” (De corona 11). In the event, the early church came to offer a different response to the issue of military service. The point was that Christian reflection on discipleship led necessarily to discussion on public matters and eventually on the nature of the society. As Christians began to define their “Christian” boundaries, the question, What should a society be? naturally followed.

The realization of the eschatological destiny actually strengthened the early church’s sense of vocation in its present societies. The early second-century apologetic letter Epistula ad Diognetum explored this connection. The anonymous writer argued that Christians were not tied to any particular locality, language or customs. Their Christian destiny underpinned both their independence from and calling to the world. “What the soul is in the body, that the Christians are in the world. The soul is spread through all members of the body, and Christians throughout the cities of the world” (Diogn. 6).

How did the church engage the society as the soul was to the body? From the very start it was involved in works of charity. Christian *love expressed itself especially in the care for the dying. It was the most potent cause of Christian success. The acts of love sustained human bonds and made communal life possible; this was especially apparent in times of social crisis when communal life was under threat of dissolution.

Up to the late second century, despite occasions of deliberate suppression by the Roman authorities, opposition to the Christian community came from the populace rather than from the state. Their hostility against Christianity was mainly due to ignorance of their faith and practice. However, from the late second century Christianity was opposed on philosophical grounds as Christians began to clarify their identity and work out the intellectual basis of their belief. From the third century down to the late fourth century, Clement of Alexandria, Origen and the Cappadocians took up this lead. They were far from only using Greek philosophy to explain Christianity. And interreligious dialogue was not their intent. Their aim was to engage theologically with the core cultural values of the ancient world.

In this light, we can appreciate why Christian doctrines were deliberated with severe intensity in the early church. Doctrines were not consigned to the realms of religious feeling and individual beliefs. Rather they were part of an overall vision, not only of what the Christian community should be, but what society was destined to be in light of the coming of Christ the King. The insight that the church was “one, holy, catholic and apostolic” carried radical social implications. This is to say, doctrinal, missiological and ecclesiological reflections were coordinated within a more fundamental reflection of what the gospel of Jesus Christ meant for human society. The manner by which the Christian community sought to be “the soul of the world” varied according to different circumstances. Thus the opportunities offered to the late fourth-century church would be different from that open to those in the postapostolic age. However, the Christian community would not regard itself as a functional group that existed alongside others in the society, simply tasked to fulfill specific roles as prescribed by social or state expectations. The four notes of the church provided the basis on which the church developed to be a morally and intellectually coherent society. The church in itself constituted a public space, and was able to act on its own premise to influence the wider society. This ecclesiological insight carried radical political consequences. Ecclesial life itself was formulating the necessary public frameworks that would eventually bring forth the birth of the Western world out of the ruins of the Roman Empire.

In the late fourth-century pagan revival, Emperor Julian saw the gravity of this intellectual threat. One strategy he employed was to bar Christians from the teaching profession, which in fact would debar them from public career. This policy attracted strong Christian opposition and proved to be short lived. The proscription showed the deep conflict between Christian intellectuals and their pagan counterparts. The latter tried to exclude Christians from the public arena and deny them the opportunity of social contribution. The pagans were anti-Christian not because the Christians were anti-social and anti-intellectual, but for the very opposite reasons: Christianity had become a formidable threat that needed to be marginalized at all cost. The fourth-century church was competing with the pagan philosophers over the minds and hearts of the people, and it was able to offer them a solution that was morally and philosophically more convincing. In giving social and public expressions of their faith, the Christians were raising fundamental questions about the moral and spiritual values of the Roman society and empire. The pagan philosophers rightly saw that a society was not simply about practical arrangements. Faith issues were central to the identity of the Roman Empire. It was a battle to decide whose god the Roman world should worship.

This discussion came to a focus in Augustine’s treatment on the Roman Empire. In the aftermath of Alaric’s conquest of Rome in 410, the pagans accused the Christian religion of bringing Rome to ruins. De civitate Dei was Augustine’s sustained rejoinder to his pagan contemporaries on their judgment on the rise and fall of the Roman Empire. The earlier apologists had underlined the Christian social contribution in the empire. Some like Eusebius could even envision a harmonious relation between Christians and earthly authorities from the time of Constantine. Augustine however unmasked the Roman Empire’s pretension to be the embodiment of virtue and upholder of law. Augustine argued that, according to Cicero’s understanding of a people (that it must be maintained by a common sense of right), the Roman Empire never was a commonwealth, because there never was real justice in the community. The political and cultural achievements only displayed its idolatrous empire-building intent. Augustine continued to offer a redefinition of what truly constituted a people: “A people is the association of a multitude of rational beings united by a common agreement on the objects of their love. . . . The better the objects of this agreement, the better the people; the worse the objects of this love, the worse the people” (Civ. Dei 19.21, 24). Ultimately, societies had to choose between the love of God and love of self. Organized communal life was never value free. Augustine’s insight would underpin Western political thought for the next millennium (see Political Theology).

2.1.2. New Forms of Christian Discipleship. Thus, though the Constantinian revolution reversed the fortunes of Christianity, the manner of Christian *discipleship was as challenging from the late fourth century as in the pre-Nicene age, when Christians were under *persecution. In the main, Christianity became socially popular and respectable by the late fourth century. Yet it was not a matter of a progressive Christianization of the Mediterranean world, as if the tensions between Christians and the wider world were gradually removed. The Christian community had to clarify for themselves and explain to the wider society the character of its discipleship. Both Ambrose of Milan and John Chrysostom of Constantinople—in two different political centers in the empire—had to discover fresh and bold ways to assert Christ’s lordship in the face of earthly powers.

The late fourth century witnessed varied forms of Christian discipleship in response to the church’s social success. The ascetic movements, whether in eremitical or cenobitical forms, offered a new interpretation of Christianity distinct from its urban forms. The holy men in the desert exemplified a contemplative ideal that rivaled the calling to episcopal office in the cities. Cults of the saints, celibacy and pilgrimage to the Holy Land became popular forms of devotion. At the same time, the church not only acquiesced to diverse ways of Christian obedience, but there was a concomitant concern to garner them within the ecclesial life. The genius of the early church lay in its ability to reconcile the contemplative with the active life, harness different expressions of discipleship and channel them into the mainstream consciousness of the church. Athanasius, Basil of Caesarea, John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augustine and John Cassian were among those who were able to reflect theologically on these new expressions of discipleship. They conceptualized their experiences, regularized their practices and thereby redirected their vitality for the service of the church. The ascetic ideal that began at the fringe of Christian experience became in the end central to the medieval consciousness.

In sum, the early church left a rich legacy on how it responded to the shifts in social and political contexts in its times. It redefined itself in response to the new climate, and in so doing also redefined the values of their societies. Christendom was not accomplished by means of secular power; it came out of Christian discipleship. The present-day church would misunderstand the nature of its own political and social witness if it loses sight of this vision.

2.2. The Ecclesial Anchor to Christian Faith: Faith and Order. What unites Christians within a nation, across a region and around the world? A minimalist approach is to highlight the diverse conditions in which Christians live. In a world that is marked by different cultural and linguistic contexts and geopolitical and economic interests, a general deference to the Bible is perhaps the only common ground for all Christians worldwide. The maximalist solution is to advocate structural integration of churches at all levels, national, regional and worldwide. Globalizational instruments are at the church’s disposal. Information technology and the English language may well be providential for the church. Perhaps what underpins both responses is a concern for how the church can best fulfill its missional responsibilities in a world marked by human tragedy.

What bearing does the doctrine of the church have on missiological and structural matters? Are functional and structural models the only ways that a universal church can be envisioned? The early church was intensely engaged with this question.

2.2.1. Communal Expressions. From the earliest days, Christianity took on communal expressions. Several intertwining concerns brought this to a focus. First, Christian life assumed a *sacramental and liturgical form. Christians not only adhered to a sacred text, *baptism of new converts and the eucharistic celebration gathered Christians together and marked them out to be a distinct community (Didache 7—10). Two practical tasks followed: catechetical instruction for those who were to be baptized and nurture of the Christian faithful as they gathered for *worship. Thus success in *evangelism and public defense of the faith led to the need for Christian instruction of the converts. The liturgical shape of the church (in baptism and the Eucharist) provided the formal structures for such tasks. Clement of Alexandria linked catechesis to the baptismal rite in this way: “This is the one grace of illumination, that our characters are not the same as before our washing. . . . For instruction leads to faith, and faith with baptism is trained by the Holy Spirit” (Paedagogus 1.6).

Catechetical instruction and homilies were thus main vehicles for Christian instruction in the early church. They were as important as the formal doctrinal and apologetic writings in shaping the mind of the Christian community. Clement of Alexandria (Paedagogus), Cyril of Jerusalem (Catecheses illuminandorum and Catecheses mystagogicae), Gregory of Nyssa (Oratio catechetica) and Augustine (De catechizandis rudibus) all undertook the catechetical task in earnest. The sermons of John Chrysostom and Augustine were the staple diet in Christian formation for the faithful.

Second, the church needed to define its faith against *Gnostic and Montanist beliefs. The Gnostics expounded a religion of spiritual enlightenment and deliverance from the material world. So faith became an interior concern for individuals. To combat such an outlook, a pattern of orthodoxy emerged in the second-century church. Irenaeus and Tertullian were instrumental to this development; they underlined the public and universal character of the Christian faith. A fixed canon of Scriptures emerged; a universal Rule of Faith was formulated. The church became the guardian of the apostolic tradition; the proof of apostolicity was evidenced by the succession in leadership from the apostolic times. “For where the Church is, there is the Spirit of God; and where the Spirit of God is, there is the Church, and every kind of grace, but the Spirit is truth” (Irenaeus Adversus haereses 3.38.1).

The early church saw issues of faith and order to be integral to each other. Faith considerations led immediately to reflections on how the faith was to be guarded. Considerations for ministerial order thus quickly emerged from the postapostolic period, although it had not yet assumed a hierarchical and universal form. Ignatius’s instruction was striking: “Follow, all of you, the bishop, as Jesus Christ followed the Father; and follow the presbytery as the apostles. . . . Wheresoever the bishop appears, there let the people be, even as wheresoever Christ Jesus is, there is the Catholic Church. It is not lawful apart from the bishop either to baptize, or to hold a love-feast” (Ignatius Smyrn. 8).

2.2.2. Guardianship of the Apostolic Faith. How should the church guard the apostolic faith? And should this guardianship assume a universal form? Developments from the third century onward led to an eventual institutional and hierarchical understanding of church order. Two important questions shaped the discussion. First, how should the community exercise its authority over the individual believers? The question centered on the possibility and mode of church discipline: whether forgiveness and reconciliation ought to find ethical expression in the church, and if so, how. Most church fathers rejected the rigorist approach and affirmed that the church had the power to forgive the penitent. Nevertheless, how should the church as a body exercise its divinely invested authority to bind and to loose? Controversies with the Novatianists led to an identification of authority within the episcopal order. The penitential system was established to safeguard the church from defilement. But what if the bishops were morally and spiritually suspect? What attitude the church should take toward those who lapsed during the times of persecution became the focus of heated discussion, especially in Carthage between the third and fifth centuries. Should not the saintly character of those who suffered under persecution be preferred over those who only had institutional authority in the church? Cyprian and Augustine were two shaping influences in successive controversies with the Novatianists and the Donatists. In any event, the episcopal order became the focus of sacramental unity and guardian of tradition.

Second, the church from the fourth century began in earnest to explore how Christian communities should relate to one another; in particular, what was the status of the Roman church vis-à-vis the other apostolic centers in the Mediterranean world? Eusebius of Caesarea in his Historia Ecclesiastica had already identified Jerusalem, Antioch, Rome, Alexandria, Laodicea and Caesarea as prominent centers with apostolic succession. How should churches guard the unity in faith and order? Canons 7 and 8 of the Council of Nicaea (325) attached precedence and metropolitan authority to the ancient dioceses. The subsequent ecumenical councils in the fourth and fifth centuries, besides defining the standards of faith, also dealt with the relationship especially between Rome and the other ancient centers. The removal of the political center of the Roman Empire from Rome to Constantinople in 330 aggravated this discussion. The ecumenical councils in Constantinople (381) and Chalcedon (451) elevated Constantinople over the other eastern centers. It enjoyed equal privilege with the “elder royal Rome,” and “should also be magnified like her in ecclesiastical matters, being the second after her” (Chalcedon, Canon 28; see also Constantinople I, Canon 3). In response to Constantinople’s ascendancy, the Roman Church from the late fourth century began to underline its preeminence over the churches worldwide by appealing to its Petrine authority. “The most blessed Peter, chief of the Apostolic order, was appointed to the citadel of the Roman Empire, that the light of truth which was being displayed for the salvation of all the nations, might be spread itself more effectively throughout the body of the world from the head itself” (Leo Serm. 82.3). The historic episcopal order and the status of Rome continued to be central issues in ecumenical discussions.

Are there fresh approaches for the universal church to guarding the faith? Here churches in the southern continents should be encouraged to make significant contribution. The *World Council of Churches (WCC) was formed to further this goal. Ecumenical movement in the twentieth century was meant not only to bring about the reunion of Christendom—that is, the Christian world as defined by the Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Protestant traditions. The impetus came from missionary advances in the nineteenth century. The dream was that the young churches in the mission fields would become mature members in the church worldwide. This vision underlay WCC’s preparation after World War II. Its membership would primarily be based on geographical representation. As it turned out, confessional and denominational bodies argued successfully for their own inclusion in the membership. Churches in the northern continents still provided the leadership, both in finance and theological reflection. True, churches today strive for ethnic and gender balance in international forums. However, Christians from Asia, Africa and Latin America have not yet developed strong theological traditions. In East Asia, mainline churches are too absorbed in nation building and their own denominational structures to think through their own deeper ecclesial suppositions. It is perhaps an irony that it is those in *Pentecostal and *Believers Church traditions, less hindered with traditional denominational structures and political expectations, who are bringing about the birth of indigenous Christian communities in Asia. To add to the irony, the most engaging studies in patristics in East Asia come from those in secular universities in China.

The political changes in China, Vietnam and other East Asian countries in the second half of the twentieth century may be perceived as setbacks for Christianity. However, they created a clearing of space for fresh approaches to the faith-order issues. The region becomes less reliant on foreign resources. Southeast Asian churches no longer see themselves as missions for the Chinese diaspora and are redefining their own local identities. China’s controversy with the Vatican—often interpreted as an infringement of religious freedom—may well turn out to be the most significant challenge to Rome’s status vis-à-vis the churches worldwide.

2.3. The Soteriological Focus in Christian Understanding: The Translatability of Christian Faith. The demographical shifts of the center of gravity to the southern continents have not yet brought about a richer understanding of the Christian faith. In fact, the concurrent globalization has elicited a fundamentalist response. Nation building has a narrowing effect on how religious faith is perceived: in particular, religion is often expressed in terms of purified doctrines to which its adherents should subscribe. It also ironically leads to the leveling of cultural and ethnic diversities. Thus, although East Asia is at the crossroads of peoples with ancient histories and religions, Christians in East Asia by and large have not constructively engaged with *Buddhist, Confucian and *Hindu beliefs in their present sociopolitical contexts (see Chinese Religions). Especially in Southeast Asia, where English is the lingua franca, Western Christian practices still exercise huge influence on local Christianity.

2.3.1. A Vision for Theological Engagement. Behind East Asia’s hesitation to adopt vernacular expressions in their doctrine and practice lurks an unease: Is the Christian faith translatable? East Asians attached huge importance to antiquity. The writings of the sages are sacrosanct. Accordingly, are not the transmitted forms of Christianity unalterable and not open to development?

The early fathers offered a vision for theological engagement. The early fathers engaged in passionate intellectual controversies with both their critics and within their own communities. The discussion between Origen and the pagan philosopher Celsus, and between Augustine and Faustus the Manichaean were instances of the first. The debates between the Gregory of Nyssa and Eunomius on the Godhead, and between Augustine and the Pelagians on the meaning of grace were cases of the latter.

Yet it is important to realize that the fathers did not pursue intellectual rigor for its own sake. They connected this task within a wider horizon of the God-human relationship. Athanasius set the tone in an understanding of the soteriological dynamics that underpinned patristic theology. “For the Word of God was made man that we might be made God; and He manifested Himself by a body that we might receive the idea of the unseen Father; and He endured the insolence of men that we might inherit immortality” (Athanasius De incarnatione 54). The incarnation made possible a deepening search in seeing God and in sharing his divine life. Christian life was not about knowledge; it was a continuing journey with the ever-condescending God so that they would love and see God and become possessed by his love. The psalmist’s prayer “Seek his face evermore” (Ps 105:4 KJV) became the leitmotiv in Augustine’s exposition of his trinitarian theology in De Trinitate. He appealed to his readers from the outset to join with him “upon the path of charity, and advance towards Him of whom it is said, ‘Seek His face evermore’” (Augustine Trin. 1.8). He ended his long treatise after years of labor with the prayer: “Do thou give strength to seek, who hast made me find Thee, and hast given the hope of finding Thee more and more. . . . When, therefore, we shall have come to Thee, these very many things that we speak, and yet come short, will cease; and Thou, as One, will remain ‘all in all’. And we shall say one thing without end, in praising Thee in One, ourselves also made one in Thee” (Augustine Trin. 15, 28).

2.3.2. Interpretation of the Scriptures. The above vision was the key to understanding the fathers’ intellectual tasks. How should faith relate to philosophy? Tertullian at the close of the second century famously asked: “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” To him, there was nothing. Heresies, he declared, were instigated by philosophy. Yet it is important to understand why the fathers in general had reservations on this extreme position.

Tertullian was not opposing faith to learning, as later interpreters have believed. He was fluent in pagan literature, especially in Stoicism. His prolific *apologetic and theological works displayed vast learning and intellectual rigor. Rather, Tertullian was a theological conservative. He took a literalist approach to the Scriptures. His rigorist outlook drove him in his later years to embrace the New Prophecy in Montanism. *Fundamentalism proved to be the underside of an ecstatic and spontaneous religion. This scenario would repeat itself in the course of European Christianity.

To be sure, the sacred Scriptures were foundational to Christian life (see Revelation and Scripture). They underpinned the doctrinal and moral outlooks of the early fathers. Origen, who wrote the first *systematic theology (Origen De principiis), was primarily an exegete. His Hexapla, a critical edition of the Old Testament, became the authoritative reference text for both Christians and their critics. At the same time, the church fathers looked for a deeper meaning in the Scriptural texts. For them, linguistic studies and literal observance of the text on their own were too superficial. Only by meditating on the Scriptures could human beings grow in spiritual maturity and come to see and love God. Clement of Alexandria compared the Word to the Teacher, the paedagogue, who led human beings in stages toward spiritual growth. “The Instructor being practical, not theoretical, His aim is thus to improve the soul, not to teach, and to train it up to a virtuous, not an intellectual life” (Clement Paed. 1.1). Contemplating the Word of God set Christians on a journey of love. Augustine’s De doctrina christiana was not a how-to manual on Scriptural exegesis. He rather asked his readers to focus on the end, or the point of the Scriptures: “The plentitude and the end of the Law and of all the sacred Scriptures is the love of a Being which is to be enjoyed and of a being that can share that enjoyment with us” (Clement Doctr. chr. 1.39).

This was why the fathers adopted an allegorical approach to the Scriptures, which in turn allowed them to put the entire philosophical classical heritage at their disposal to interpret them. Both the Antiochene and Alexandrian exegetical traditions agreed that the text pointed beyond itself. They only differed in their methodology. Under the influence of the rhetorical schools of the day, the Antiochenes insisted on an organic link between the deeper meaning of the text and the overall historicity of the texts. On the other hand, the Alexandrians were quick to find philosophical truths in the texts without much concern for historicity.

2.3.3. Theological Innovation. This dynamic understanding of *salvation also underpinned the fathers’ approach to their theological tasks. Not only did apologetic and missiological concerns call for intellectual engagement, the fathers also needed to reflect on the nature of their faith and of their community itself. Theological understanding should not stagnate; in the same way the sacred Scriptures should not be read only in the literal sense. It is astonishing to realize that the fathers in the fourth and fifth centuries defended orthodoxy by understanding the *gospel in novel ways. They were far from simply defending the Bible against theological innovations or upholding the gospel against philosophical distortion. Both “fathers” and “heretics” appealed to the authority of the sacred Scriptures. Thus the Arians objected that term homoousios (of one being) used in defining the Father-Son relationship was unscriptural and untraditional. Perhaps remarkably, Arius and Pelagius became heretics because they held on to theologically and ecclesiastically conservative positions. Their theologies were tied to the earlier experiences of Christianity in the second and third centuries. The genius of Athanasius, the Cappadocians and Augustine lay in their courage in seeking new paradigms of understanding in the face of fresh challenges to the faith. They defended the apostolic faith by not repeating the past. They went beyond the biblical formulas to provide a more embracing interpretation of the Christian faith and ecclesial experience in their age. And in so doing, they radically altered how the church would understand God and its own identity. The incarnation took the place of the Logos-God relation in underpinning the Christian understanding of God, and the episcopate replaced the spiritual teacher-ascetic to become the focus of unity for the faithful.

For the fathers, the very nature of their faith demanded such theological rethinking. In so doing, they were sharing in the dynamics of God’s salvific purposes. The Word of God must humble itself to all human conditions. The axiom “what is not assumed is not healed” underlined Gregory of Nazianzus’s anti-Apollinarian arguments. Thus the Christian faith adapts itself to all tongues and in all ages. It is in the nature of Christianity to be translatable and be born anew in all places and in all times. In the Greek East, the Cappadocians employed the best in their classical education in laying down the ascetic and doctrinal foundation for the Byzantine Church. Often ignored was the contribution of their contemporary Jerome to the Latin Church. The Latin Church had, generally speaking, been intellectually dependent on the East. It must have literature in its own language if it were to be confident in its identity. Jerome devoted his life in translation of the Jewish and Greek Christian spiritual heritage into Latin. His translations of the Bible, commentaries and monastic work transmitted to the Latin Church the riches of the classical and Christian heritage of the Greek East. At the same time, they provided the groundwork for the Latin Church to build up the new Christian Europe after the collapse of the Western Empire by the end of the fifth century.

The soteriological dynamic provided the early church a universal vision. The Christian faith was not tied to any ethnic group, sacred text or sacred language. The divine Word condescended to all and gathered all to God himself. In the Mediterranean world, Judaism finally narrowed itself to a rabbinic form and confined itself to an ethnic group. The Greco-Roman classical culture also became increasingly conservative. It was the ever-translatable Christian faith that went on to bring forth fresh interpretations of its own faith and provide the intellectual and moral underpinning for new civilizations. Present-day Christianity is not exempted from such theological tasks.

See also APOSTLES CREED; COPTIC ORTHODOXY; EASTERN ORTHODOX THEOLOGY; ECUMENICAL COUNCILS; EUROPEAN THEOLOGY; MEDIEVAL THEOLOGY.
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PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION

 

Peace and peacemaking are themes that run deeply in Christian faith, reaching back to the biblical understanding of shalom in the Old Testament, through the proclamation in the New Testament of Christ, who is our peace (Eph 2:14). Reconciliation, a concept found principally in Paul’s writings in the New Testament, represents that end point toward which peacemaking aims.1. Biblical Foundations

2. History

3. Pacifism and Nonviolence

4. Reconciliation and Peacemaking Today


 





1. Biblical Foundations.

 

The Old Testament understanding of peace (in Hebrew, shalom) conveyed much more than the absence of conflict or disorder. Peace, rather, had a positive connotation. To live in peace was to live in right relations with God, oneself, one’s neighbors and indeed the whole of creation. Righteousness, therefore, was constitutive of peace. Living within covenant communion with God provides the best image of what peace would mean; it was a state of overall well-being.

The sign of living in peace was being blessed with material prosperity and happiness: possessions, long life, harmony in the family and children. To be sure, sometimes peace could not be had without first going through conflict, especially when the shalom of two parties may not be able to be reconciled. But ultimately, peace witnessed to the interconnectedness of all things. It was something that came from, and manifested the presence of the Creator of all things (cf. Lev 26:3-7). Peace was a gift from God.

The Greek word used for peace in the New Testament, ĕirĕnĕ, originally had the simple connotation of the absence of conflict. However under the influence of the Hebrew Scriptures it came to embody the positive understanding conveyed in the word shalom. An important shift of emphasis, moreover, was to a more spiritual understanding of the state of peace. Peace would be a result of the coming of the reign of God that Jesus was announcing. It would be a gift both to individuals (cf. Phil 4:7; Col 3:15) and to the entirety of humanity (Rom 5:1; Col 1:20). Those who made peace would see God. Yet the peace that Jesus proclaimed was a peace that world could not give (Jn 14:27)—again emphasizing that it was the gift of God, given by the Holy Spirit (Rom 8:6-7). It was born of living in righteousness.

The word reconciliation does not occur as such in the Old Testament, although the theme is clearly present in the stories of Esau and Jacob, and of Joseph and his brothers. Emphasis is rather on “return” (tĕšȗνâ) that is, the conversion and repentance necessary to return to the paths of righteousness. The word reconciliation occurs only fourteen times in the New Testament, and then principally in the writings of Paul. Reconciliation, as its counterpart, peace, is a gift from of God (2 Cor 5:18) coming to humanity through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Reconciliation is discussed in three dimensions: with God, between Jew and Gentile, and the coming together of all of the cosmos in Christ.



2. History.

 

Much of the subsequent history of peacemaking in Christian theology was directed toward rulers and the conduct of *war. In one way this was a result of a widespread belief—taken over from pre-Christian sources—that only rulers had the right to initiate and carry out warfare. Augustine picked up this philosophical tradition and laid the foundations for what came to be known as “just war theory.” This theory focused on determining the conditions under which it was permissible to go to war (ius ad bellum) and then the conduct of the war itself (ius in bello). The intent of just war theory was to restrict reasons for going to war as much as possible and then to keep the violence of warfare restricted. Just war theory has developed and changed as the methods of warfare have changed. Given the proliferation of new kinds of war, many believe that it is impossible to articulate an adequate set of criteria any longer. Until the twentieth century little attention was given to addressing the underlying causes of war, especially *poverty, discrimination and (since World War II) the violation of *human rights. Peacemaking at the beginning of the twenty-first century is much more focused on prevention of violence or ensuring that violence is not repeated.



3. Pacifism and Nonviolence.

 

Pacifism—the refusal to engage in war and other acts of violence—has never been a central theme in Christianity, although it has been amply represented within it at different times. Those invoking pacifism point to Jesus’ nonresistance to his arrest and his admonishing Peter for trying to defend him with his sword (Mt 26:52). Although there were advocates of pacifism in the early church, the general consensus was that war was at times necessary and to be decided by proper political authority. Refusal to serve in the imperial army appears to have been prompted more by being required to worship other deities than by having to engage in legitimate force. Later in history certain groups advocated pacifism, as did the Waldensians in their early years, and the Anabaptist churches (such as the Mennonites) and the Quakers from their inception down to the present time. The new forms of war today (low-intensity conflict, deliberate killing of noncombatants, *terrorism and the like) have prompted some advocates of pacifism to say that war in any form has become so immoral that pacifism is the only Christian response.

Nonviolence shares some features of pacifism, but is a distinctive response to conflict and war. Rather than refusing to engage violence and withdrawing as much as possible from it, nonviolence seeks nonviolent means to engage the mind and conscience of those who perpetrate violence in the hopes of changing their ways. Nonviolent methods are endorsed in other religious traditions besides Christianity, especially in *Buddhism and some forms of *Hinduism (in figures such as Mahatma Gandhi [1869-1948]). Nonviolent practice first grew up in Christianity in the nineteenth century. The use of strikes by labor unions and protests by large groups of people were among the first forms to develop. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (1929-1968) used nonviolent protest to galvanize the civil rights movement for African Americans. He remains one of the greatest theologians of this tradition as well.

Debate continues about the efficacy of nonviolent methods to bring about peace. However, the astonishing success of nonviolent change in Eastern Europe and South Africa since 1989 attests to its power. Christian advocates of nonviolence find a powerful warrant in the life and teachings of Jesus, as John Howard Yoder pointed out.



4. Reconciliation and Peacemaking Today.

 

Changes in historical circumstances after 1989 stimulated renewed interest in reconciliation and peacemaking. The end of the Cold War shifted the focus in peacemaking away from nuclear deterrence toward other possibilities. European countries previously under communist rule were looking for ways to reconstruct their societies in a peaceful manner. Many countries in the Global South have found themselves riven by new ethnic and other intra-state conflicts. Global terrorist networks raised other questions. Christians in these contexts were looking for new ways of bringing biblical teachings about peace and reconciliation to bear on these new circumstances. Concurrent to all of this was an expanding literature on conflict resolution and conflict transformation that needed to be taken into account in developing a Christian theory and practice of peacemaking.

From this renewed Christian perspective, reconciliation is both a goal of peacemaking and a process of transformation that gets to that goal. Secular understandings focus principally on the goal with less attention to the process. The reason for the difference of the Christian perspective derives largely from its theological perspective.

4.1. Theology of Reconciliation. Christians distinguish between vertical reconciliation (our being reconciled to God) and horizontal reconciliation (our reconciliation among one another). Vertical reconciliation (as described in Rom 5:1-11)—God’s reconciling us to himself—is what makes possible horizontal reconciliation (as envisioned in 2 Cor 5:17-20 and Eph 2:12-20). It can be summed up in five points.

First of all, reconciliation is the work of God; we but participate in that work. This parallels the biblical teaching on peace, where God is the author of true peace. Paul states this in 2 Corinthians 5:18: “All of this [reconciliation] is from God.” We in turn are entrusted with this ministry of reconciliation, becoming ambassadors for Christ’s sake.

Second, God begins the work of reconciliation with the healing of the victim. This is consistent with the message of the great prophets and the ministry of Jesus: God is especially concerned with the poor, the widow, the orphan and the stranger. It may seem counterintuitive in that most people associate reconciliation with the repentance of the wrongdoer. This is all well and good, but practically speaking (especially in the reconciliation of peoples) the wrongdoers seldom if ever repent. Does this mean then that the victim is held hostage to the wrongdoing forever? God can heal victims, and even lead them to forgive the wrongdoers before the wrongdoers repent.

Third, in reconciliation, we are made a “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17). The experience of healing means that the victim (and the wrongdoer, if there is repentance) does not return to the state in which they were before the violence or the wrongdoing. They are taken to a new, often unanticipated place. Practically, this means that reconciliation will require changes in both parties, not just in the wrongdoer. God’s grace makes that change possible.

Fourth, we pattern our suffering on the suffering and death of Christ. Working for reconciliation nearly always requires undergoing *suffering: for the victims, the wrongdoers, those who are ministers of reconciliation. Suffering in itself is not redemptive; it is only so when it can be connected to something larger than ourselves. For nonbelievers, that “something” is often an altruistic impulse to aid a suffering humanity. Christians pattern their suffering on the suffering and death of Christ so that they may come to know the power of his resurrection (Phil 3:10-11).

Fifth, reconciliation will only be complete when all things have been reconciled in Christ. Because all of creation is interconnected, only when everything and everyone has been reconciled at the end of time (cf. Eph 1:10; Col 1:20-21), will God be “all in all” (1 Cor 15:28). God is not only the author of reconciliation, God is also the end toward which it moves. Thus that every attempt at reconciliation remains incomplete does not surprise us. But we live in hope that God will indeed bring this all about.

What has become apparent in some secular circles is not just that there is a Christian counterpart to other practices of peacemaking, but that the Christian theology can also provide a spiritual basis that can sustain people working for peace and reconciliation. It is becoming increasingly apparent that some kind of personal or spiritual basis larger than the strategies of peacemaking themselves is necessary to help prevent burnout in this work. This may be one of the most important contributions of Christian faith to the international practice of peacemaking and reconciliation.

4.2. Elements in Reconciliation and Peacemaking. The developing theology of reconciliation addresses many issues much discussed in the secular practice of conflict transformation. Here are four of the most important of these.

Truth Telling. In earlier attempts at reconciliation, efforts began with the pursuit of justice in order to bring right relations back to a society. Today it is widely recognized that often some kind of process of uncovering the truth about what happened must precede efforts at justice. Lies about the victims were often the bulwark of oppression or the motivation to aggression. Setting the record straight vindicates the innocent. It also assures that justice is undertaken more equitably and does not degenerate into vengeance. In some instances a forum like a Truth Commission can help achieve this.

At the same time, it is at times difficult to ascertain the truth and—even more significantly—to envision the consequences of revealing the truth. Truth is more than getting the facts right; it involves discovering in that truth the meaning it has for the future. Here the biblical understanding of truth (especially as found in the Old Testament) is helpful. There truth ([image: 038]ĕmĕt) is more than a correspondence between words and things. Truth in this biblical sense connotes reliability, dependability, trustworthiness. Truth is first in God who is its source. Jesus prays at the Last Supper for his disciples, “sanctify them in the truth” (Jn 17:17). It is this deeper spiritual basis of the source and nature of truth that needs to guide truth telling in the post-conflict situation.

Justice. Conflict transformation literature distinguishes between three kinds of justice to be pursued in the process of reconciliation: punitive or retributive justice, wherein wrongdoers are punished; restorative or distributive justice, where what has been taken from victims is given back to them; and structural justice, where the social structures that created injustice are dismantled and replaced with more just ones.

A Christian perspective on justice warns about the limits of punitive justice (while also acknowledging its necessity), lest it perpetuate the cycle of violence. Restorative justice focuses not just on the redistribution of goods but also on the dignity of the person and the honor of societies. Structural justice is to be pursued, but we are reminded of the sinfulness of the human condition, and that our efforts at creating a perfectly just society are limited. More importantly justice cannot be conceived without reference to God’s mercy, that lovingkindness that both surpasses and embraces us in covenant.

Forgiveness. Forgiveness in reconciliation usually means giving up resentment. The Christian understanding is that God is the one who forgives, although the ministry of forgiveness was given to us by Jesus after the resurrection (Jn 20:22-23). Forgiveness is more than forgoing resentment; it is trying to live in shalom with our erstwhile enemies, by coming to see our enemies as flawed and sinful creatures of God as we are ourselves.

Peace. The reconciliation at which a group or society can reach is always an imperfect one. Experience is showing that it usually takes more than a generation to achieve it. Here optimism is likely to run out. The hope that comes from God, drawing us forward into the fullness of reconciliation, is an impulse we must discern and commit ourselves to if our peacemaking is to come to its completion.

The growth in new thinking around peacemaking today prompts Christians to delve more deeply into the biblical and theological resources our faith has given us. Notable areas for further development include understanding social forgiveness, the healing of memories over a long period of time, and a spirituality of reconciliation to sustain and guide those rebuilding broken relationships and societies.

See also ANABAPTIST THEOLOGY; CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING; SOCIAL ETHICS; HUMAN RIGHTS; JUSTICE; POLITICAL THEOLOGY; TERRORISM; WAR.
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PENTECOSTALISM

 

A distinction is usually made between “classical” Pentecostal denominations (those which began in the first quarter of the twentieth century), the *charismatic movement within the “historic” churches (since c. 1960) and the newer charismatic and “Third Wave” independent churches (since c. 1975). But the later movements were influenced by classical Pentecostalism and will be treated as essentially the same, except when it is necessary to make the distinction.1. The Three Phases of Pentecostalism
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6. Democratization of the Spirit

7. Conclusion


 





1. The Three Phases of Pentecostalism.

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century various independent, evangelical and “Holiness” groups existed in the Western world and on the Protestant mission fields with a particular expectation that the end of the world was to be accompanied by a worldwide outpouring of the Spirit. The idea emerged that a crisis experience separate from *conversion known as *“baptism in the Spirit” should be received by every Christian as an “enduement with power.” Charles Parham, former Methodist preacher in Topeka, Kansas, was responsible for formulating a new doctrine of Spirit baptism accompanied by speaking in tongues (see Glossolalia) and for creating an “Apostolic Faith” movement in 1901. William Seymour, an African American preacher from Houston, went to Los Angeles with this message in 1906, and the “Azusa Street Revival” that he led for the following three years transformed Pentecostalism into an international movement. In different parts of the world Pentecostalism was able to absorb various revivalistic movements that had occurred independently of events in North America, and within two years it had reached more than forty countries.

The second phase of Pentecostalism began in the late 1950s and 1960s, when ministers and members in the older churches began to seek the Pentecostal experience. In 1967 Pentecostalism entered the Catholic Church, and the Catholic charismatic movement has since become the largest force in global Pentecostalism with its particularly sacramental form of Pentecostal theology. In the mid 1970s a third phase of the movement arose in the form of independent churches that had only a tenuous relationship with denominational Pentecostalism and the charismatic movement, but with the same distinctive emphasis on the gifts of the Holy Spirit that characterized the earlier movements. These “Neo-Pentecostal” and “Third Wave” churches included some of the largest megachurches in the world by the end of the twentieth century. These three phases of Pentecostalism are an oversimplification that strictly speaking only pertains to the Western world, yet the emphases that we will consider belong to all the many different forms of Pentecostalism, including the distinctive African “churches of the Spirit” and Chinese grass-roots Christianity. Pentecostalism today consists of literally thousands of movements, organizations and denominations.



2. The Experience of the Spirit.

 

The various expressions of Pentecostalism have one common experience and distinctive theme: a personal encounter with the Spirit enabling and empowering people for service, an experience often called the “baptism in (or with) the Spirit.” Pentecostals declare that “signs and wonders” accompany this encounter, certain evidence of “God with us.” Although different Pentecostals do not always agree on the precise formulation of their theology of the Spirit, there is always an emphasis on divine encounter and the resulting transformation of life. This is what likens Pentecostalism to the *mystical traditions, perhaps more than any other contemporary form of Christianity. Most early Pentecostals spoke of a longing for this experience, followed by extreme physical sensations and feelings of elation, and culminating in a release usually involving speaking in tongues, either at the same time as the “baptism” or soon afterward. They spoke universally of this central experience, and many believed that this Spirit baptism was normally accompanied by speaking in tongues. Most early Pentecostals believed that speaking in tongues was a gift of foreign languages (xenolalia) with which to preach the gospel to the ends of the earth in the “last days.” The belief in the restoration of tongues for missionary evangelism had existed in the Holiness and evangelical movements for at least two decades before the beginning of Pentecostalism, but this was seen as the fulfillment of that expectation.

Classical Pentecostals are usually taught to believe in the two distinct doctrines of “consequence” or “initial evidence” (that speaking in tongues is the consequence, or primary evidence of Spirit baptism) and of “subsequence” (that Spirit baptism is a definite and subsequent experience to conversion). The doctrine of subsequence had earlier origins in the nineteenth-century Holiness movement’s interpretation of the teachings of Wesley concerning a “second work of grace” subsequent to conversion, which came to be called “perfect love” or “sanctification.” Pentecostals came to associate this experience with Spirit baptism. Classical Pentecostals usually support the doctrines of “consequence” and “subsequence” by referring to passages concerning Pentecostal experiences in the book of Acts as normative models. These passages, it is said, indicate that there is an experience of receiving the Spirit after conversion and that in each case, expressly or by implication, those who received the Spirit spoke in tongues. On the basis of this interpretation, they claim that the normative pattern of Spirit baptism is the “initial evidence” of speaking in tongues.

The doctrine of subsequence has been hotly debated, especially in recent years. Several Pentecostal scholars have written in defense of this doctrine, the substance of which was that while they agreed that Paul’s theology of the Spirit is primarily soteriological and initiatory (emphasizing the role of the Spirit in conversion), the theology of Luke is predominantly charismatic and prophetic, emphasizing empowering for mission.

The doctrine of consequence, another cornerstone of classical Pentecostal theology, has also been challenged. As far back as the year the Azusa Street revival began (1906), American missionary Minnie Abrams of Pandita Ramabai’s Mukti Mission in India wrote that speaking in tongues would “usually” but “not necessarily” follow Spirit baptism. Seymour, some of the early European Pentecostal leaders and Willis Hoover (founder of the Chilean Pentecostal movement) also questioned the “initial evidence” doctrine. One of the first classical Pentecostals in more recent years to challenge the assumptions of “initial evidence” was Gordon Fee, a well-known New Testament scholar and minister in the Assemblies of God. He suggested that although Pentecostals could describe speaking in tongues as “repeatable,” they could not claim it was “normative.” Some charismatics, while acknowledging a distinct experience of Spirit baptism, think that tongues may follow this experience but is not the necessary evidence of the baptism. Others see Spirit baptism as an initiatory experience that is part of (or the final stage of) the conversion process, and that gifts of the Spirit (including tongues) are given to all believers. Still others, especially Catholic charismatics, see Spirit baptism in *sacramental terms, as a release of the Spirit already given in baptism. This view seeks to be more accommodating to the theological positions of the older church traditions.

In charismatic churches in the Majority World, the all-encompassing Spirit is involved in every aspect of both individual and community life. Theology is acted out rather than philosophized in the rituals, liturgies and daily experiences of these Pentecostals. The emphasis on the Spirit in Pentecostalism gave Christianity new vibrancy and relevance. The Spirit is the one to whom credit is given for everything that takes place in many churches, causing people to “receive” the Spirit, to *prophesy, speak in tongues, *heal, exorcise demons, have visions and *dreams, live “holy” lives—and generally the Spirit directs the life and worship of these churches, as the “leader” of all its activities. Pentecostal churches in the Majority World have made a real and vital contribution to a dynamic and contextual *pneumatology. They were motivated by a desire to meet the physical, emotional and spiritual needs of people, offering solutions to life’s problems and ways to cope in a threatening and hostile world. Their pastors, prophets, bishops and evangelists proclaimed that the same God who saves the “soul” also heals the body and is a good God interested in providing answers to human fears and in-securities, accepting people as having genuine problems and trying conscientiously to find solutions to them. The God who forgives sin is also concerned about poverty, sickness, barrenness, oppression by evil spirits and liberation from all forms of human affliction and bondage.



3. Pentecostal Hermeneutics.

 

For most Pentecostals, theology is inseparable from the Bible in which they find their central message. Their purpose in reading the Bible is to find there something that can be experienced as relevant to their felt needs. Most Pentecostals rely on an experiential rather than a literal understanding of the Bible, and it is therefore not very meaningful to discuss the interpretation of the text alone. Pentecostals believe in spiritual illumination, the experiential immediacy of the Holy Spirit who makes the Bible “alive” and therefore different from any other book. They assign multiple meanings to the biblical text, preachers often assigning it “deeper significance” that can only be perceived by the help of the Spirit. Much Pentecostal preaching throughout the world is illustrative of this principle, where narrative, illustration and testimony dominate the sermon content rather than esoteric and theoretical principles. Pentecostal literalism is quite consistent with its roots in the Holiness and healing movements, where there tended to be the same literalistic, legalistic approach. But Pentecostalism cannot simply be equated with fundamentalism, as preachers constantly interplay Scripture with contemporary life and present the text as a reflection of common experience. Pentecostals take the Bible as it is and look for common ground in real-life situations. On finding these correspondences, they believe that God is speaking to them and can do the same things for them. The Bible therefore has immediacy and relevance to life experiences. Pentecostals focus on divine intervention in these daily life situations by constantly emphasizing the miraculous and unusual happenings in the community of the local church.

In keeping with a strong sense of community, Pentecostals usually read (or rather, hear) the Bible in the community of the faithful, during celebrations of communal *worship, where it is often directly related to the real problems encountered by that community. This experiential interpretation of the Bible as it is prayed, sung, danced, prophesied and preached in the worship of Pentecostal churches implies an understanding of the Bible from the underside of society, where ordinary people can interpret the Bible from the perspective of their own experiences and struggles. Probably above all other considerations, the Bible is believed to contain answers for this-worldly needs like sickness, poverty, hunger, oppression, unemployment, loneliness, evil spirits and sorcery. Throughout the world, Pentecostals will tell personal stories of healing, deliverance from evil powers, the restoration of broken marriages, success in work or in business ventures and other needs which are met, usually through what is seen as the miraculous intervention of God through his Spirit. All of these experiences are often backed up, either implicitly or explicitly, by scriptural support or something that God had revealed. The Bible therefore becomes the source book of miraculous answers to human need as well as confirmation of the reality of supernatural experience. Pentecostals do not separate their understanding of the gospel from their personal experience of the events the Bible describes. In their liturgy, the telling of stories or “testimonies” is prominent, where people are able to relate their experiences of divine intervention and preachers pepper their sermons with real-life illustrations in order that the congregation may further participate in the hermeneutical process and bring these experiences into daily life.

Nevertheless, we must remember that the Pentecostal “full gospel” is essentially a *Christological construct where Christ is centrally Savior, Healer, Baptizer and coming King. Pentecostals understand this full *gospel to contain good news for all life’s problems, particularly relevant in the societies of the developing world where disease is rife and access to adequate health care is a luxury. Salvation is an all-embracing term, usually meaning a sense of well-being evidenced in freedom from sickness, poverty and misfortune as well as in deliverance from sin and evil. Healing from sickness and deliverance from evil powers are major themes in the lives of Pentecostals and are seen as the essence of the gospel. To support these practices they refer to Old Testament prophets, Christ himself and New Testament apostles who practiced healing. The “full” gospel not only means that Jesus is Savior who saves people from sin, but also Healer from sickness and deliverer of people from the power of Satan. To this soteriological and Christological emphasis is added the pneumatological and missiological dimension: Jesus Christ is Baptizer in the Holy Spirit who empowers ordinary people to witness to the ends of the earth. To this is added a fourth, eschatological emphasis: Christ is the soon-coming King preparing the church for his rule. The full gospel implies a reciprocal relationship between the Bible and the Spirit, for not only does the Bible explain the experience of the Spirit but also, perhaps more importantly, the experience of the Spirit enables people to better understand the Bible. The Holy Spirit is actually drawn into the process. Pentecostals believe that their message reveals an omnipotent and compassionate God concerned with all the troubles of humankind.



4. Premillennial and “Realized” E schatology.

 

Early Pentecostals believed that their mission was part of the preparation for the imminent return of Christ. The baptism in the Spirit and the tongues that they had received were above all signs that the last days had come. Their *eschatology was premillennial and dispensational, and it fuelled the urgency of their evangelism from the beginning. The belief in the soon coming of Christ overshadowed and motivated all missionary activities, tending to make Pentecostals poor strategists and little prepared for the rigors of living in a different continent and culture. When the end did not come as expected, Pentecostals adjusted to and adapted the mission strategies of evangelicals. The “eschatological hope” dominated the movement in its formative stage and the linking of the full gospel with the last days was a paradigm shift that set the Pentecostal movement apart from other evangelicals. This was the motivation behind the emphasis on evangelism “before the end comes,” and the more spectacular signs like speaking in tongues, prophecy and healing were subordinate to and confirmed this emphasis. The “signs and wonders” that accompanied the preaching of the Pentecostal message were seen as evidence of the “end time.” It was believed that the new Pentecostal movement was the “latter rain” outpouring of the Spirit in the last days to precede the coming of Christ and the fulfillment of prophecy.

The futurist premillennial framework that most early Pentecostals followed (and is still followed by many classical Pentecostals today) resulted in elaborate and often fanciful interpretations of both future and current world events in popular apocalyptic literature. Pentecostal theology and political attitudes in the United States were profoundly affected by this eschatology, even though elements of dispensational-ism were at variance with Pentecostal practice. The millennial zeal of early Pentecostalism has been dampened among the more prosperous Pentecostals of today. The other consequence of the eschatological stress of Pentecostals has been that their belief in the imminence of the end has meant little time for matters of social concern, as it is more important to get souls saved. However, the various emphases of Pentecostalism by their very nature tended to blur the distinction and tension in eschatology between the “already” and the “not yet.” The promise of the Spirit was not only the fulfillment of prophecy and the sign of the last days, but it was also the tangible evidence that the last days had already come. Because the new age had already come through the power of the Spirit, its benefits of healing, deliverance and prosperity were now available for the poor, the oppressed and the dispossessed.

The “positive confession” or “word of faith” movement surfaced in United States independent Pentecostal ministries in the second half of the twentieth century and was an indirect development from Pentecostal “realized eschatology.” Baptist pastor E. W. Kenyon taught “the positive confession of the Word of God,” a “law of faith” working by predetermined divine principles, that healing is a completed work of Christ for everybody to be received by faith no matter what the evidence, and that medicine is inconsistent with faith. The development of the movement was stimulated by the teachings of healing evangelists like William Branham and Oral Roberts, contemporary popular televangelists, and the charismatic movement. It is now a prominent teaching of Pentecostal and charismatic churches all over the world. Kenneth Hagin, widely regarded as the “father of the faith movement,” popularized Kenyon’s teaching and said that every Christian believer should be physically healthy and materially prosperous and successful, a teaching supported by selective Bible quotations. Hagin said that it was not enough to believe what the Bible said; the Bible must also be confessed, and what a person says (confesses) is what will happen. A person should therefore confess healing even when the “symptoms” are still there. This type of faith teaching, however, although in a less developed form, has been part of Pentecostalism at least since the time of the healing evangelists in the 1950s.

More recently, Kenneth Copeland developed Hagin’s teaching with a greater emphasis on financial prosperity and formulated “laws of prosperity” to be observed by those seeking health and wealth. Poverty is seen as a curse to be overcome through faith. Through “faith-force,” believers regain their rightful divine authority over their circumstances. Apart from the fact that this teaching encourages the “American dream” of *capitalism and promotes the success ethic, among its even more questionable features is the possibility that human faith is placed above the sovereignty and grace of God. Faith becomes a condition for God’s action, and the strength of faith is measured by results. Material and financial prosperity and health are sometimes seen as evidence of spirituality, and the positive and necessary role of *persecution and *suffering is often ignored. The Holy Spirit is relegated to a quasi-magical power by which success and prosperity are achieved and the effectiveness of the message is determined by the physical results.



5. Healing and Exorcism.

 

Pentecostals understand that the preaching of the Word in evangelism should be accompanied by “signs and wonders,” and divine healing in particular is an indispensable part of their evangelistic strategy. Indeed, in many cultures of the world, where the religious specialist or “person of God” has power to heal the sick and ward off evil spirits and sorcery, the offer of healing by Pentecostalism has been one of its major attractions. In these cultures, people see Pentecostalism as a powerful religion to meet human needs. The numerous healings reported by Pentecostal missionaries and evangelists confirmed that God’s Word was true, God’s power was evidently on their ministries, and the result was that many people were persuaded to leave their old beliefs and become Christians. Pentecostals believe that the miracle power of the New Testament has been restored in the present day to draw unbelievers to Christ. This is particularly effective in those parts of the world least affected by modernization, secularization and scientific rationalism.

The central role given to healing is probably no longer as prominent a feature for Western Pentecostalism, but in the rest of the world the problems of disease and evil affect the whole community and are not relegated to private and individual pastoral care or mere clinical treatment. These communities were health-oriented communities, and in their traditional religions, rituals for healing and protection are prominent. The Holy Spirit is the agent of healing and deliverance for Pentecostals, and most believe in divine healing—they usually prefer this term to “faith healing”—a belief often bolstered by testimonies of people who have themselves experienced healing as a direct intervening act of God.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, there was an expectation that “signs and wonders” would accompany an outpouring of the Spirit and a belief that healing was linked to the work of Christ on the cross. Healings demonstrated Christ’s victory over all forms of affliction, a holistic salvation that encompassed all of life’s problems. The presence of these “signs and wonders” was the realization of the coming of the kingdom of God. For Pentecostals, the “gifts of the Spirit,” especially healing, exorcism, speaking in tongues and prophesying, are proof that the gospel is true. Early Pentecostals stressed that healing was part of the provision of Christ in his atonement, again following a theme that had emerged in the Holiness movement based on such texts as Isaiah 53:4-5 and Matthew 8:16-17. Many Pentecostals have rejected the use of any medicine, traditional and modern, because its use is viewed as evidence of “weak” faith. For people who believe themselves to be healed, the gospel is a potent remedy for their frequent experiences of affliction and is good news for suffering people. Pentecostals declared a message that reclaimed the biblical traditions of healing and protection from evil; they demonstrated the practical effects of these traditions and by so doing became heralds of a Christianity that was really meaningful. But sadly, this message of power has become in many instances an occasion for the exploitation of those who are at their weakest.

Deliverance from demons, or exorcism, has always been a prominent part of Pentecostal praxis and exhibits a wide variety of procedures.

Most Pentecostals believe in the biblical depiction of a personal devil (Satan) and his messengers known as demons or evil spirits. The reality of this dark spirit world and the need for a Christian solution of liberation from it is particularly pertinent in those parts of the world where the unseen forces of evil are believed to be so prevalent. Exorcism—or as it is better known in Pentecostalism, “deliverance”—is regarded as a continuation of the New Testament tradition and was a feature of the ministry of the healing evangelists and those regarded as having a special gift of “deliverance ministry.” Although its incidence in Western Pentecostalism has probably declined, in some parts of the world it has become a very prominent activity. There are differences over what constitutes “demonization.” Some believe that every mishap and illness is the work of Satan or his evil spirits, while others attribute only certain types of mental illness to Satan. Another commonly followed practice related to exorcism is “spiritual warfare,” an intense prayer activity where it is believed that believers actively engage and resist the “spiritual forces of wickedness” that take control of individuals, communities, cities and nations.



6. Democratization of the Spirit.

 

The style of “freedom in the Spirit” that characterizes Pentecostalism all over the world has undoubtedly contributed to the appeal of these movements in many different contexts. A spontaneous liturgy, which unlike that of most older churches is mainly oral and narrative, carries an emphasis on a direct experience of God through the Spirit. It results in the possibility of ordinary people being lifted out of mundane daily chores into a new realm of ecstasy. This is aided by the emphases on speaking in tongues, loud and emotional simultaneous prayer and joyful singing, clapping, raising hands and dancing in the presence of God—all common liturgical accoutrements. These practices have made Pentecostal worship more easily assimilated into different cultural contexts, especially where a sense of divine immediacy was taken for granted: And these liturgies contrasted sharply with rationalistic and written liturgies presided over by a clergyman that was the main feature of most other forms of Christianity. Furthermore, this total participation was available for everyone, and the involvement of women and the laity became the most important feature of Pentecostal worship, contrasting with the dominant role played by the male priest or minister in the older churches.

Although many of the newer charismatic churches have reinstated the traditional Protestant emphasis on the preaching of the Word by the minister as a central feature, it is still true to say that Pentecostalism allows for a much greater involvement in church services by ordinary members than is the case in older churches. The Pentecostals, with their offer of full participation to all regardless of race, class or gender, effected what amounted to a democratization of Christianity, a protest against the status quo. William Seymour’s understanding of Spirit baptism included the dimension of racial, social and gender equality in the family of God and a dimension of love for all people that transcended outward appearances. Yet Pentecostalism has over the years not provided much theological justification for racial reconciliation, and the opposite has often been the case.

The use of women with charismatic gifts was widespread throughout Pentecostalism though. This resulted in a much higher proportion of women in Pentecostal ministry than in any other form of Christianity at the time. This accorded well with the prominence of women in many traditional religious rituals in the Third World, contrasting with the prevailing practice of older churches which barred women from entering the ministry or even from taking any part in public worship. Pentecostals, especially those most influenced by North American evangelicalism, need to beware of limiting and quenching this most important ministry of women, who form the great majority of the church worldwide. Early Pentecostals declared that the same Spirit who anointed men also empowered women. But the prominence (or otherwise) of women often depended on who told the stories. This liberty was grudgingly given in a male-dominated society. The prominence of women was certainly real in the Pentecostal movement in the United States, which early on promoted the ministry of women whose exploits have been legendary. Women were effectively mobilized into service as ministers and founders during the early days of the Pentecostal movement both in North America and elsewhere, and the ministry of Pentecostal women continues today in many parts of the world.

The early emphasis on the ministry of women, however, formally disappeared later in classical Pentecostal missions, and the importance of the experience of Spirit baptism in the lives of female ministers had to take second place to the general patriarchal structure of church and society. The Pentecostal movement has failed to address social evils, at times choosing to perpetuate cultural oppression—especially in regard to gender, race and caste.



7. Conclusion.

 

Pentecostal theology has come of age. From within its own ranks emerging scholars are changing the paradigms of traditional theology. The emerging Pentecostal theology has to deal with its past as it reflects on the vision of its founders, who were women and men of faith and action rather than theoretical theologians of the ivory tower and the cloister. In many parts of the world the myriad of needs will seldom be met by old-fashioned, rational and rather impotent philosophical Christianity. The innovative Christianity of Pentecostalism takes seriously the popular worldview with its existential needs and makes a valuable contribution to a practical and contextual theology. Pentecostal theology may have to come to terms with its departure from the passions that ignited its early stalwarts to achieve great things for God in an age when Christian faith was passing through a crisis of confidence, especially in the Western world. It has to acknowledge its evangelical past but must avoid the dangers of being drawn, on the one hand, into a *fundamentalism at variance with its free and spontaneous spirituality, and on the other, into an institutionalism that stifles its former flexibility to change with changing contexts.
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PERSECUTION AND MARTYRDOM

 

Although martyrs have often been held in high esteem because of their faithfulness, in mainline Christian thought seeking martyrdom is not a virtue. Pragmatically, it has not always proven to be the case that martyrdom led to church growth: the intense persecution of the churches of North Africa, Nubia, Japan, China, Cambodia and other places has led to the demise and their eventual extinction. Theologically, Christians have a high view of *creation—“God hates nothing that he has made” as one ancient prayer puts it—and Christians have no right to seek to end their own lives, even by martyrdom. Biblical Christianity is not world hating or world denying: this world was created and redeemed by a God who loves it (Jn 3:16), and its destiny is not annihilation but renewal (see Rom 8; 1 Cor 15; Rev 21). Christian martyrs also differ from, for example, Islamic martyrs: there is no Christian justification for martyrdom which involves inflicting violence on others in the course of taking one’s own life for the sake of the cause. In contrast to other worldviews, the Bible advocates *love for enemies, not hatred (Mt 5:44).1. Biblical and Historical Precedents

2. The Contemporary Situation


 





1. Biblical and Historical Precedents.

 

1.1. Old Testament. Martyrdom and persecution have been a reality in the life of God’s people from the beginning. The biblical story considers the Exodus from Egypt, a story of God’s identification with and redemption of a group slaves from their suffering under tyrannical rule, as a seminal event in the life of God’s people, Israel, an event that served as a paradigm for Israel’s self-understanding. Throughout its history Israel found itself suffering under the domination of hostile empires. Whether the stories are from the premonarchial period, from the period of the monarchy in which many of the rulers themselves become oppressors, or from the period of Israel’s exile in Babylon, the narrative of the Old Testament acknowledges that God’s people will be hated and persecuted by the nations. The legal material of the Old Testament, on the other hand, reveals a God who desires that the weak (widows, orphans, slaves, the oppressed) be cared for, and the prophets declare God’s judgment against Israel when they act against the laws which protect the poor. During the period of the Maccabees, reflection on the reality of persecution contributed to the development of a lively hope in the resurrection of those martyred in the struggle against oppressive foreign rule.

1.2. New Testament. The New Testament situates the story of the birth of Jesus during a time in which God’s people were living under Roman imperial power under the rule of Herod the Great, a client-king of Emperor Augustus (Lk 2:1-3). One of the opening episodes of the New Testament has Jesus and his family escaping persecution by fleeing into Egypt away from the murderous Herod (Mt 2:1-15). During his ministry, both in Galilee and in Judea, Jesus is opposed and persecuted by members of various parties among his own people (Jn 1:11). The central episode of the Christian story is the passion of Jesus of Nazareth, the story of the plot against him, his arrest on trumped up charges, his “trial” before both Jews and Gentiles in a succession of unjust hearings, and his torture and death on a cross, the ultimate symbol of the power of Rome over its enemies.

The pattern of Jesus’ persecution and martyrdom is reproduced in the lives of his followers. Following Jesus (Jn 15:18) persecution and martyrdom soon became a reality of the life of the early church. Acts records Stephen as the first “martyr” (literally a “witness,” in this case one who is willing to bear witness to Jesus even to the point of death), the first Christian put to death for believing in Jesus (Acts 7:54-60). Several New Testament books seem to be written in order to strengthen Christian groups threatened with or suffering under persecution or martyrdom (e.g., Mt 5:10-12; Lk 21:12-19; Heb 10:32-39; 12:1-12; Jas 1:2, 12; 1 Pet 4:12-19; Rev. 6:9-11; see Cunningham; Pobee). Some of this persecution was at the hands of Jews who opposed the Christian identification of the crucified Jesus as the Messiah. The pre-Christian Paul seems to have opposed the Christian message precisely for this reason. By the end of the first century it appears that the division between Christians and Jews had hardened to the point that some within the Jewish community had composed prayers for synagogue worship which some believe were designed specifically to exclude Christians (the so-called Birkat haMinim, the twelfth paragraph of the Eighteen Benedictions). It is probable that Christians were sometimes included in some episodes of Roman persecution of Jews, such as when Claudius banished Jews from Rome (Acts 18:2). For most of the Imperial Roman period Jews were excused from military service, permitted to send their taxes to the temple in Jerusalem rather than to Rome, and exempted from the worship of Roman gods. As Jews and Christians grew apart, however, Roman authorities at least saw Christianity as a dangerous new religion lacking the ancient pedigree of Judaism and leading people away from worship of the gods, including Caesar himself. Christians, therefore, were accused of hatred of humanity, cannibalism and atheism. It is possible that some Gentile Christians were motivated to become Jews by circumcision in order to avoid being persecuted by local Roman authorities for being Christians (Gal 6:12).

1.3. Postapostolic Period. By the time of Nero, Christians had become an identifiable group who were disliked enough that Nero could deflect the blame for the burning of Rome from himself to them. During the New Testament period, most incidents of Christian persecution were local and temporary, but in the post-New Testament period there were several examples of severe, empire-wide persecution that resulted in substantial numbers of Christians dying for the faith in Christ. Perhaps the worst period was during the reign of the Emperor Diocletian. The Diocletian persecution lasted from AD 303-312 (see Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 8 and 9; Frend). In the early church the example of patient perseverance under suffering often led outsiders to faith in Christ, so that the North African theologian Tertullian (c. 160-c. 225) could declare that the blood of the martyrs is “the seed” of the church (Tertullian Apology 21). This has proven true on more than one occasion in Christian history: the origins of Christianity in the country of Uganda, for instance, are often traced back to a group of young Protestant and Catholic converts put to death under the “Kabaka” in 1886 (Faupel).



2. The Contemporary Situation.

 

In the contemporary world, while there are recent persecutions by Christians, such as attacks by Serbs in Bosnia, or Russians in Chechnya, the current overwhelming reality is that the church itself is heavily persecuted. While it is impossible to number the Christians persecuted, Christian communities in the countries and areas where such persecution occurs number about 230 million, while hundreds of millions more suffer from discrimination.

2.1. Communist and Post-Communist Countries. One major setting of persecution is the remaining communist countries or countries that still call themselves communist: China, Vietnam, Laos, North Korea and Cuba. There are similar patterns in Belarus, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, which are nominally post-communist, but where the same people have continued to hold power. While there is relative freedom to worship in state-controlled and supervised, though often vital, churches, religious expression outside of these bodies is often suppressed, sometimes brutally. In China, the Roman Catholic Church itself is illegal since, in violation of state policy, it accepts an authority, the pope, from outside of the country. While it may often have good relations with the state-controlled Catholic Patriotic Association, many of its priests and bishops have been imprisoned. Similar patterns hold for the Protestant “house” or “underground” churches. Many of its leaders have been jailed or sent to labor camps. Laos adopts a similar policy, as does Vietnam, where the government has also been violently repressive of the rapidly growing Protestant churches among the Hmong and other Montagnards. Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Belarus, and to a lesser degree Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, also make it almost impossible for smaller Christian groups to register, and then repress them as illegal. Cuba adopts the same policy, though the government often adjusts its policies when it can sense political gain, and it has recently been highly repressive of democracy activists, many of whom are committed Christians. Increasingly available information on North Korea indicates that every free Christian or other religious expression is viciously repressed, and that large numbers of Christians, as well as their family members, are sent to labor camps, where their treatment is often even worse than the average camp inmate.

2.2. South Asia. Many regions in the world, especially South Asia, are experiencing an increased identification of the state with a particular religion. One effect is that religious minorities, such as Christians, begin to be treated as adherents of a “foreign” religion and second-class citizens. In India, especially under Hindu-nationalist BJP governments, a growing number of states have used anti-conversion laws to target Christians, particularly among the Dalits, and there are several hundred violent religiously motivated attacks each year. Sri Lankan Christians are experiencing similar pressures as governments have become more closely identified with Sinhalese *Buddhism, and radical Buddhist monks have led attacks on churches. The same pattern, though on a smaller scale, is encountered in Nepalese *Hinduism and Bhutanese Buddhism. In Myanmar (Burma), the SLORC regime is essentially a military dictatorship that represses all independent religious expression but, lacking legitimacy, it has sought to portray itself as a defender of Buddhism, especially in its war against tribal minorities in the east, where Christians are concentrated. The regime’s attacks have killed tens of thousand and produced hundreds of thousands of refugees.

2.3. Muslim Countries. The most widespread persecution of the church is at the hands of growing Islamic extremism. This includes direct state persecution, societal violence and attacks by vigilantes and terrorists.

2.3.1. State Repression. The principal Islamic state repressor is Saudi Arabia, where Christian meetings are outlawed and private worship services are raided by the mutawa, the religious police, and their members often imprisoned. Another major problem for Christians and others is that the Saudis are now spending billions of dollars a year to promote their extremist form of *Islam throughout the world. Saudi Arabia also enforces an Islamic law provision that mandates the death penalty for “apostates,” including reformist Muslims and anyone who changes their religion from Islam. Mauritania, Iran, the Comoros Islands and Sudan have parallel provisions in their legal code. Egypt does not have such a provision but uses laws against “insulting Islam” or “creating sectarian strife” to persecute converts, while also severely limiting the ability of the Christian community to build or repair churches. In much of the rest of the Muslim world it is vigilantes or family members defending their honor who do the killing. In Pakistan, the effects of blasphemy laws that can carry the death penalty fall disproportionately on Christians. Since in the courts the testimony of a Christian may count for only half that of a Muslim, Turkey continues to suffocate the Orthodox churches, which are rapidly disappearing, while Protestants suffer sporadic attacks. In Sudan, a major component of the civil war with the South—which left more than two million dead—was the effort by the Khartoum regime to impose its form of Islam on the South, which is made up of mostly Christians and adherents of African traditional religions.

2.3.2. Radical Groups and Mob Violence. In Nigeria, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Somalia and Pakistan, the larger threat also comes from radical groups or mob violence with greater or lesser complicity by the government. Such violence frequently occurs in Egypt, where the Coptic Church has been subject to church burnings and local killings. Violence is widespread in north and central Nigeria, where tens of thousands have died in conflict over the introduction of Islamic Shari‘a law. It is prevalent in Pakistan where accusations that Christians have committed blasphemy lead to mob attacks on whole Christian communities. In Indonesia, the government and major Muslim groups have opposed such attacks, but in Egypt, Nigeria or Pakistan local authorities have been complicit or incapable of preventing it.

2.3.3. Vigilantes and Terrorists. Vigilante and terrorist attacks occur in all the Muslim countries mentioned above and also Algeria, where Islamist guerrillas opposed to the government have targeted priests, monks and nuns. Similar assaults occur in the southern Philippines, east and west Africa, and Bangladesh. In historically tolerant Indonesia, there are repeated bombings of churches and, in the majority Christian eastern areas such as Maluku and Sulawesi, Islamist militias have massacred thousand of Christians and forcible converted others.

2.4. Other Areas. There are other instances of persecution that do not fall into the trends described above. Some of these are persecution of Christians by Christians. In the Mexican state of Chiapas, local folk “Catholic” leaders, opposed by the church, have attacked Protestants. Other instances are of discrimination against minority Christian communities, especially where the Orthodox Church has a privileged position, such as in Russia, Belarus, Greece, Armenia and Ethiopia. Eritrea follows its own path in persecuting all “nontraditional” religious groups, especially evangelicals. Hundreds of independent Protestants have been arrested, many suffering torture.

In Western Europe, the ideology of a secular state is changing from one that does not privilege a particular religion to one in which secularism is professed as the state’s own ideology. One result is increasing pressure on Christians and others who wish to uphold moral standards, such as on homosexuality and marriage, at odds with the dominant culture.

Persecution in the post-communist and remaining communist countries has remained relatively level over the last decade, although since the church is growing rapidly in many of these countries, the actual number of Christian affected has increased. Persecution in religious-nationalist south Asia has been increasing, though since the repressive ideologies are necessarily tied to particular countries, they are not likely to spread in the world. The major source of persecution, extremist Islam, is growing rapidly and, absent any major changes, is likely to keep on doing so. Islam has now replaced communism as the foremost persecutor of Christians.

One result is that the Christian communities in the Middle East have continued their rapid decline. There is continued flight of Christians from Egypt, Turkey, Lebanon, the areas under the Palestinian authority and now Iraq. The Christian presence in the lands of its birth is becoming a remnant.

2.5. Positive Developments. There is also good news. Latin America has become one of the most religiously free areas in the world. And, except for Belarus, the countries of Eastern Europe have also become largely free. There is also freedom in many parts of Africa and Southeast and East Asia. Nevertheless, the world is seeing the increasing political influence of authoritarian religion coupled with increasing religious repression.

The reasons for such persecution and the reasons for its growth are many and complex. As in the rest of life, faith is usually intertwined with ethnic, political, territorial and economic concerns. While many Christians are persecuted for their faith in the sense that, if they were not Christians, there would not be suffering, or not to the same degree, there are fewer cases where a person’s faith or theology is the only factor. In this sense, we should cautious about in calling suffering Christians “martyrs” in a precise theological sense.

While the reasons for persecution are complex, one major factor is that the gospel is now a source of free societies and democracies. Even where the church is not politically active, simply by claiming the right to promote its own beliefs free from external control, it claims that there must be space in society free from state direction. Simply by claiming that God’s authority is beyond Caesar’s, it asserts that the state cannot be the ultimate authority. This is a challenge to every authoritarian regime. In 1992, the Chinese press noted that “the church played an important role in the change” in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union and warned, “if China does not want such a scene to be repeated in its land, it must strangle the baby while it is still in the manger.”

See also FREEDOM, RELIGIOUS; HUMAN RIGHTS; SUFFERING.
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PIETISM

 

The word pietism began as a term of abuse. It was first applied by Lutheran orthodox critics to followers of Philipp Jakob Spener in 1689 and implied that they substituted piety for *justification. But if Pietism is now regarded as the most significant German renewal movement since the Reformation, the concept remains controversial whether considered broadly or narrowly. The distant origins of the movement lie in the “crisis of piety” at the end of the sixteenth century, a crisis countered by a movement for piety. Here the leading figure was Johann Arndt (1555-1621), whose True Christianity (1606), a Lutheran reworking of medieval mystical texts, was the most successful devotional work in Protestant history. Many spiritual currents flowed from Arndt. Pietism was one. Like Arndt, Pietists desired to replace polemic by an intensified spiritual life, to use the *mystics as witnesses to a particular sort of Lutheranism, and frequently shared his Paracelsianism. But if Pietism sprang distantly from the movement for piety in Lutheran orthodoxy (see Lutheran Theology), in the narrow sense it was the battered remnant of a church party surviving the ferocious attacks of the Lutheran orthodox against Spener and his friends in the late seventeenth century.1. Historical Development

2. Pietism in the Third World


 





1. Historical Development.

 

Spener (1635-1705), educated in the Reform orthodoxy of the University of Strasbourg, became in 1666 Senior of Frankfurt, a Lutheran town of unusually mixed religious allegiance, including the largest Jewish ghetto in Germany. Failing to move the town council, Spener devised policies that need not wait on the action of public authorities. Chief among these was the collegium pietatis, which he began among the dévots of his congregation. Here laypeople should exhort, encourage and convert each other, realizing at last the neglected concept of the priesthood of all believers. In 1675 he produced a major programmatic work, the Pia Desideria, first written as a preface to Arndt’s lectionary sermons. He then circulated it, separately published, among many theologians, hoping to create a consensus for church reform. He made it clear that, unlike many contemporary radical critics, he accepted the church establishment, but he would not accept that it was enough to possess pure doctrine, and he attacked every order of society for its contribution to church decay. He championed the exercise of the general priesthood and the training of the clergy by the devotional use of the Bible. In the “hope of better times” he provided a new incentive for greater spiritual effort. Spener held that according to the Scriptures the last days would not come until all God’s promises to the church had been fulfilled, one of the portents of which would be the conversion of the Jews promised in Romans 11. Thus greater spiritual effort might even hasten the second coming of the Lord himself. The Jews were now repelled by the decayed state of the church; renewal would bring them in.

Spener’s colleagues received his proposals sympathetically but did not promise action. When action began with reform of theological studies in Leipzig, Tübingen and Giessen, Spener became the target of a huge and lifelong orthodox polemic. After an unhappy interval as senior court chaplain in Dresden (1689-1691), he was fortunate to receive the protection of the Elector of Brandenburg, and moved to Berlin as Provost of the Nikolaikirche. His critics alleged that the collegia pietatis, or class meetings, were bound to lead to schism, and that deferring the last days to the middle distance destroyed the clergy’s chief spur to the conscience of the flock. To the first charge Spener was vulnerable. Part of his Frankfurt collegium had been in touch with Jean de Labadie and his Dutch separatists, and also separated. After he left Frankfurt, Spener organized no more class meetings, though he encouraged others to do so, and he became the patron and defender of the whole Pietist cause. He also profited from his two major secular sidelines, heraldry and genealogy. The “pious counts,” who were to give yeoman service to the Pietist institutions in Halle, had often first been served by Spener in this capacity. He was on stronger ground against the orthodox eschatology. During the Thirty Years War the Lutheran orthodox had concluded that the end was at hand, that the missionary task of the church was completed, and that the only way to move the popular conscience was to insist that to postpone repentance until tomorrow might be too late.

The second round of orthodox polemic was directed at one of Spener’s protégés, August Hermann Francke (1663-1727), who with friends began a Bible study group among students at Leipzig in 1689. The class emptied the professors’ lectures and attracted people in the town. When the ax fell, Spener found Francke a parish and a chair of Greek and oriental languages at Halle, where Brandenburg was creating a new university. There Francke remained for thirty-five years until his death, creating a great range of institutions for theological training, the care of orphans, for education and missions (supplemented by Callenberg’s missions to Jews), a Bible institute and support for Lutheran minorities abroad. The dynasty provided a few fiscal privileges and helped to beat down the local orthodox clergy. In return he created a rival to the great Saxon university of Leipzig and, by his work among the oppressed Protestants of Silesia, furthered the long-term ambitions of the Prussian government in that direction. But the wider aims of Halle of supporting Lutheranism from Russia to Pennsylvania or the Tranquebar coast, were of no interest to the Hohenzollerns. Francke enormously stabilized the Pietist cause by planting alumni in the church, army and civil service, and in chaplaincies and tutorships to the “pious counts” across the empire. His own empire was sustained not by the dynasty but by charitable campaigns across Europe, by sales from his dispensary and trading in Hungarian wines. Francke was one of the great organizers of Christian history, and he was also a powerful spiritual force. As a young man he was much nearer the radicals and separatists than Spener ever was. After a severe struggle he was saved from loss of faith by a remarkable conversion (1687). This led to a thorough reordering of his personality, issuing in unexampled power of work. The Busskampf became central to Francke’s understanding of conversion and the pattern of the Christian life his alumni exported abroad. And it made inevitable a conflict between Halle Pietism and the *Enlightenment.

Among the Pietists who resisted the dominance of Francke, the most prominent was Count Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf (1700- 1760). The son of an Austrian Protestant count who had emigrated for conscience’ sake and a mother who, when early widowed, married a Prussian field marshal who was intimate in the Halle circle, he was raised among the restive aristocracy of Upper Lusatia by his grandmother, Henriette Katharina von Gersdorf, a wily politician and stupendous blue-stocking, much admired by Spener. She remained independent of the Hallesian party line, and so did the young count. Something of a nuisance during his education at Halle and Wittenberg, he aspired while still a boy both to reconcile the two camps and to be a leader in church union. Establishing a refuge for persecuted Protestants on his estate at Herrnhut committed him to devious diplomacy. His Moravians were determined to renew the old Unity of the Brethren. He knew that to secure legal recognition of a fourth religion in the Holy Roman Empire was impossible and sought to shelter them as a community under the Augsburg Confession. The German situation proved indeed intractable. The Moravians finally flourished outside the empire in Protestant states where religious dissent was tolerated. Zinzendorf’s favorite reading after the Bible was the skeptical Pierre Bayle. He concluded that there was no natural religion; the only alternative to *atheism was the full revelation of the crucified Savior. Moreover it was possible “realistically” for the Brethren to be “in Christ” continuously because his unseen presence with them prolonged his apparently bodily presence in the forty days after the first Easter. This was the basis of the cult of the wounds, which flourished extravagantly in the Sichtungszeit of the late 1740s. Yet it brought financial and, as some thought, spiritual bankruptcy and led to Spangenberg’s taking control of the community and moving it back toward Lutheran orthodoxy.

In 1751 Zinzendorf spoke as if he were the last disciple of Spener’s “hope of better times,” a hope which, reinforced by the need to find new bases that were politically safe, made the Moravians among the pioneers of Protestant missions overseas. They aimed not to secure mass baptisms but simply to convert the “firstfruits” until the second coming. Nevertheless, their heroism moved the Moravian center of gravity first to England and ultimately to the West Indies and Africa.

Württemberg became a hotbed of Pietism, where the influence of the count remained minimal. In 1733 Oetinger, a Württemberger ordinand who spent time at Herrnhut, arranged for Zinzendorf to visit Bengel, then a little-known Swabian schoolmaster, but later acknowledged as the greatest and most wide ranging Pietist scholar in the duchy. He had already dated the salvation history in the book of Revelation, concluding that the Last Age would commence in 1836. Zinzendorf was prepared to assist Bengel to establish a better text of the New Testament, but was too aristocratic, too hostile to “system” and too heavily influenced by Bayle to swallow the eschatology. So Bengel stalked him relentlessly in the press and substantially excluded Moravian influence from Württemberg until he and Zinzendorf were both dead. Intellectual Pietism in the duchy was then sustained by Bengel’s son-in-law, Philipp David Burk, and by Bengel’s pupils, especially Oetinger.

Friedrich Christoph Oetinger (1702-1782) sought to overcome the dichotomy between matter and spirit that he found in the German schools by a grand overarching view. Early Pietists united in a hostility to “system,” to Aristotle, the reputed ancestor of all system. Oetinger proposed a new system combining Bengelian history, Behmenist science and mysticism from the Kaballah. It was, he said, deduced from the idea of “life,” a return to Arndtian and early Pietist vitalism. But Oetinger was frequently at odds with the Württemberger church, his system was very inaccessible, and he mostly influenced men of letters. The enduring tradition in the duchy was the eschatology of Bengel. Philipp Mathäus Hahn (1739-1790), Pietist theologian and mathematician, even invented an astronomical world machine displaying the movements of the planets, and designed to stop in 1836 at the beginning of the millennial age.

The situation in the Reformed churches was complex and, among the Dutch, has generated some resistance to the adoption of the word pietist. Each of the major Reformed reserves in Switzerland, France, the United Provinces and Hungary, not to mention the Reformed diaspora across Germany and Poland, had its own problems; each felt the pressure to form its own confession, and most followed the academic and Aristotelian lead (see Reformed Theology). Very high confessions were imposed in Bern and Westminster, provoking resistance from both Pietists and the rational orthodox. Bern stamped hard on its own Pietists, but drove them into the arms of Spener and his friends. Despite severe censorship Swiss publishers produced translations of the English Puritan classics, giving direct access to a piety characterized by *conversion, *sanctification and self-observation. By 1730 the attempt to enforce uniformity in Switzerland had failed, Pietists were evolving into revivalists, and bringing their Reformed community closer to the Lutheran world than it had been before.

In the United Provinces the church authorities, confronted by a large Catholic minority and a substantial underworld stubbornly committed to riotous living, proceeded more circumspectly. One solution to their problem was Nadere Reformatie, further Reformation. This movement aimed to unite pietas, the religion of the heart, with praecisitas, a conduct strictly in accordance with the biblical commandments or, put another way, to unite the reformation in doctrine and church structure already achieved with the inner reformation of the believer. Certainty could be provided by Aristotelian logic, and, when this was supported by Gisbertus Voetius (1589-1676) with powerful rhetoric and pastoral concerns, scenes reminiscent of *revivalism could follow. Theological divisions in the Dutch Reformed Church coincided with social and political differences. Johannes Coccejus (1603-1669), an eminent biblical philologist, produced a comprehensive overview of the saving intention of God in Christ. Coccejus’s scholarship was admired by Spener. Like the Lutheran Pietists, he rejected calculations of the imminent end of this present age, talking much of conversion and the new birth and the way Christians know themselves to be included in the covenant. Both the Dutch schools insisted on the connection of piety and theology; both promoted class meetings as a step to practical piety and opposed separatism. But they had different social constituencies, the Coccejans being upper-crust and relatively permissive, the Voetians lower-order and puritanical. And they were bitterly divided politically, the Voetians being devotees of the Orange family and strong central government, the Coccejans standing for patriot opposition to Orange power.

Reformed Pietism arose among the Reformed diaspora stretching from Bremen and East Frisia to the Lower Rhine, where this political rivalry was irrelevant, and the two schools united, laying the foundations of a Reformed revivalism. Theodor Undereyck (1635-1693), to his own protégés the Reformed Spener, was a pupil of Voetius and preached in his manner. But he served in the Coccejan town of Bremen, and his ministry was extended all over Reformed Germany by his pupils, friends and converts. Friedrich Adolf Lampe (1683-1739), the son of a Voetian minister, but educated at the Coccejan faculty at Bremen, and finally holding chairs in both Utrecht and Bremen, developed revivalist styles of preaching and did an immense work for the Reformed churches generally.

German Reformed Pietism altered the balance in the Dutch church, and it did so again in America. In Theodorus Jacobus Frelinghuysen (1691-1747) the Amsterdam classis exported a German proto-revivalist to America, and could not fail to observe the spread of evangelical and revivalist views among his English, Irish and Scots neighbors. By the mid-1740s these phenomena had established themselves in the American colonies. German immigration into America included numerous Pietist sectarians, but also many who had no objection to reconstituting the established churches they had left behind. It only needed Zinzendorf to appear in Pennsylvania in 1741-1742, with a view to organizing the Germans there, for Halle to mount a counterattack. In 1742 they sent out Henry Melchior Mühlenberg (1711-1787) to create an American Lutheran church, a church supplied with pastors of a monochrome Hallesian variety.

The oddest case of German Pietist influence abroad was that of John Wesley (1703-1791). Of narrow Little England and Jacobite origins, Wesley joined the international rescue of the Salzburger refugees (1735) and in Georgia was introduced to the great feud between Halle and Herrnhut. His reading already included all the mystical texts approved by Pietists, from Makarius the Egyptian to the Quietists. He acquired the conventional badge of Pietist conversion “while one was reading Luther’s Preface to the Romans” in the company of Moravians, and just as the Swiss Pietists introduced German Lutheran influence into their Reformed world, so Wesley with his versions of Buddeus, Tersteegen, Bengel and Mosheim, was a vehicle of Lutheran and Pietist influences in the Church of England. Not only Pietist origins, but later Pietist history are patient of narrower and broader interpretations.

W. R. Ward



2. Pietism in the Third World.

 

Although Pietism as a historical movement may have seen its day, its theology and spirituality have spread far beyond its land of origin. Of Spener’s six proposals for the reformation of the church, the emphases on the Bible, spiritual priesthood, piety and devotion, and practically oriented sermons were to become the abiding features of the pietistic tradition. The reform that these proposals were primarily aimed at was translated into a deep conviction that conversion and new life was possible and needed. Its most far-reaching outcome has been the vast energy expended in missionary and social endeavors outside of Germany. This centrifugal energy has had a lasting effect on Christianity in the Third World. It played a critical role in various evangelical movements in subsequent centuries such as the Moravian Brethren, Methodism, the Plymouth Brethren, and the Holiness and Pentecostal movements. Through these movements the spirit of Pietism spread far and wide, so that it would be no exaggeration to say that Christianity at the grass-roots level, especially in Asia and Africa, share a deep spiritual affinity with it. To cite a case in point, Christianity in China today is largely of the pietistic strain, which cuts across the official church and the house churches.

A number of characteristics may be noted in Third World pietism. First, it focuses primarily on Jesus and the cross. In China, Christians are called “Jesus believers,” and pre-revolution indigenous groups like the Jesus Family and True Jesus Church reflected a strongly Jesus-centered devotion. The same is seen in the famous evangelist John Sung, whose most abiding spiritual experience, he tells us, was his vision of the cross on which were written these words: “Look to the cross and run toward it.” The language of the cross is found throughout his autobiography. He was directed by the Spirit to “read about the cross” and was determined to “take up my cross,” and so on.

Another feature is the emphasis on conversion. But unlike traditional Pietism, Asian and African Christians often experience the new life in Christ in terms of triumphing over evil spirits and finding hope in the midst of suffering and sickness. Yet it is not triumphalism because conversion often means being disowned by families, imprisonment and even death. It is costly *discipleship, as one Chinese Christian puts it in this poem dedicated to a “Nameless Evangelist”:You have made many journeys and fought many battles,

You have crossed rivers and mountains,

 


 
Vast plains and wilderness.

 

Every day you are coming closer to suffering,

 

To many remote and poverty-stricken villages.

 

Every day you are further away from your comfortable home . . .

 

Every day you are further away . . . further away . . .








Conversion is evidenced by a virtuous life, as seen in this song from the House Church of China:Old Granny believes in the Lord, she removes idols and respects the true God. She offers her rice-bowl to thank God, and the Heavenly Father gives us a happy household. Peace and joy fill our days, ever moving forward to follow the Lord.

 


 
Old Granny believes in the Lord, her temper is much improved. She treats her daughters and daughters-in-law even-handedly. People say she is impartial, and the glorious light of the Lord shines on everybody.








The apologetic value of such a song is missed unless one understands the social dynamics of the traditional Chinese family, where the matriarch rules with an iron fist.

A third feature is the central place given to the Bible, especially daily Bible reading at home. Spener’s first proposal in Pia Desideria is that “the diligent use of the word of God, which consists not only of listening to sermons but also of reading, meditating, and discussing (Ps 1:2), must be the chief means” to effect reformation. This conviction continued with the Methodists, who are known as the “people of one book,” and is well understood by great evangelists and churchmen like Sung, Watchman Nee and Wang Mingdao. The sermons of Sung and Wang are suffused with biblical imagery and stories. But it is also Pietism expressed in a distinctively contextual way, for instance, the preference for narrative preaching as opposed to exposition of the text. They were not freewheeling evangelists but understood the importance of institutions as the means to consolidate evangelistic gains. They also understood the principle of indigenization. Sung held mass evangelistic meetings but also trained small evangelistic teams who helped to consolidate the gains. Nee and Wang practiced the “three self” principle (self-government, self-support, self-propagation) even before the formation of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement. Nee’s strategy was to encourage whole families to move to unreached regions of China to set up churches. In time assemblies of “Little Flocks” were found in some of the most remote parts of China.

A fourth characteristic is the priesthood of all believers (Spener’s second proposal). The most vibrant forms of Christianity in the Third World are noted for their high level of lay participation, whether the ecclesiastical structures are formally hierarchical or congregational. The cell group system of David Yonggi Cho, pastor of the world’s largest church in Korea, is replicated in many large churches in Asia and Latin America. In fact, there is a general tendency to push this principle of the priesthood of all believers toward congregationalism.

Fifth, one of the cornerstones of the Pietist understanding of the nature of theology is expressed in the slogan theologia habitus practicus est (Spener, proposal 3; cf. proposal 6). Edward Farley has noted how this turn toward the practical radically redefines theology and reduces the status of theology to one of the sciences instead of seeing it as the “queen of the sciences” or as “spiritual knowledge.” It consigns theology to the realm of the “theoretical” as opposed to the practical, giving rise to the familiar distinction between theory and practice. This pietistic heritage finds expression today in forms of popular evangelicalism characterized by deep suspicion toward theology and a preoccupation with the practical. Theology is valued only for the “practical lessons” that could be derived from it. Some have noted the striking parallel between Pietism and the Enlightenment in their respective emphases on the practical and the individual. It is no coincidence that the major Enlightenment thinkers like Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schleiermacher had strong roots in Pietism in their youth.

*S. Chan

 

See also ENLIGHTENMENT; LUTHERAN THEOLOGY; REFORMED THEOLOGY; WESLEYANISM, WESLEYAN THEOLOGY.
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PLACE

 

A sense of place is an essential part of being human. Everything that happens in scripture happens in a particular place. The human story begins at the headwaters of four rivers, the fall occurs near a tree in the center of the garden, redemption happens on a hill called Golgotha, and the consummation brings us to a “place, prepared just for us.”1. Place and Space

2. The Significance of Place for Identity

3. The Significance of Place for Redemption

4. Place, Church and Discipleship


 





1. Place and Space.

 

Place, in contrast to space, is a context-specific, meaning-rich concept. Although many use the two words interchangeably, a fairly clean distinction can me made between the two. Space is more abstract and undifferentiated than place. *Space often is used to express a freedom from or a potential for something: “give me some space,” “we need space for this relationship to develop.” In contrast, place describes a realm where something significant has happened or is happening: “there’s no place like home.”

John Inge describes a dynamic relationship between space and place. As a person lives one’s life, one’s narrative begins to etch meanings on a particular space, causing it to become a place. As the meanings and memories crowd a place, a person may express a desire for more space. Space is sometimes necessary for personal growth or identity formation within a group. Often, however, new spaces are lonely and disorienting, and people in this situation long to find a place that they can call home.

Inge further recounts how modernity has diminished the importance of place in contemporary life. In ancient and premodern cultures, place was a significant determiner of one’s identity. A person typically was born, lived and died in one particular place and was closely identified with that place (Jesus of Nazareth, Jacob of Arimathea, etc.). This is still the case in most of the world. Africans long to return to their ancestral homes; Chinese pay respect at the graves of *ancestors. With the universalizing impulse of modernity typified in the scientific method, the particularities of place were perceived as a liability to the modernist project. For an experiment to be valid, it had to be repeatable regardless of the particularities of place. Through this and other developments, space came to be valued more highly than place.

1.1. Place and Time. With increasingly faster modes of transportation and communication, place becomes swallowed up by *time. As people could get information and goods from various places and could easily travel from place to place, places (and the people associated with them) become less and less important. In the nineteenth century, a person from North America would have to travel on a boat for many weeks to experience the taste of a kiwi or wait months for news from a mission in interior China; in the twenty-first century, a North American can eat kiwis on demand while participating in a video conference with missionaries from six continents at once.

1.2. Place and Placelessness.
*Globalization and the horizontal integration of corporate structures has more recently introduced the notion of placelesness into the modern vocabulary. Placelessness can be specific and inhibiting, without many of the positive connotations of true place. In the West, big-box chain retail stores and identical production-built tract houses can be understood as placeless places. More and more this contemporary landscape is characterized by places without a particular profile, where it is hard to know where one is located.



2. The Significance of Place for Identity.

 

The scientific method, improvements in communications technology and expanding productivity in industry, while helpful in many ways, have all contributed to the diminishing importance of place in contemporary life. As one’s connection with a particular place becomes more tenuous, it is harder to make sense of one’s identity. Gaston Bachelard has argued that identity is formed by early interaction with places like the home of one’s childhood. Places of significance hold memories. When these are missing, identity is impaired. As Christians are people commanded to “remember” what God has done, the loss of place should be particularly concerning.

The boundedness of place is an important element in relational development. We know each other more deeply when proximity forces us to interact with one another on a regular basis. The contemporary ease by which we can move from one place to another has tended to pull us further apart from one another rather than bring us closer. Martin Heidegger has observed that in contemporary life “the frantic abolition of all distances brings no nearness” (“The Thing”).

Having a place is not unequivocally good, however. For some people, particular places are associated with oppression. A place can signify the stigma of one’s identity in a particular context (for Jews assigned to a ghetto, for example); a place can evoke painful and destructive memories; and place can provide the pretext for relational disassociation and social stratification (as in America when blacks were assigned particular seats in a bus).

In many ways, postmodernity has been concerned with navigating the assets and liabilities of place. One the one hand, postmodernity has revived an interest in narrative and localism in an attempt to recover some of the richness of place. While on the other hand, postmoderns have embraced the fluidity and mobility allowed by modern technology. Internet blogging and chat rooms allow people to connect with other people irrespective of place or social position.



3. The Significance of Place for Redempt ion.

 

According to Walter Brueggemann, the Old Testement narrative is significantly about place. The curse involves a removal from one place (the garden) and the promise is about a relocation to another place (the *land). Place, however, is not the exclusive delimiter of salvation history. Unlike the Hebrews’ neighbors’ deities, the God of Israel is not tied to a particular place but is the “King of Kings and the Lord of Lords.” Brueggemann suggests envisioning the relationship between God, place and people as an equilateral triangle with God at the apex and “the land” and “the people” making up the other two points. Putting too much emphasis on the land or the people leads to distortions, and so a balance must be kept between these two factors.

In the New Testament, the coming of Christ drastically affects the role of place. On the one hand, the specific locale of the incarnation and Christ’s journey to Jerusalem can be seen as an affirmation of the significance of place in the plan of salvation. On the other hand, Christ breaks the oppressive power of place by indicating that God can be met in any place: “the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem” (Jn 4:21), “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them” (Mt 18:20). This shift can be understood as the specific historical person of Christ taking the place of “the land” in salvation history. Although no one particular place can be identified with God’s presence, God continues to meet people in particular places. And our ultimate hope is rooted in the promise that Christ has prepared a place for us in his Father’s house.



4. Place, Church and Discipleship.

 

What does place mean for the church today? First, place reminds us of the importance of our bodily existence as Christians (see Body, The). We are born in particular places, we live and fulfill (or resist) our calling in particular places, and we meet God in particular places. These places shape us in significant ways. To be overly seduced by the modernist fantasy of transcending the messy particularity of place can be, for Christians, a step toward *gnosticism.

Second, we can recognize that creatures created in God’s image are honored by real places, which engage our senses and elicit associational memories. Although our citizenship is in heaven, Christians play a contributing role in the *creation and make use of various kinds of places—places for residence, *work, play, *worship and public life. Christians also share with the rest of humanity the responsibility of stewardship of natural places. Within this capacity, Christians can advocate for place as well as resist the seductions of placelessness, which threaten the contemporary landscape.

Last, Christians can recognize the potential for place as an attractor for postmoderns who have experienced a renewed interest in finding their place. Brueggemann suggests that the contemporary crisis is not as much about finding meaning in life as it is about finding one’s place. Many people have no problem holding a number of jumbled intellectual positions in their head, but are desperately concerned to find out where they belong. To this particular crisis, Christians have the unique ability to bear witness to a God who both affirms and transcends the power of place.

See also LAND; SPACE; TIME.
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PLURALISM.
See MONISM, DUALISM, PLURALISM.





PNEUMATOLOGY

 

In recent years, one of the most exciting developments in theology has been an unprecedented interest in the Holy Spirit. The reverberations can be felt across a broad range of academic and popular studies, and new spiritual movements such as green pneumatology or liberation pneumatology. The resurgence of pneumatology may have to do, in part, with the better knowledge of the rich spiritual and pneumatological traditions of the *Eastern Orthodox Churches, who have accused their Western counterparts of “forgetfulness of the Spirit.” The worldwide spread of *Pentecostals and *charismatics have turned our attention to the practical, at times spectacular, manifestations of the Spirit. The world’s largest Christian family, the *Roman Catholic Church, assigned the year 1998 for special devotion to the Holy Spirit. The General Assembly of the *World Council of Churches in 1991, under the overall theme “Come Holy Spirit—Renew the Creation,” focused theological reflection on various aspects of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit.

Until recently it was a commonplace to introduce pneumatological treatises with a lament over the Spirit’s neglect. There were several reasons for this “oblivion of the Spirit”: The “depersonalized” approach to the Spirit stemming from Augustine’s idea of the Spirit as vinculum amoris, the bond of love between the Father and Son; the Western filioque view (the Spirit proceeds both from the Father and Son, thus making the Spirit subordinate); the biblical hint according to which the Spirit is “the unknown Third” who never draws attention to himself; and the church’s wariness over charismatic and prophetic movements that have threatened order and hierarchy.

Traditionally, pneumatology has not received a separate locus in Christian *systematic theologies. Unlike the doctrines of the *Trinity or the church, the discussion of the Spirit has not been allowed to stand its own. Pneumatological topics have often been incorporated into the doctrine of *salvation (soteriology). Or pneumatology has been connected with the doctrine of the church, following the ancient creedal practice of connecting the Holy Spirit with the church.

By contrast, Wolfhart Pannenberg, in his monumental three-volume Systematic Theology, connects the Spirit with each of the main loci of theology. In this approach, the Holy Spirit, far more than a “gap-filler,” is part of the theological structure itself.1. Biblical Perspectives on the Spirit

2. Historical Development of Pneumatological Traditions

3. Three Pneumatological Streams: Eastern, Western and Pentecostal/Charismatic

4. Euro-American Pneumatologies

5. African and Latin American Pneumatologies

6. Comparison Between Traditional and Contemporary Pneumatologies


 





1. Biblical Perspectives on the Spirit.

 

The Bible presents no systematized outline of the work of the Spirit. Its presents the Spirit through symbols, images, metaphors and stories. The basic biblical terms, the Old Testament ruach and the New Testament pneuma, carry similar ambiguity: “breath,” “air,” “wind” or “soul.” Some of the metaphors used of the Spirit are wind, fire, dove and paraclete.

The Old Testament contains about one hundred instances of the term Spirit of God (Gen 1:2) or of Yahweh (Is 11:2). Generally speaking, there are three major uses for the term ruach: (1) wind or a breath of air; (2) the principle of life, in other words, the force that vivifies human beings; and (3) the life of God himself, both at the physical and spiritual level. It is important to note that it is not opposed to “body/ bodily” any more than is pnĕumâ in the New Testament. When “spirit” is opposed to “flesh,” it reminds us of the power of God vis-à-vis human beings as a purely earthly reality (Is 31:3). God as life-giving spirit is the proper source of life and strength. That life force is lacking in idols (Jer 10:14), but it is in God (Ps 33:6) and in the Messiah (Is 11:4). Though in the Old Testament rûaḥ is common to both humans and animals, it may also refer to the Spirit’s cosmic function.

As a charismatic power, rûaḥ can come mightily upon a human being (Judg 14:6; 1 Sam 16:13) and “clothe” him or her to equip for powerful works (Judg 6:34—7:25). The very same Spirit also enables human beings to perform supernatural deeds—the physical salvation of Israel by the judges (Judg 3:10; 6:34) or visions by the prophets (Ezek 3:12; 8:3; 11:1). It can even denote the source of the craftsman’s skill (Ex 31:3) or of any outstanding ability (Dan 4:9, 18; 6:3). In the prophetic books, the figure of the Messiah and his anointing by the Spirit occupy a major role. The book of Isaiah characterizes the Messiah as ordained and empowered by the Spirit (Is 11:1-8). The missionary work of the Messiah, including the salvation of the Gentiles, will be accomplished through the Spirit (Is 42:1-4; 49:1-6). The messianic pouring out of God’s Spirit will effect both judgment and peace (Is 32:15-20). God gives a new Spirit to heal and restore his people (Ezek 11:19-20; 18:31; 36:26-28; Joel 2:28-32). The Wisdom literature also makes numerous references to the Spirit: wisdom can be identified with the Word/Logos or the Spirit (Prov 8:22-31).

Jesus’ understanding of his mission becomes clear especially in his role as an exorcist, healer, and in his consciousness of inspiration (Mk 3:22-29). According to the Gospels, Jesus was the man of the Spirit. The Spirit effected his birth (Mt 1:18-25; Lk 1:35). He was anointed with the Spirit at his baptism (Mt 3:16-17; Mk 1:10-11; Lk 3:22; Jn 1:33) and led by the Spirit to the desert for his temptations (Mt 4:1; Mk 1:12; Lk 4:1). In Jesus’ life, the end-time power is at work through the Spirit. Jesus was claiming to be the eschatological prophet (Is 61:1-1; Lk 4:18-19). Indicative of this eschatological ministry of the Spirit is Jesus’ role as the baptizer in the Spirit (Mt 3:11; Mk 1:8; Lk 3:16).

The transforming power of the Spirit is evident in the beginning of the history of the Christian church: three thousand repent and charismatic elements are visible. In the book of Acts, the reception of the Spirit often took place with visible signs (Acts 4:31; 8:15-19; 10:44-47; 19:6). Such signs were so essential that when they were missing, believers doubted the presence of the Spirit, as among the Samaritans (Acts 8:12-17) and the group of disciples in Ephesus (Acts 19:1-7). Often at pivotal moments in the life of an individual or the church, the Holy Spirit was looked upon as the source of an extraordinary power (Acts 9:17; 11:15-18; etc.). Another means by which the Spirit helped the early church in its mission was to give a special authority to the leadership of the community (Acts 4:31; 5:1-10; 6:10; etc.) The Spirit also directed the work of missionaries (Acts 8:29, 39; 10:19).

Paul’s pneumatology is christologically founded: the Spirit is the Spirit of Christ (Rom 8:9; Gal 4:6; Phil 1:19). Therefore, it is only through the Spirit that the believer is able to confess “Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor 12:1-3). The Abba prayer wells up from the Spirit of sonship in believers (Rom 8:15). To be “in Christ” and “in the Spirit” are virtually synonymous; the Spirit cannot be experienced apart from Christ (1 Cor 12:3). Paul can even go so far as to say that Christ became “a life-giving Spirit” (1 Cor 15:45). Along with the soteriological aspect of Paul’s teaching on the Spirit, also crucial for Paul is the charismatic endowment and gifting (1 Cor 1:4-7; Gal 3:5). Another role of the Spirit is the experience of illumination and divine revelation in the face of affliction (1 Cor 2:10- 12; 2 Cor 3:14-17; 1 Thess 1:6). While there is an eschatological side to the person of the Spirit for Luke, for Paul it is even more explicit: the Spirit of the new age has already broken into the old. Paul refers to the Spirit as an ârrâbon, a down payment of the glory to come (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:13-14), and as the first installment of the believer’s inheritance in the kingdom of God (Rom 8:15-17; 14:17; 1 Cor 6:9-11; 15:42-50; Gal 4:6-7).

In addition to charismatic, prophetic and eschatological dimensions, a moral transformation by means of the Spirit is also to be expected (1 Cor 6:9-11). There is a constant struggle, even warfare between “spirit” and “flesh” (Rom 8:1-17; Gal 5:16-26); therefore, the believer has a responsibility to live in the power of the Spirit, “walking in the Spirit,” being led by the Spirit (Rom 8:4-6, 14; Gal 5:16, 18, 25). As far as there is advancement, the fruit of the Spirit will become evident (Gal 5:18-25).

John draws heavily from the Old Testament imagery of the Spirit related to the life-giving power of water and breath as is evident in his metaphors of rebirth (Jn 3:5-8), spring of life (Jn 4:14; 6:63; 7:37-39), and new creation (Jn 20:22; cf. Gen 2:7; Ezek 37:9). He is also fond of another Old Testament metaphor with regard to the Spirit, that of anointing (1 Jn 2:20, 27).

The Johannine Jesus has been given the Spirit “without measure” (Jn 3:34). John also ties Jesus’ gift of the Spirit more closely to Jesus’ death (Jn 6:51-58, 62-63; 19:34). One of the most distinctive features of Johannine pneumatology is the introduction of the Spirit as the “other Paraclete” (Jn 14:16), obviously implying that Jesus is the first (1 Jn 2:1). The term parak lētos (from pârâ+kâlĕin) means “one called alongside to help,” thus an advocate or defense attorney or a guide into truth (Jn 14:26). John’s eschatology is more “realized” than Paul’s: John insists more on the present-tense experience of the salvation already come in Christ through the Spirit.

The Pastoral Letters show far less consciousness of the Spirit as a present reality; the Spirit’s manifestations have become more formalized and institutionalized (1 Tim 4:14; 2 Tim 1:6). Nevertheless, for the writer of the Pastorals, the Spirit’s role in the inspiration of prophecy and prophetic Scriptures is one of the main themes (2 Tim 1:7; 3:16). Titus 3:5 connects the Holy Spirit with regeneration. The unknown writer of the book of Hebrews obviously knows about the charismatic vitality evident in earlier times (Heb 2:4). Commensurate with the Pastorals, Hebrews also connects the Spirit with the inspiration of Scripture (Heb 3:7; 9:8; 10:15) and with *Christology, namely, Christ’s self-offering through the Spirit (Heb 9:14). James has almost nothing to say about the Spirit. As is typical of the New Testament, 1 Peter 1:11 mentions the Spirit as the source of prophecy and the inspirer of mission and the power of the gospel (1 Pet 1:12). Another passage speaks of the Spirit as the source of blessing and strength in the midst of suffering (1 Pet 4:14). The only mention in 2 Peter relates to the inspiration of Scripture (2 Pet 1:21). Jude’s only reference sounds very Pauline in character: believers are those who have the Spirit (Jude19-20).

In consonance with the overall theme of the last book of the Christian canon, the Spirit plays a crucial role in inspiration and vision (Rev 1:10; 4:2; 14:13; 17:3; 21:10; 22:17). For the seer of the apocalypse, “the testimony of Jesus” is “the Spirit of prophecy” (Rev 19:10). In addition, the Apocalypse mentions “seven spirits” (Rev 1:4; 4:5) or the spirits of Jesus (Rev 3:1; 5:6), phrases that are typical of apocalyptic literature.

The New Testament also speaks of spirits. It recognizes the reality of a battle going on between the *kingdom of God and evil spirits, a perspective depicted especially in the Synoptic Gospels (Mk 3:23-27 par.). Since there are both good spirits and bad, the church and individual Christians need to be able to discern the spirits (1 Cor 12:10; 14:12; 2 Cor 11:4).



2. Historical Development of Pneumatological Traditions.

 

According to the Catholic Yves Congar, in the beginning the church saw itself subject to the activity of the Spirit and filled with his gifts; consequently no opposition yet existed between “hierarchical” and “charismatic” ministries in the church. Doctrinal development of the Spirit advanced slowly; christological and trinitarian deliberations took prominence. What pushed the church toward a more accurate understanding of the Spirit were the emergence of heretical Christian movements. The first significant challenge came from the second-century Montanism, a charismatic, prophetic movement. The questions were, How to discern a true prophecy of the Spirit? What is the role of Scripture, and of prophets in the church? Montanists were expelled from the church and labeled heretics as superseding ecclesial authority. The mainstream tradition believed that the Spirit works regularly within the structures of the church and is more closely related to Scriptures.

The Cappadocian fathers and Athanasius in the Christian East were the first ones to develop a doctrine of the Spirit. For some time the contours were fluid: not only was the question of the deity of the Spirit unsettled but there were also times when the Son and Spirit seemed to be confused with each other. The prime motivation of the fathers was the need to secure an orthodox doctrine of salvation and liturgy. If the deifying Spirit was not really divine as the heretic Macedonius (d. ca. 362) and the Pneumatomachoi (“enemies of the Spirit”) argued, then our salvation would be jeopardized. In the liturgy, if the Spirit were not divine, then the church’s doxology to the Triune God would be blasphemous.

The first decisive step in the doctrinal understanding of the church concerning the Spirit was reached at the Council of Constantinople, which drafted the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed in 381. According to the creed, the Spirit is the “Lord and life-giver, proceeding from the Father, object of the same worship and the same glory with the Father and the Son.” The following year the same 150 bishops met again and offered further refinement of the doctrine by speaking of “one substance, the uncreated Trinity, consubstantial and eternal.”

A significant contribution to pneumatology during the medieval period were offered by several medieval mystics, such as the twelfth-century Benedictine Hildegard (1098-1179). This multitalented woman claimed to have been addressed directly by God and authorized to preach by the power of the Spirit. Distinctive in Hildegard’s view was the link between the Holy Spirit and the term viriditas, or “greening.” She imagined the outpouring of the Spirit in natural rather than cultural metaphors. She combined images of planting, watering and greening to speak of the presence of the Spirit. Hildegard’s contemporary Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), in his most well-known work on the Canticle of Canticles, spoke highly of spiritual experience as well as the union with Christ. He often invited believers to consult their own experiences in order to test what he was saying. Peculiar to Bernard’s characterization of the Spirit is the Spirit’s role as the “kiss.” Other medieval mystics who made lasting contributions to pneumatology include Joachim of Fiore (1132-1202), who believed the church was about to enter the eschatological dispensation of the Spirit in a cosmic trinitarian movement, and Bonaventure (c. 1217-1274) who both condemned and embraced Joachim’s speculative approach to history, based upon the “three ages of the Trinity.”

While Martin Luther never produced a separate study on pneumatology, he dealt with the Spirit in many contexts. In his exposition of the third article of the creed, Luther relates everything in the third article to the Spirit: the church, forgiveness of sins and sanctification. Depending on his particular role, there are various names for the Holy Spirit in the Trinity. With regard to creation, he is the Giver of life. The most common name, of course, is the “Holy Spirit.” As holy, the Spirit effects sanctification. What is most distinctive about the Reformer’s pneumatology is the view—against the spiritualists—the left-wing radical reformers, who in his view sought for an immediate access to grace—that the Spirit works in the preached Word and sacraments. In other words, the work of the Holy Spirit is “clothed” in the Word and *sacraments. The Anabaptists for their part saw an integral relationship between the Spirit and the Word without the need for human mediators, be they sacraments or councils.

Classical *liberalism in the aftermath of the *Enlightenment developed an immanentist, “natural” pneumatology. The liberals were also dissatisfied not only with the Spirit’s close connection with the doctrine of the Trinity, which they found irrelevant, but also with the radical discontinuity between the divine and human spirit. The metaphysical definitions of older trinitarian theology were ruled out in favor of “ethical” and “experiential” ones; even in Jesus’ life the absolute God-consciousness was mediated in the form of the common Spirit that exists among believers, or among those who have been regenerated by Christ. The pervasive influence of liberal pneumatology can be discerned in the work of Paul Tillich, whose third volume of Systematic Theology (1963) is one of the first contemporary pneumatologies to attempt to transcend the dividing line between the Spirit and spirit. For Tillich the Spirit of God is the life-giving principle that makes human life and the life of the whole creation meaningful and specific. He titles one of the major sections of his theology “Life and the Spirit.”

At the beginning of the twentieth century, a major development emerged that helped shape pneumatology and Christian *spirituality in a dramatic way, namely, the rise of Pentecostal/ charismatic movements.



3. Three Pneumatological Streams: Eastern, Western and Pentecostal/ Charismatic.

 

One way to begin to frame developments and orientations in contemporary pneumatology is to highlight three distinctive ways of approaching the Spirit: the Christian East (Orthodox Churches), Christian West (Roman Catholic and Protestant Churches) and the newcomer, *Pentecostal/charismatic movements.

In a general sense, it can be said that whereas Orthodox theology has more consciously built on pneumatological foundations, Western theology has emphasized Christology. In the most distinctive doctrine of the Christian East, namely, understanding salvation as *deification, the role of the Holy Spirit comes to the fore. While Western soteriological traditions have been dominated by legal, juridical and forensic categories, Eastern theology has understood the need of salvation in terms of deliverance from mortality and corruption into life everlasting. Union with God is the goal of Christian life; in this view theosis, divinization, is attributed to the Spirit and Christ. The Christian East has accordingly opposed the addition of the filioque clause (that the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son) since for them it implies the subordination of the Spirit to the Son.

The decisive turn in Roman Catholic theology in general and in pneumatology in particular came with the Second *Vatican Council (1962-1965), appropriately called the “Council of the Holy Spirit.” The most significant document, Lumen Gentium, on the church, opens with a trinitarian statement in which pneumatology has a secure place in ecclesiology. The church is the work of the Spirit, who makes believers one in the unity of the triune God. The document insists that the Holy Spirit sanctifies and leads the people of God not only through the sacraments and church ministries, but also through special charisms bestowed freely on all the faithful in a variety of ways. The council’s understanding of revelation and tradition are cast in a dynamic, pneumatological framework in contrast to earlier quite dogmatic and rigid definitions.

What started as a humble multiracial revival meeting on Azusa Street in Los Angeles, in 1906, has grown to the world’s second largest Christian family: Pentecostalism and later charismatic movements (Pentecostal spiritualities existing within mainline churches). Drawing from Methodist-Holiness movements, the Protestant Reformation, mystical/charismatic movements in the Catholic Church, as well as black or African American spirituality, Pentecostalism has offered a grass-roots challenge to established churches and theologies especially denying the so-called cessationist principle, which holds that *miracles or extraordinary charismata were terminated at or near the end of the apostolic age. Often ridiculed for emotionalism, Pentecostals introduced a dynamic, enthusiastic type of spirituality and worship life to the contemporary church, emphasizing the possibility of experiencing God mystically. In their novel understanding of Spirit baptism, Pentecostals came to consider speaking in tongues (*glossolalia) as a definitive “evidence” (see Baptism in the Holy Spirit). Other gifts of the Spirit such as prophesying, prayer for healing, and works of miracle were enthusiastically embraced. Recently, Pentecostal academic scholarship has emerged producing studies that provide theological reflection on the meaning of spirit-filling experiences.

Pentecostalism, however, does not represent a pneumatocentric tradition per se, but rather a “Spirit Christology.” Naming it “full gospel,” Pentecostals have spoken of Christ in his fivefold role. By the power of the Spirit, Christ justifies, sanctifies, heals, baptizes with the Spirit and returns as the King. What is especially significant about Pentecostal and charismatic movements is their international and intercultural presence. This has brought about a rich diversity and variety in the experiences and doctrines of the Spirit—including white Pentecostals in Europe, African American and Latino Pentecostals in the United States, independent charismatics in Africa, house church movements in China and Roman Catholic charismatics in Latin America. “Classical Pentecostals,” whose origin lies directly at the revival of the beginning of the twentieth century, have tended to be more conservative in their doctrine and spirituality of the Spirit than most charismatics. Most agree that it is not a doctrine or polity that distinguishes Pentecostals and charismatics from other churches but rather a dynamic, charismatic spirituality and spiritual experience believed to be the work of the Holy Spirit.



4. Euro-American Pneumatologies.

 

4.1. Mainstream Theologians. One of the most well-known and widely debated contemporary pneumatologies comes from the German Reformed theologian Jürgen Moltmann. His Spirit of Life: A Universal Affirmation, while discussing traditional topics such as *justification and *sanctification, also relates his discussion to pressing contemporary themes such as the environment, *justice and equality. Moltmann is in search of a “holistic,” “all-encompassing” or “comprehensive” approach to the Spirit, a pneumatology that does not exclude any area of life. The leading theme is the indispensable role of the Spirit of God in giving birth and sustaining life. Moltmann’s basic thesis is that wherever there is passion for life, the Spirit of God is operating. While traditional theology has spoken of both of the immanence and transcendence of God in the world through God’s Spirit, Moltmann expresses the possibility of perceiving God in all things and all things in God with the novel term “immanent transcendence.” Moltmann radically expands the traditional notion of the “communion of the Holy Spirit” to encompass the whole “community of creation” from the most elementary particles to atoms to molecules to cells to living organisms to animals to human beings to communities of humanity. In keeping with this holistic understanding is the desire to expand the meaning of traditional concepts such as sanctification and justification. They not only denote the “spiritual” transformation as in older theologies, but also include the sanctity of life and the need to live justly in society and in relation to nature.

The pneumatology of another Reformed German theologian, Michael Welker’s God the Spirit (1994), presents a unique approach to the doctrine of the Spirit. On the basis of biblical materials he critiques “metaphysical,” “speculative” or “abstract” pneumatologies. Welker, whose academic training is both in philosophy and theology, listens to “concrete,” “realistic” voices in the canon. His main concern is to pursue the question, Where is the Spirit of God? or Where can we discern the Spirit in Life? Welker notes that whereas most Christians suffer from “the modern consciousness of the distance of God,” one group of Christians, Pentecostal charismatics, seem to experience an almost childlike enthusiasm of God’s presence here and now. What has contributed to the abstract, numinous concept of the Spirit as “ghost” in Western culture, Welker believes, is the traditional theology that emphasizes the abstract transcendence, other-worldliness, and the mysterious nature of the Holy Spirit. In contrast, the many biblical testimonies to the action of God’s Spirit talk about the Spirit having entered into diverse realities of human life. God’s Spirit makes it possible to know the creative power of God, which brings the diversity of all that is creaturely into rich, fruitful, life-sustaining relations. For Welker, one of the main forms of the ministry of the Spirit is to work for liberation, whether of minorities, women or the poor.

The pneumatology of Lutheran Wolfhart Pannenberg derives its main agenda from his overall theological orientation: the idea of theology as a public discipline rather than an exercise in individual piety. He adamantly opposes the widespread privatization of faith and theology. Unlike Moltmann and Welker, Pannenberg has not produced a separate pneumatology. Rather, his doctrine of the Spirit is integrated with his ambitious theological program which seeks to integrate science and theology. Pneumatology is interwoven with every major loci of his systematics, especially with God, creation, human beings, Christology, church and eschatology. Taking his clue from the biblical statement teaching that the Spirit is depicted as the life-giving principle to which all creatures owe life, movement and activity, Pannenberg asks, how can this biblical view of life be reconciled with modern biology in which life is a function of the living cell of the living creature as a self-sustaining and reproducing system? The way Pannenberg addresses this crucial question is to utilize the “field-concept,” borrowed from modern physics (Michael Faraday). Pannenberg believes this is consistent with biblical usage of rûaḥ/pneuma, and he sees “surprising possibilities” for agreement between the newer scientific theories and theological conceptions.

Roman Catholic Yves Congar’s three-volume I Believe in the Holy Spirit is a classic work of pneumatology discussing biblical, historical, pastoral, liturgical and ecumenical aspects. The Benedictine systematician Kilian Mc-Donell, has recently produced a landmark work that dialogues widely with patristic materials: The Other Hand of God: The Holy Spirit as the Universal Touch and Goal (2003). McDonnell argues strongly for a genuinely trinitarian pneumatology. The most distinguished postconciliar Catholic theologian and an important pneumatologist, Karl Rahner, has never produced a separate pneumatology, yet his contribution is significant. His basic thesis is that God reveals Godself to every human person in the very experience of one’s own finite, yet absolutely open-ended transcendence. God is the Holy Mystery who is the ground and horizon of human subjectivity. “Transcendental experiences” show that humans are naturally oriented toward the Holy Mystery, called God. In addition to anthropological and methodological approaches, Rahner also showed deep interest in the role of the Spirit for the church and ministry. During Vatican II, he wrote a passionate appeal for openness to the Spirit, titled “Do Not Stifle the Spirit,” and a book titled The Dynamic Element in the Church. He argued that it is the Spirit who enables human reception of divine grace and the self’s experience of existential transcendence. Transcendental experience of the Spirit is oriented toward explicit awareness. For Rahner, this is expressed in the religious traditions of the world and reaches its apex in the final self-revelation of God in Christ.

The Canadian Baptist with charismatic sympathies, Clark Pinnock, a leading evangelical theologian, in his Flame of Love: A Theology of the Holy Spirit (1996), endeavors to construct a full-scale systematic theology from a pneumatological perspective. Pinnock discusses the topics of revelation, Trinity, creation, Christology, the church and theology of religions from a distinctively pneumatological perspective. The result is an exciting mixture of theology, spirituality and insights about the Spirit. He wants to challenge theology that in general has given the Spirit a secondary role. The appeal of this work and Pinnock’s related writings on the Spirit comes from its experiential, even enthusiastic style—producing a sort of “testimony book” that is also a systematic theology. The emphasis on the Spirit’s work in salvation should not be read as a denial of the Spirit’s work in creation on which it is based, as too often has been the case. Similarly, in his revisionist discussion of the role of the Spirit with regard to Scripture and inspiration, Pinnock argues that God’s Spirit is never confined to parochial interests but is always intended for the nations. As an indication of his strong ecumenical leanings, this Baptist theologian draws heavily from the Eastern pneumatological doctrine of salvation. He reminds us that when we look at salvation from the standpoint of the Spirit, we view it in relational and affective terms. Rather than focusing on standard Protestant guilt and sin categories, Pinnock searches for a concept of salvation that has its goal in transformation, based on personal relationship and union.

The Pentecostal theologian Amos Yong from the United States, originally from Malaysia, has produced several significant pneumatological works. In his Beyond the Impasse (2003) he works “toward a pneumatological theology of religions,” utilizing both ecumenical and Pentecostal resources. His The Spirit Poured Out on All Flesh (2005) is a creative synthesis of classical theology, intercultural theologies and Pentecostal insights woven into topics such as ecclesiology and soteriology.

4.2. Challenges to Mainstream Pneumatologies. Several *feminist theologians have offered a challenge to traditional ways of interpreting pneumatology. One of the routes taken is to stress the feminine or maternal characteristics of the Holy Spirit to counterbalance masculine pronouns for Father and Son. This is not foreign to Christian tradition. In Hebrew and Syriac the word for “spirit” is feminine, which helps to qualify the exclusively masculine language for deity. Applying feminine images to the Spirit is biblically legitimate since in the Bible the role of the Spirit involves activities more usually associated with maternity and femininity in general: inspiring, helping, supporting, enveloping, bringing to birth. Of all the trinitarian persons, the Holy Spirit is more often related to intimacy. Several feminists, such as Sallie McFague and Elizabeth Johnson, have suggested a metaphorical understanding of God language to combat the literalism (and thus patriarchalism) of traditional theology.

Many other Christian theologians have reflected on the relationship between the environment and the Spirit in response to charges that Christianity is to be blamed for the impending eco-crisis. Mark I. Wallace’s Fragments of the Spirit: Nature, Violence, and the Renewal of Creation argues that there is a profound change in the spiritual sensibilities of our culture: many people sense that we live in the “age of the Spirit.” As a result, a new appreciation of nature-based religion practitioners, from native peoples to modern neopagans, has emerged. They claim that a reverence for the Spirit in all life-forms is the most promising response to the threat of global ecological collapse. At the same time, Wallace works hard in rediscovering in the theological tradition resources for a green pneumatology based on the idea of a bio-centric role of the Spirit as the Giver of life. The Spirit is best understood not as a metaphysical entity but as a healing life-force. Wallace rightly notes that one of the major challenges to the classical view of God as unchangeable and selfsubsistent is the distant relationship with the creation. He argues that if the Spirit and the earth condition each other, then God as Spirit is vulnerable to the dramatic effects of ecocide (see Green Theology).

Other alternative and complementary approaches to pneumatology can be found in contemporary theology such as the politically oriented God’s Spirit: Transforming a World in Crisis by Geiko Mueller-Fahrenholz and Work in the Spirit by Miroslav Volf, which relate pneumatological discussion to political realities and work. A distinctive feature of Volf’s work is that it also interacts with the Marxist understanding of work and society.



5. African and Latin American Pneumatologies.

 

Theology always takes root and is shaped by its particular context. Therefore, each cultural and religious setting tends to promote distinctive ideas of God and the Spirit. This is no less true for Western traditions than for traditions from Africa, Asia and Latin America. Contemporary African pneumatologies as well as liberationist pneumatologies of Latin America illustrate the richness and diversity of the theology and spirituality of the Spirit.

In their worldview, the Africans see spiritual and physical beings as real entities which interact with each other in time and space. Therefore, African Christians reject both the secularist worldview as well as missionaries’ Western conceptions of reality and spirit. There is no way to give any kind of survey of African pneumatologies without reference to the largest segment of the African churches and spirituality, namely, the Pentecostal/charismatic movements. Even those churches that do not identify themselves formally with Pentecostal/ charismatic movements often reflect the kind of spirituality that has been associated with those movements. Pentecostalism has been able to incorporate into its spirituality various kinds of local customs, beliefs and rituals. African Pentecostalism is in constant interaction with the African spirit world, much in the same way Latin American Pentecostalism conceptually encounters folk Catholicism and Brazilian spiritism, and Korean Pentecostals have made use of shamanistic traditions in the culture. In Africa the Pentecostal and Pentecostal-like movements manifested in thousands of indigenous churches have radically changed the face of Christianity simply because they have proclaimed a holistic gospel of salvation that includes deliverance from all types of oppression, such as sickness, sorcery, evil spirits and poverty. This has met the needs of Africans more fundamentally than the rather “spiritualized” and intellectualized gospel that was the legacy primarily of European and North American missionaries.

The *African Initiated Churches’ (AIC) painful struggle with the more traditional theologies of the Western missionary churches has helped bring about dynamic and vital pneumatologies. Numerically, the AIC churches and other independent churches have by far outstripped their mother churches. In these rapidly growing, highly indigenous churches, the role of the Holy Spirit is depicted in various ways (cf. M. L. Daneel). Characteristic of AIC theologies is an awareness of the lostness and sinfulness of humanity and the urgent need for conversion and baptism. The new laws and customs of the church are justified by attributing them directly to the inspiration and command of the Holy Spirit. The black race of Africa—the neglected, the poor and the oppressed—are now the exalted and the elect, called by the Spirit to spread the message of salvation. The Spirit is the Savior of humankind. The Apostle Johane Maranke vaPostori of the AIC of Zimbabwe saw in a vision two books received from God which he could only understand through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and not through education received at the European mission station. The content of these books is eternal life. In his vision Johane saw himself as a Moses figure, leading his followers from many countries through hostile terrain into a safe place. The Spirit is also the Healer and Protector. For many decades, there has been a focus on healing ministries in the churches. Healing and protection against evil forces manifest the power of the Spirit. All symbols used during healing rituals, such as holy water, paper, staffs and holy cords, symbolize the power of the Holy Spirit over all destructive forces. “Jordan” baptisms increasingly became purifying, healing and exorcising sessions.

Further, AIC Christians speak of the Spirit of justice and liberation, not unlike their liberationist counterparts in Latin America and beyond. Prophetic movements never restricted the activity of the Holy Spirit to spiritual matters or healing alone; it often moves into the political. The spiritual mobilization of the community to take political action takes place through sermons and prayer, often accompanied by prophecies. A final role of the Holy Spirit in AIC theology and spirituality, according to Daneel, is earthkeeping. In the post-independence period in Zimbabwe, starting in 1980, the AIC churches have increasingly turned their attention to various development projects, for example, the development of several church nurseries for exotic fruit and indigenous trees at or near prophetic church head-quarters. The Holy Spirit’s role is seen both in the liberation of the people from bondage and now from poverty and economic despair. The Holy Spirit’s function as healer and life-giver encompasses everything relating to human well-being, including also the healing and protecting of crops. In recent years, some attempts are being made to develop a written theology of the environment from the perspective of African churches. Clearly there is an emphasis on the this-worldly dimension of the Spirit’s work, despite a strong evangelistic orientation. The cosmic dimension of the Spirit’s work is not set over against the Spirit’s role in personal salvation.



6. Comparison Between Traditional and Contemporary Pneumatologies.

 

J. Moltmann summarizes much of the agenda of contemporary theologians when it comes to the perceived limitations of earlier approaches:In both Protestant and Catholic theology and devotion, there is a tendency to view the Holy Spirit solely as the Spirit of redemption. Its place is in the church, and it gives men and women the assurance of the eternal blessedness of their souls. This redemptive Spirit is cut off both from bodily life and from the life of nature. It makes people turn away from “this world” and hope for a better world beyond. They then seek and experience in the Spirit of Christ a power that is different from the divine energy of life, which according to the Old Testament ideas interpenetrates all the living. The theological textbooks therefore talk about the Holy Spirit in connection with God, faith, the Christian life, the church and prayer, but seldom in connection with the body and nature. (Moltmann, 8)




 




In the past, the doctrine of the Spirit was mainly and often exclusively connected with topics such as the doctrines of salvation, inspiration, and some issues of ecclesiology as well as individual piety. With regard to the doctrine of salvation, the Spirit represented the “subjective” side whereas Christology was the objective basis. The Spirit was looked upon as the agent of the benefits of salvation achieved at the cross of Christ. With regard to Scripture, the Spirit played a crucial role in both inspiration and illumination of the Word of God. In various Christian traditions, from mysticism to pietism to classical liberalism and beyond, the Spirit’s work was seen mainly in relation to animating and refreshing one’s inner spiritual life. While ecclesiology was often built—especially in the Christian West—on the christological foundations, the Spirit was invoked to animate and energize already existing structures. At times the Spirit was connected with various ministries in the church as well as its prayer life, and at times—and as a rule in the Christian East—the Spirit was connected with the sacraments. After all, in the ancient creeds, the Spirit is part of the third article, that of the church and the end times.

In other words, the role of the Spirit in traditional theology was quite reserved and limited. It is this reductionism that has elicited a number of new proposals. While not leaving behind these emphases, today the Spirit is also connected with other theological topics such as creation, God, Christology and eschatology. There is an attempt to give the Spirit a more integral and central role. Political, social, environmental, liberationist and other “public” issues are being invoked by the theologians of the Spirit in the beginning of the third millennium. The Old Testament idea of the Spirit of God as the Spirit of life has gained a new significance. Furthermore, contemporary theology includes a stress on spirituality. In contrast to traditional pneumatologies, often perceived as dry and abstract, there is a new appreciation of the experience and spirituality of the Spirit. Finally, contemporary pneumatology, also expresses the desire to connect the Spirit with ethics and life, which is, after all, a thoroughly biblical idea. Finally, in contemporary theology there is both an acknowledgment of and desire to relate pneumatology to particular contexts, thus allowing, for example, women to express their experience of the Spirit in a unique way. Contemporary pneumatology gives voices to the poor and oppressed, and to testimonies from Africa, Asia and Latin America in a way never before in the history of reflection on the Spirit.

See also BAPTISM IN THE HOLY SPIRIT; CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS; CHRISTOLOGY; GLOSSOLALIA; GOD, DOCTRINE OF; HEALING AND DELIVERANCE; MIRACLES; PENTECOSTALISM; PROPHECY; TRINITY, TRIUNE GOD.
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POLITICAL THEOLOGY

 

There are at least three different types of political theology: (1) the theological formulation of the age-old political religion: One God in heaven—one ruler on earth—one empire; (2) the modern conflict between anarchism and political authority, with Bakunin’s cry “neither God nor state” on the one side and Carl Schmitt’s political theology of sovereignty on the other; and (3) the “new political theology” of Christian resistance against political idolatry and Christian engagement for the liberation of the oppressed and the acceptance of the excluded. The new Christian political theology in Europe stands in close connection with Latin American *liberation theology, *black theology in the United States, *minjung theology in Korea and other contextual theologies today.1. Political Religion

2. Twentieth-Century Developments


 





1. Political Religion.

 

The term political theology was coined in Stoic philosophy as the genus politikon, or the theologia civilis. “Panaitios delineated three classes of god-forms: natural powers thought of as persons, the gods of the state religion, and the gods of myth (genus physikon, genus politikon and genus mythikon)” (Pohlenz, 198). The god-images of the poets are *mythic; the concepts of philosophers are metaphysical; the cult of the polis is political. Mythic theology belongs to the theater, metaphysical theology in academia and the political theology in government. Augustine perceived only a two-part division because political theology must always simultaneously be a mythic theology, otherwise the political religion would remain unintelligible to the ordinary people. According to ancient state doctrines, honoring the gods of one’s own fatherland is the highest purpose of the king, who is at the same time high priest of the state religion because these gods secure welfare and peace. When famine, wars and plagues come, it is because these gods are angry on account of defective cultic practice or the crimen laesae religionis by godless people. It followed that religious dissidents had to be sacrificed to placate the gods. In the late Roman Empire Jews and Christians were reproached as atheists because they refused the Caesar cult and were sacrificed: “When the Tiber overflows its banks, when the Nile doesn’t overflow its banks, the people cry: the Christians to the lions,” deplored Tertullian (Harnack, 10). This type of political religion was and still is in some nations the ground for criminal laws against blasphemy with the death sentence as the normal punishment. Political religion embraced not only the human but also the natural world. The human state had to be governed in congruity with the surrounding nature.

The European tradition observed the correspondence between the monarchical structure of the cosmos and the political monarchy of the one ruler. Aristotle, in his Metaphysics book 12, quoted Agamemnon in Homer’s Iliad: “The being refuses bad governance, not good is the reign of the many, let one be lord” and turned it into metaphysics. The order of the cosmos is one godhead—one logos/nomos—one cosmos; the corresponding political order is one emperor—one law—one empire on earth. This type of monotheistic monarchism was always imperialistic. A famous word of the Mongol lord Genghis Khan of 1254 shows that this political religion was universal from China to Rome and everywhere: “In heaven there is no other than the one, eternal God; on earth there is no other than the single lord Genghis Khan, the Son of God. That is the word that is being said to you.” His address was to the pope in Rome, who understood himself as the religious representative of the one God on earth (de Ferdinandy, 153). Political absolutism in the eighteenth century and imperialistic colonialism of European nations in the nineteenth century was justified in a similar way. And one can discover occasionally the political messianism of a worldwide political mission behind American foreign policy today.

1.1. The Modern Concept. The modern concept of political theology was introduced into a by-now-worldwide debate by the German professor of constitutional law Carl Schmitt (1922, 1934, 1970). His American partner was Leo Strauss, of the University of Chicago. Schmitt took the title “Political Theology” for his doctrine of political sovereignty from the Russian anarchist Michail Bakunin, who in the nineteenth century revolted with the slogan “ni Dieu—ni maître” against any domination of humans over humans in church and state, against divine as well as human authority. His great enemy was the so-called divine autocracy of the Russian czars. Authoritarian government is the root of all evil; atheism is the ground for human freedom and the self-government of the people. As Bakunin used the term political theology to blame his opponent Mazzini, Carl Schmitt turned it into a positive in order to give political sovereignty a religious and thereby absolute justification (Bakunin; Schmitt 1922; Meier). There is also an apocalyptic dimension in the modern conflict between political sovereignty and anarchism. For Schmitt the political power of the state is the true katechon (2 Thess 2:7) to withhold the “mystery of lawlessness” until the final battle between Christ and antichrist. Schmitt saw in his time the German Weimar democracy as chaos and anarchy, he greeted Hitler’s seizure of power in 1933 and became an advocate for the Nazi dictatorship and Nazi anti-Semitism.

The first Christian answer to Schmitt’s political theology was given in 1935 by his former friend Erik Peterson in his famous treatise on “Monotheism as Political Problem” (Peterson 1935; Schmitt 1970). Peterson’s intention was to show the theological impossibility of a political theology in Christianity, because the trinitarian dogma marks the break with every political theology that misuses the Christian proclamation for the justification of a political situation. Carl Schmitt’s political theology is nevertheless still alive in conservative and neoconservative circles, and it is true: in the old European state-church traditions the obedience of faith works in favor of political obedience to the given powers, not for political resistance and freedom.

1.2. The New Political Theology. The “new political theology” came into being in Germany after World War II under the shock of Auschwitz. Authors were Johann Baptist Metz, Jürgen Moltmann, Dorothee Sölle, Helmuth Peuckert, George Casalis and others. We associate with the name of Auschwitz and the Shoa of the Jewish people not only the moral crisis of our nation, but a crisis of Christianity too. Why was there so little resistance against the Nazi mass murderers? Personal courage was not lacking, but in the Protestant and Catholic traditions we discovered patterns of behavior which apparently led to the failure of churches and Christians in that situation.

First, there was the widespread opinion in the middle classes that religion is a private affair and has nothing to do with public life and politics. The inward emigration of many allowed the external crimes on the streets to happen, and this type of private religion provided no point of departure for political resistance on behalf of the persecuted. Metz declared therefore the deprivatizing of religion and theology as the primary self-critical task of postwar theology in Germany. Following Kant one may say that freedom of belief doesn’t mean soul liberty only but the public use of one’s faith and practicing it as well.

Second, the Lutheran tradition of the two kingdoms separated between spiritual and worldly powers, between religion and politics, led many Christians in Germany to obedience to the given power of Hitler as God-given (Rom 13:1-6). Only when the Nazi dictatorship attacked the church with the ideological movement of the “German Christians” the confessing churches resisted with the Barmen Declaration of 1934: The church must remain the church. Theology was then restricted to ecclesiastical theology. The new political theology demands the public testimony of Christian faith, a political discipleship of Christ in life and work, and the taking sides with the persecuted, humiliated and excluded. This doesn’t lead to politicizing the church, as some feared, but to the christianizing of public life and politics. For Metz politics is the widest context of every Christian theology. The ecumenical engagement for “justice, peace and the integrity of creation” is a good political example for this new political theology.

What distinguishes the new political theology from the old is the determining subject. The subject of the old political theologies is the political power of the state and of revolutionary movements. The determining subject of the new political theology is the church and Christian communities. The new political theology is the first Christian political theology. This is the important difference. Because at the center of Christian faith stands the resurrection of the politically crucified Christ, Christians are in principle critical over against the idols of every political and civil religion. Their desacralization of political power had led to the democratization of political decisions. Political power is accountable and must be justified, there is no longer an innocence of the powerful.



2. Twentieth-Century Developments.

 

2.1. Dialogue with Marxism. European new political theology acquired a first profile in the Christian-Marxist dialogues in 1965, 1966 and 1967. New Marxist philosophers tried to reform their parties with a “socialism with a human face” (Alexander Dubček), new political theologians tried to open their churches for the social problems of the modern world. We came from both sides of the Iron Curtain in Europe and found a way “from anathema to dialogue” (Garaudy), until in fall of 1968 the Warsaw pact troops invaded Czechoslovakia and finished the “socialism with the human face.” We learned in this dialogue the liberating critique of religious, political and ideological idolatry on the one side and Jesus’ divine passion for the life of the poor on the other side. Our Marxist dialogue partners were without exception persecuted by their own parties, and we were banned from socialist countries; our writings and names fell victim to censorship from 1968 to 1989. The new political theology was never a purely academic theology. It was and is related to the expectations and experiences of action groups and protest movements of the people. In this respect there are many similarities to the theology of liberation in Latin America.

2.2. Theology of Just Peace. The theology of *peace gave another profile to the new political theology in 1983. In 1980 the Russians set up their SS-20 nuclear missiles in East Germany and America answered with Pershing 2 and cruise missiles in West Germany. The German people were sitting on the most dangerous powder keg of the next world war. The year 1983 saw the climax of a peace movement in West and East Germany. The Reformed churches proclaimed the status confessionis in the nuclear armament question, and the Protestant churches in East Germany solemnly rejected “the spirit, the logic and the practice of nuclear deterrent.” Instead of the traditional doctrine of just war we started with a theology of just peace. The peace movement of 1983 developed in 1989 to the peaceful, nonviolent revolution in East Germany and the fall of the wall in Berlin. Christ’s Sermon on the Mount became the most influential political text in Germany in those years.

2.3. Human Rights. Another important dimension of the new political theology can be seen in the reflections on *human rights. In 1977 the World Alliance of Reformed Churches passed a “Theological Declaration on Human Rights”; the Lutheran World Federation followed one year later. The inalienable dignity of human persons is the image of God in which they are created. Belief in God is conjoined with the respect of God’s image in every human person. Both declarations search for a balance between individual and social human rights. Later we also tried to balance human rights with the rights of nature.

In an age of globalization economic powers become more and more universal while political power remains particular. Since the deregulation of the economy, politics can be regulated by economic powers. Politics is no longer the widest context of Christian theology. Political theology must change to a global political-economic theology if the liberating Christian message shall reach the world. This may become the task for the next generation of political theologians.

2.4. Outside the West. Contemporary examples of political theologies and politically oriented liberation theologies outside Europe and Americas include the 1985 Kairos document by South African theologians, which acknowledged the exploitation of the African people and the role of Jesus Christ as political liberator. In the mid 1970s two Korean theologians Ahn Byung Mu and Suh Nam Dong coined the term minjung theology (literally “mass of people”). This South Korean political and liberation movement stood for people suffering under a military dictatorship, economic and social suppression of human rights, and resistance of democratization processes. A highly significant Indian political and liberationist movement comes out of the Dalit communities, those who are oppressed by the caste system (about sixteen percent of the total population). The term Dalit means something like “oppressed,” “broken” or “crushed.” Arvind P. Nirmal, who coined the term Dalit theology in the beginning of the 1980s, argues that Jesus himself was a Dalit and identified himself as such (Lk 4:16-19).

See also BLACK THEOLOGY; FREEDOM, RELIGIOUS; HUMAN RIGHTS; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; MINJUNG THEOLOGY; PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. M. Bakunin,
Dieu et 1’Etat (Paris, 1871); H. M. Choi,
Korean Social-Revolutionary Movement and Christian Theology (Nadan, 1992); Commission on Theological Concerns of the Christian Conference of Asia (CTC-CCA), ed. Minjung Theology: People as the Subjects of History (rev. ed.; Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1983); V. Devasahayam, ed., Frontiers of Dalit Theology (Chennai/New Delhi: Gurukul/I.S.P.C.K., 1997); M. de Ferdinandy,
Tschingis Khan (Steppenvölker erobern Eurasien; Hamburg, 1958); R. Garaudy,
Der Dialog oder Ändert sich das Verhältnis zwischen Katholizismus und Marxismus? (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1966); A. von Harnack,
Der Vorwurf des Atheismus in den ersten drei Jahrhunderten (Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur, 28, hft. 4; Leipzig, J.C. Hinrichs, 1905); B. Klappert, ed., Schritte zum Frieden (Theologische Texte zu Frieden und Abrüstung; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Aussaat Verlag, 1983); J. Lochman and J. Moltmann, eds., Gottes Recht und die Menschenrechte (Studien und Empfehlungen des Reformierten Weltbundes; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1977); H. Meier, “What Is Political Theology?” in Leo Strauss and the Theological-Political Problem (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006) 75-88; J. B. Metz,
Theology of the World (New York: Herder & Herder, 1969); J. Moltmann,
On Human Dignity: Political Theology and Ethics (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984); E. Peterson,
Monotheismus als politisches Problem [1935], in Theologische Traktate (Munich: Kösel-Verlag, 1951) 45-148; M. Pohlenz,
Die Stoa, 1 (3d ed.; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1964); C. Schmitt,
Politische Theologie, 1: Vier Kapitel von der Souveränität (Munich: Duncker & Humblot, 1922; 2d ed. 1934); idem, Politische Theologie 2: Die Legende von der Erledigung jeder Politischen Theologie (Munich/Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1970); D. Sölle,
Political Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974); L. Vischer, ed., Rights of Future Generations, Rights of Nature: Proposal for Enlarging the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Geneva: World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 1990).

J. Moltmann

 

POLYGAMY.
See MARRIAGE AND FAMILY.

 

POLYNESIA.
See PACIFIC ISLAND THEOLOGY.





POLYTHEISM

 

Polytheism is a worldview that postulates the existence of a multitude of gods and goddesses. Hinduism is considered the best-known polytheistic faith in the world. The early Vedic scriptures (1500-1000 BC) refer to 33 deities, and later the Puranas (c. AD 500) talk about 330 million gods and goddesses. Next comes the ancient Greco-Roman pantheon of many male and female deities. In practice, most of the theistic religions other than Judaism, Christianity and Islam seem to be overwhelmingly polytheistic or inclined to polytheism. Not only high religions like Greco-Roman religions and Babylonian and Assyrian religions in the past, and *Hinduism, Mahayana *Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism (see Chinese Religions) and Shintoism in the present, but also many traditional or tribal religions in Asia, Africa and elsewhere present an overwhelmingly polytheistic worldview. The number of deities never remains static in a polytheistic framework; it steadily grows and therefore any attempt to find out their exact number is a futile exercise.1. Polytheism Explained

2. Evolutionary Theory of Religion

3. Different Types of Polytheism

4. Rationale for Polytheism

5. Conclusion


 





1. Polytheism Explained.

 

Polytheism is unequivocally distinguished from monotheism. Though both would hold the view that divinity is personal and distinct from the universe, they vehemently disagree on the issue of number; the former proposes a multiplicity of deities while the latter strongly insists on one single God.

Polytheism and pantheism are not the same; pantheism holds the view that there is only one Reality and that Reality is all in all, is in everything and everything is in It. Nonetheless, both of them can cohabit in a larger scheme, as in Hinduism, where a belief in an impersonal Ultimate Reality, called Brahman, and its 330 million personal manifestations, though “illusory” for the monists, is possible and permissible.

However, monotheism and polytheism are not fellow travelers, nor can they cohabit easily. When and where monotheism dominates, polytheism does not find a strong foothold. When monotheism declines, polytheism flourishes. This is evident from the history of the nation of Israel as seen in the Old Testament. When the *theism of Plato and Aristotle gained acceptance, Greek polytheism declined. In proportion to the growth of Christianity, Roman polytheism disappeared from the West. Likewise, with the advent of *Islam, the polytheistic religions of Arabia disappeared. This fact is being demonstrated again in the contemporary West. With the decline of Judeo-Christian monotheistic worldview, the West is now increasingly coming under the influence of polytheism.

It needs to be mentioned here that there is a probability of encountering a so-called monotheistic core in a polytheistic worldview. It is not uncommon to find that many polytheists in Hindu traditions, from among urban educated elites and equally from ordinary illiterate rural folks, hold the view that they are not really polytheists. Some may argue that polytheism is a concept that describes God as “One-in-many.” The abstract concept of the “One” God stays beyond the grasp of ordinary human beings and so polytheism provides tangible accesses to the mystery of the “One” God. They argue that there is only one God, but that God is known and worshiped by different names. Some refer to a verse in Rig Veda, the oldest Hindu scripture, saying, “Truth is one, but sages call it differently,” or “The wise invoke the one Being in various ways” (1.164). The context may not allow a generalization of the import of the verse. However, this verse is often quoted in support of the monotheistic core of Hindu polytheistic practice. Mahatma Gandhi taught that Krishna, Jesus, Allah and the like are different names of the same Reality. But for him, the Ultimate Reality is Truth, a principle and not a personal being. This makes the acclaimed “monotheism” of Hinduism a hollow concept.

Idolatry is a necessary corollary to polytheism. Identification and representation necessitates it. Idols are more than images. Any stone or a piece of wood, carved or otherwise, does not automatically become an object of worship. In Hindu tradition, such an image is ritualistically installed by authorized personnel after drawing the spirit of the concerned deity into it. With this pranaprathishta, or “life-installation,” ceremony that image veritably becomes the very god that the priest drew into it and the devotees address it Bhagawan, “Lord.”

So also in a polytheistic society witchcraft, sorcery and divination are common and a necessity as well. Some deities are good and others are capricious. Some are benevolent at times and at other times malevolent. Some are more powerful than others. All these necessitate that humans keep them in good humor and maintain a balanced relationship. They can be enlisted for one’s support and protection and for the harm of one’s enemies or opponents. In such a context witchcraft and sorcery flourish.



2. Evolutionary Theory of Religion.

 

Some students of comparative religions propose that religions have evolved from lower stages to higher stages—from animism or tribal religion to polytheism to henotheism to monotheism. Therefore, polytheism is treated as one of the lower stages of this evolution. But this theory now stands discredited as evidences are immense to argue that monotheism is the original form and variations of polytheism are different aspects of the spirit of religious degeneration. No polytheistic religion has ever developed into monotheism. As is the case with Hinduism, once polytheism is accepted the number of deities keeps multiplying. More and more natural phenomena, virtues and vices, forces or powers, saints and charismatic leaders can be deified and worshiped, constantly increasing the number of gods and goddesses. Hosts of modern-day gurus (“saints” who claim to have the unity experience with the Ultimate, such as Osho Rajneesh, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, Sri Sai Babas, Sri Satya Sai Baba and other gurus of the Sai Baba tradition, Muktananda Paramahamsa, Mata Amrithanandamayi Ma) and charismatic politicians, like former prime minister the late Indira Gandhi, are virtually deified and treated as divine by their followers, and that is quite legitimate within the scheme of Hindu polytheism.



3. Different Types of Polytheism.

 

Plurality is the heart of polytheism and therefore there are different types of polytheisms. Henotheism, though it believes in one supreme God, does not deny the possibility of many lesser gods. Traditional religions in Africa and elsewhere tend to believe in a High God who is the creator of the universe, but this great God is not meant to be disturbed all the time; for daily concerns there are many lesser gods and spirits. Only in extreme cases, like a devastating calamity where the lesser gods and spirits prove inefficient, may this High God be approached. Such is the case with many who follow popular (folk) Hinduism. Monolatry is another variation of polytheism. This is the worship of one God, but there is no denial of the existence or power or goodness of other gods. One chooses and worships a particular god or goddess for purely subjective reasons, and this person has no quarrels with those who worship other gods. In Hinduism this is known as the worship of Ishtadeva or Ishtadevi (god or goddess of one’s own liking). One chooses a particular deity and falls in love with that deity while others may do the same with other gods. For instance, in Hindu tradition one may accept and adore Krishna as one’s Ishtadeva while others in his or her family may choose Siva or Kali or Hanuman and none rejects or oppose the other.



4. Rationale for Polytheism.

 

The reasons behind the emergence and popularity of polytheism could be several. In view of such logical plurality we may categorize polytheism into four groups.

4.1. Assured Polytheism. There are many who sincerely believe in the plurality of deities. Some are polytheists because they are convinced that virtually there are many gods and goddesses, different and distinct entities. Life is full of plurality and this fact of multiplicity they transfer to the realm of divinity also.

4.2. Defensive Polytheism. The number of deities is ever on the increase and there can be no cap on it. New deities are being added to the pantheon regularly. The rationale behind this could be a desire to protect oneself from causing any divine wrath or missing a blessing. This presupposes that no one can be sure that all gods are adequately represented in their pantheon. For instance, in Athens the Greeks had innumerable idols representing all the deities of their pantheon; yet they had one altar with an inscription on it, “To an unknown god” (Acts 17:23). This was a precaution. They did not want to incur divine anger in case one was left out.

4.3. Accommodative Polytheism. For political or cultural or communal reasons one may subscribe to and encourage polytheism. Siddhartha Gautama (6th c. BC), who later became famous as Sri Buddha following his enlightenment experience, challenged and repudiated almost all the major tenets of Brahmanism (Hinduism) and subsequently founded a new system that came to be known as Buddhism. Brahmanism, however, maybe for political or communal reasons, later accepted him as a divine incarnation and accommodated him into the Hindu pantheon. This accommodative spirit is seen widely in contemporary India where many Hindus may be very willing to add Jesus Christ to their list of gods and goddesses and offer him worship even on a daily basis. One may note here that this accommodative spirit of Hindu polytheism is a major issue that the church in India faces—the unique Christ of the Christian faith being reduced to just one among a myriad of deities.

4.4. Functional Polytheism. Deities are assigned to various functions in life and different natural forces. A desire for holism may be detected here; no aspect of life nor any natural phenomenon is left out from the purview of divinity. For instance, in Hinduism, Indra is the god of war, Brahma is the god of creation, Vishnu is the god of sustenance, and Siva is the god of destruction or dissolution. Lakshmi, Saraswati and Parvati are the goddesses of wealth, fine arts and energy, respectively. Ganesh is the god of business and success, while Kama and Rati are associated with sexuality. Yama is the god of death. Rain, fire, wind, sun, mountains, rivers, animals, reptiles and birds—are all divinities. A similar tendency could be identified in ancient Greco-Roman polytheism. For instance, deities such as Ares (god of war), Aphrodite (goddess of love), Demeter (goddess of the harvest), Athena (goddess of wisdom), Apollo (god of light and music), Dionysus (god of wine), Hades (god of the dead) and Hephaestus (god of fire) were worshiped by Greco-Romans. The context or the immediate need of a person then decides the particular deity one should invoke and honor or appease at any given time.



5. Conclusion.

 

Polytheism, religious plurality and pluralism (the ideology that all religions are equally true and efficient to bring salvation) have a great appeal to modern people, who largely subscribe to the principle of relativism and who deny or feel discomfort with the idea of the existence of an absolute objective truth. The value of human freedom of choice is eulogized in a polytheistic worldview. The missionary enterprise of eastern religions like Hinduism and the revival of traditional or tribal religions in the West have a weakening effect on the influence of Judeo-Christian monotheism on Western culture; in proportion to this there is an increasing acceptance of polytheism in the West. This is one of the major challenges the Western Christian church needs to address in today’s world.

All human beings everywhere have an inner sense of God’s existence and their dependence on him. But aided by the corrupt imagination and will, fallen men and women display a tendency to suppress this truth of God and wickedly exchange the truth about God for a lie and transfer the glory due him to various creatures and objects (Rom 1:18-23). Human beings, with their prolific spiritual imagination and inherent rebellious spirit, have made gods in their own image and in the image of all kinds of creatures and objects in the universe. Polytheism is the result of human rejection of the sovereignty of one God over their lives. It is a human invention.

Gods and goddesses in polytheism are divinities because of the greatness of their power and not on account of the excellence of their moral character. As they are made primarily in the image of man and woman, they resemble some of the fallen characteristics of humans beings. They are subject to human tendencies such as jealousy, inclination to immorality, deception, competitive and quarrelsome spirits and the like. Human beings find polytheism to their advantage because they can control, manage and manipulate the gods whom they have made; they are then free from being accountable to a demanding creator-moral God.

If God is the ultimate and absolute, there cannot be many ultimate and absolute entities. Contingent beings and parts can never be absolute and ultimate. There is no philosophical and rational ground for the existence of a plurality of deities; the evidence is in favor of one and only one God. In his critique N. L. Geisler rejects polytheism as a viable and reasonable worldview because it lacks rational and evidential support; the many deities are limited and imperfect; and it does not explain ultimate causality or ultimate unity, which are essential to explain a diverse and changing universe.

Polytheism does not provide an adequate or compelling basis for transformation of individuals and the society at large. Only a moral, personal God demands change, a change to reflect his moral character. But in a polytheistic setting, a plethora of deities are there to support and protect one in one’s action, no matter what that action is. This truth is vividly illustrated in the history of Israel. When Israel went after the gods of other nations, both the spiritual and moral life of the people was at its lowest ebb. Oppression, corruption, injustice, perversion of justice and immorality were the order of the day then as we see in the book of Amos and elsewhere. Polytheism provides an immense sense of “spirituality” to its practitioners and ushers them to a realm of complacency, but it numbs their moral conscience so much that they may indulge in injustice and immorality without any qualms. It results in moral degradation. This is the reason the Bible comes out so vehemently against polytheism and its corollary, idolatry; the Bible calls it (spiritual) adultery (Jer 3:6- 25). The prophets who were champions of social justice and morality were those who were denouncing polytheism and idolatry. They called people to turn back to the worship of the only one creator God. Here is the significance of the opening commandments in the Decalogue: “you shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God” (Ex 20:3-5).

See also AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION; BUDDHISM; CHINESE RELIGIONS; GOD, DOCTRINE OF; HINDUISM; THEISM.
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POPULAR CULTURE

 

While millions read the novel The Da Vinci Code (2003), not everyone was happy about the success of the book or the movie. The Da Vinci Code, essentially a religious murder mystery, drew considerable critique from many quarters of the Christian community for its apparent unorthodox theology, its questionable use of historical facts and theories, and a general sense that it is insulting and derogatory to certain segments of the church (the Catholic arm of Christianity does not fare too well in the hands of the author) and to Jesus Christ himself, by misrepresenting the facts of his life and death. A veritable cottage industry emerged within the Christian community with a number of books and conferences devoted to refuting the information and opinions offered in Dan Brown’s novel. The announcement of a movie version brought with it public denouncements and picketers and protesters. A Catholic nun, one of many who protested at movie locations, prayed against the film, spending twelve hours on her knees outside Lincoln Cathedral in England, where part of the movie was being shot. Welcome to the new theological horizon. Of course, this is not the first time something emerging from popular culture has drawn protest from the church, but The Da Vinci Code was but one aspect of a significant trend in contemporary cultural life—the reenchantment of the West.1. The Reenchantment of the West

2. Entertainment Theology

3. A New Spirituality

4. The Theological Challenge


 





1. The Reenchantment of the West.

 

To say the West is experiencing a reenchantment recalls Max Weber’s (1864-1920) seminal work on the decline of religion in modernity, “the disenchantment of the world” (die Entzauberung der Welt). In Weber’s view religion was marginalized and rendered impotent through a number of social and intellectual forces broadly characterized as bureaucracy—the driving force of rationalism, and secularity—an “iron cage” which, in his view, shut the magical, the mysterious and the mystical out of the modern world. The seeds of disenchantment were sown as secularization took center stage and lines of separation and demarcation were drawn between the sacred and the secular. Religion was forced to the sidelines, a matter of private faith, and God was declared dead. But that was then and this is now, and the doors of that iron cage of modernity have been torn off and a new religious impulse fills the air of Western culture. God has made a comeback, in a manner of speaking.

What has emerged from the collapse of the *Enlightenment project is renewed interest in the sacred, the magical and the mysterious. It is not that people have necessarily sought to return to premodern concepts about God and religion (although some certainly have—the interest in all things medieval rising) as much as we have opened ourselves up once again to the idea of things outside the realm of the rational and the secular. This new, or rather renewed, interest in the sacred is particularly evident in popular culture. The reenchantment of the West has been accompanied and aided by the rising influence of all forms of popular media. In general, popular culture is a prime locale in Western culture for the exchange of ideas and values that are shaping our future: rock concerts like Live Aid and Live Eight become avenues of political and philanthropic endeavor; movies such as The Matrix trilogy and Signs, even The Passion of the Christ, introduce us to philosophical and theological ideas and issues. C. Partridge writes that popular culture is “the new spiritual environment in the West; the reservoir feeding new spiritual springs; the soil in which new spiritualities are growing” (4). It is the place where the line between sacred and secular is most fuzzy—where the holy and the profane collide, and where what I term “entertainment theology” emerges.



2. Entertainment Theology.

 

Entertainment theology is the “god-talk” of Phyllis Tickle’s book of the same name. It is the experience of the divine or the transcendent in a sensorially overloaded, special-effects laden, fantasy-world movie. It is the explosion of literature filled with self-help, folk religion, magic, mystery. It is the emergence of websites and chat rooms devoted to the exploration of the sacred. It is the emergence of spiritually-aware art forms. It is ideas about faith that emerge outside of previously legitimized forms and structures of mediation. It is the return to the theological heralded not by church or theologians but by “filmmakers, novelists, poets, philosophers, political theorists and cultural analysts” (Ward, 133).

The term entertainment theology locates the place where the religious impulses can best be explored and understood in Western society—through popular culture in all of its manifestations. It also points to a central factor in contemporary spirituality that cannot be ignored, which is the reenchantment occurring in the West that is taking place in the midst of consumer culture and mass media, which changes the way the sacred is handled. For many people the world of entertainment media is granted as much, if not more, legitimacy to mediate ideas about God than the more traditional institutions such as the church and temple of yesteryear. This has the effect of creating a different kind of spiritual impulse, one in which celebrity and fashion trends play a shaping role alongside other more accepted forms of religious legitimacy such as rituals, practices and instruction. It is not surprising that something so driven by consumer fads and caprice also reflects an unwillingness to root oneself in the traditional sense, even as it contributes to the continual searching and seeking that characterizes the present time. It also presents a new challenge for theologians and theology. In much of the “god talk” in popular culture it is evident that certain aspects of the Christian faith remain a part of the new religious dynamic, but now largely as the vapor trail of what was once the dominant religious shape of Western culture. The language, the imagery, the iconography of Christianity can still be employed, as they often are in movies and pop music, but they function mostly as a second-tier resource for funding new concepts and new ideas. This is also true for other more traditional forms of faith. What is developing is something other, a new of spirituality.



3. A New Spirituality.

 

This can be seen in things like The Da Vinci Code, where the story revolves around widely known but largely disregarded conspiracy theories, along with a growing cultural distrust of institutions combined with an interest in new forms or understandings of spirituality. The Da Vinci Code is not a threat to traditional Christian faith as much as it is a wake-up call to the church that new forces are at work, reshaping the way we explore and celebrate the divine. I use it as an example here to demonstrate the way in which the new religious impulse often defines itself over against the previously accepted religious forms and structures and articulates a form of spirituality freed from the baggage of traditional religion. The religious imagery used in The Da Vinci Code is a resource for funding the new religious impulse while it uses forms and practices and ideas that are familiar to those who are shaped by the world of popular culture. The central character in the novel, Robert Langdon, is a symbologist, an interpreter of signs and symbols—he does not deal with the world of text as much as he does the language of the visual arts. He moves through the story interpreting visual clues found in Leonardo Da Vinci’s paintings, ostensibly to unravel a murder mystery, but actually to reveal some truth about the nature of faith that has meaning for the present context. What The Da Vinci Code declares is that for many the Christian faith no longer suffices; it is more of a hindrance than a help, so the writer attempts to lift it out of a certain box and place it in another context which seems a better fit for the times. In one sense, Christian faith is not so much abandoned as reconfigured and used as fuel for a different kind of spirituality, one which celebrates the divine in ways that are much more consistent with the present moment.

Marshall McLuhan once noted that our societies have been shaped more by the nature of the media by which we communicate than by the actual content of that communication. The reenchantment of the West is occurring in an age of global media technology, and this form of communication has effects all of its own. The very nature of popular culture is that it is pluralistic, interactive and democratized. It is pluralistic in that it emerges from the collapse of the metanarrative; no one idea is granted dominance—the playing field of ideas has been leveled. It is interactive in that popular culture invites participation. Again, as McLuhan noted, print technology fostered fragmentation and detachment, but electronic technology, the technology of our times, encourages involvement and engagement. By democratized I mean that this technology is “in the hands of the people.” We interact on highly individualistic levels, and the “channel changer” is in our hands. We control what we expose ourselves to and what we participate in, we make the choices, we develop our own rituals, codes and ethics out of our interaction with popular culture. We find God in the movies, explore conspiracy theories on the Web and gather information about arcane subject matter from websites, and Google our way around cyberspace. In this complex, interactive and special-effects-laden world, we fashion and form our sense of who we are in the world and our place in it, and we fashion forms of spirituality and practices that we think will aid us in the journey. Electronic technology brings with it—it even encourages—a sense of the mysterious, the divine. This is the sacralization factor. The technologies used to disseminate popular culture are themselves the bearer of the divine. We should not be surprised at the reenchantment of the West; our technology heralded it.Each generation has to create its own imaginative conception of God, just as each poet has to experience truth upon his own pulse. (Armstrong, 351)




 






4. The Theological Challenge.

 

But what can be said about Christian theology in this new situation? There is little doubt in my mind that these are challenging times for theology in the West. To redefine theology and the images and words about God is to alter the context in which speaking of God occurs. The theology of which I speak must first undergo a relocation and situate itself in the new realities. Theology in an age of popular culture no longer has the luxury of standing outside the fray and offering abstract propositional arguments. It must get involved. In this sense, it must be a theology of the marketplace, not the cathedral, a theology that joins the network of the new cultural imaginary and takes seriously that which emerges alongside this. For too long, much of academia has derided the importance of the popular and has chosen instead to engage with high culture. But those categories barely exist anymore. Popular culture reflects who we are, where we are and where we are going. It serves as the lingua franca of the postmodern world—it has its own canon, its own vernacular. “To what then will I compare the people of this generation, and what are they like? They are like children sitting in the marketplace and calling to one another, ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did not weep,’” says Jesus in Luke’s Gospel (Lk 7:31-32 NRSV). He sees a parabolic message to the religious community of his day in these two children’s games. Weddings and funerals—they symbolically reference the context of life and death. All too often the “songs” of popular culture are dismissed as too dark or too light to warrant close engagement. But Jesus calls us to pay attention to the songs emerging in the marketplace. It seems that Jesus spent much of his ministry avoiding the religious centers and spending time instead among the people, in the midst of everyday life—his academic arena, his theological context was the marketplace. I would argue that popular culture in all its forms and manifestations is the marketplace of today and we would do well to make it a prime location for doing theology today.

In closing I propose three coordinates of a missional theology that is focused on engagement with popular culture. They form a certain pod of actions in which one may attempt to do theology: participatory, prophetic and practical. They are performances of theology in specific settings, designed to stimulate the missional endeavors of the church into new settings. Participatory theology is the function of theology as cultural analysis and engagement. It is an attempt to “reclaim the world”—not in the imperialist sense but in acknowledging that everything needs to be brought into the theological purview. A prophetic theology relates to the awakening of the theological imagination. It is the rehearsing of theology in the idioms, language and symbolism of the new spiritual context. It could be termed an artistic theology—ultimately it relates to the discovery of a new voice for the Christian story in the present context. A final element of my theological endeavor is that it must be practical. It is worth recalling because there can be no serious engagement without a practical engagement—a practical theology implies risk—and there is no theological future without risk. As Michel de Certeau put it in his essay “How Is Christianity Thinkable Today?” “Christianity is thinkable only if it is alive. And there is no life without new risks [in an] actual situation . . . only new departures manifest and will continue to manifest Christianity is still alive” (155).

See also ART AND AESTHETICS; CULTURE AND SOCIETY; FILM; MEDIA; VISUAL CULTURE.
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POPULAR RELIGION

 

The term popular religion has multiple meanings, some controversial. Recent decades have seen an exponential growth of literature on “popular piety,” “popular religiosity,” *“folk religion,” “common religion,” “popular Catholicism” or simply “popular religion.” Popular religion was an early phenomenon in the history of religions, but it has become a subject of interest to the social sciences and theology only in recent decades. The most common characteristic of the current analysis is that it has gone from a prejudiced perspective (superstition/magic) to a comprehensive perspective that seeks to value the contributions that popular religion has for faith and evangelization.1. Official and Popular Religion

2. Local Factors

3. A Different Logic

4. Multifunctional Beliefs and Practices

5. The Seedbed of Western Christianity

6. Popular Religion and Life

7. Theological Interpretation and Challenges

8. Globalization and Popular Religion


 





1. Official and Popular Religion.

 

It is increasingly clear to historians of religion that in the majority of universal religions there is a historical tendency to develop both an “official religion” and, under it and in dialectical tension with it, a “popular religion” with its own manifestations (Vrijhof and Waardenburg). We need to understand popular religion as it is correlated with “official religion”—the normative version of the religious specialists or virtuosi—with which they are attracted and repelled, intersect and provide feedback, in a dynamic that is always complex.
  


Generally popular religion is used to designate the faith expressions of simple people who seek relations with the divine—individually or in community—in a more direct and effective way, using less abstract, dogmatic or conceptual means, where the core and the symbolic and iconic expressions are more relevant and look to satisfy real needs. Popular in this sense is not simply what is fashionable or in vogue.



2. Local Factors.

 

Popular religion is a collection of local and popular religious expressions that, in most cases, does not develop independently of more comprehensive or universal religious systems. In all universal religions we find historical expressions of popular religion. Generally popular religion is used in the singular but it is important to recognize the diversity of forms and types of popular religions. The most characteristic phenomena of popular religions are found within Christianity (Western and Eastern), Judaism, Islam, and, with very unique and specific traits very different from the West, in *Buddhism, *Hinduism, Confucianism, Taoism and other Eastern religions (see Chinese Religions).

Within Christianity the Latin sector generates popular religions very different from those that form within Protestantism or Orthodoxy. In each case, the geocultural region is relevant: popular Latin American Catholicism is different than the Latin-European, as also Mesoamerican indigenous Christianity is different from its Andean counterpart. Popular Christianities in areas colonized by Anglo-Saxon and Protestant cultures (Caribbean, Africa) share some common characteristics. Popular religious expressions from Asia (southern India, Sri Lanka, Philippines) share elements with Latin American Catholicism but differ in the background of their own historical-religious traditions.

In each case the specific characteristics depend on the specificity of historical-cultural traditions, local cultures and religious traditions, the relationships and social and power structures in society, and finally, the inter-ethnic encounters and transcultural border crossings.



3. A Different Logic.

 

The new theological understanding agrees with the need to go beyond previous prejudicial frameworks that saw popular religion in pejorative terms, where popular religion designated superstitious practices based on ignorance, in contrast with the official religion, which was seen as the authentic and true. The contemporary perspective on popular religions requires an inversion of epistemological paradigms to demonstrate the deep sense that these faith expressions encompass.

With respect to this, the science of religions needs to detach itself from its ethnocentrisms, from analytical frameworks centered in the West, in order to discover other logics (Parker) that underlie the diversity of popular religious expressions not only in the Third World but also on the margins of the West.



4. Multifunctional Beliefs and Practices.

 

Popular religions are not the intrinsic expression of an alienated soul, of a faith as the “opiate of the people,” as Marx affirmed, but the multifunctional beliefs and practices that, based on the situation and sociocultural context, can be an expression either of alienation or of resistance to oppression. A contemporary analysis from the perspective of the religious subject indicates that popular religion can be a form of resistance against the secularizing tendency of global modernities: while economic and scientific-technological progress continues to advance, particularly in Latin American and non-Western cultures, new forms of religions and popular expressions emerge.

In popular media, particularly among those disadvantaged and marginalized by capitalist societies of consumption and globalization, their own forms of faith, devotions and rituals constitute a symbolic way to deal with the distressing problems of misery, hunger, social violence, drug trafficking, domestic violence, social disintegration, local wars, forced migrations—in other words, the diverse forms of open or concealed exploitation. Because of this, many popular rituals are loaded with drama, pain and mortification that point toward a paschal meaning (more than a penitential meaning). But we also find that many satisfy the need for spontaneity, festivity, joy and community, with their underlying desires for an inversion of the world: a different, better and fuller life, negated by a society that marginalizes.

Popular faith develops and is expressed more broadly and profoundly in those places where the masses seeking *salvation, meaning and *miracles (= health, vitality and gratification in the here and now of their existence) do not find adequate response from the churches and established religions.

The more formalized, intellectualized, individualistic and iconoclastic the expressions of the official religion, the more likely it is that the masses will externalize by unofficial means their communal desires and searches for meaning in symbolisms, expressive and corporal rituals, icons, and magical ritual expressions loaded with collective mysticism.



5. The Seedbed of Western Christianity.

 

Most contemporary popular religions have had their historical genesis in the colonial experience. As Weber has stated, the priests of the dominant religions impose themselves on the old worship, disqualifying the old priests as magicians and superstitious. But the masses converted to the new religions maintain their previous beliefs and practices in secretive and implicit forms that generate new syncretisms (Marzal) that are part and parcel of all popular religion.

Western Christianity has generated new forms of popular religion in the diverse contexts it has evangelized. The survival of pre-Christian practices of the old religious tribes are syncretized with universal and local forms of Christianity which provide them with greater value to the extent that the fundamental principals of the faith are “incarnated” in contexts of traditions with historical and cultural roots.

From early on in popular Latin American Catholicism one sees new devotions linking the Christian God with pre-Hispanic religious traditions. There were many virgin apparitions in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, but the most paradigmatic is the *Virgin of Guadalupe. In many popular traditions, the Virgin appears to the indigenous, children and women, reinforcing God’s special predilection for the marginalized. The Virgin (religious symbol of the Spanish conqueror) is fused with the pre-Hispanic image of Tonantzin (the one sent by the “Giver of life”) and inaugurates a new era by requiring the construction of a Christian shrine on the ruins of a pre-Colombian shrine. The symbolic protest of the myth is mixed with its integrative function and it gives meaning to the traumatic experience of the conquest.

Popular religious shrines are hierophanic places (Eliade), destination of multitudinous festivals and pilgrimages: places par excellence of the manifestation of God’s merciful, miraculous, healing and saving power.



6. Popular Religion and Life.

 

Popular religion is tied to the life of the people. In rural contexts popular religions maintain their ties to agricultural cycles; in urban settings popular faith is more limited to cycles of family life and rites of passage: birth, adolescence, marriage and death. But in each context the visible expressions of popular faith are tied to the vital crisis of existence: health, family crisis, unemployment, love of the couple, violent death and so forth.

Popular faith reflects a profound confidence in life, in its reproduction and its power that is sustained by divine powers. It is a life that is expressed in the feminine dimension of existence, life that vindicates itself in the face of death, exploitation and the asphyxiating misery of materialism. Popular faith has a profound sense of the transcendent, in spite of its apparent pragmatism. It represents a profound desire for liberation: from daily anguishes and from social contradictions. It is a faith with an underlying profound sense of the beneficent, healing and liberating action of God in the concrete history of the people, by multiple mediations: patron saints, virgins, prayers, novenas, grottos, ex votos, music, songs, amulets, fetishes, rites of healing and death, festivals, religious dances and so on.

The traditions of popular religions have been the object of controversy and historically have been the source of symbols that have not only been expressed in the religious arena. There have been many attempts by the dominant powers (states, parties, nationalisms, populisms, fascisms, etc.) to manipulate these popular symbols and on occasions even the churches themselves have tried to use them for their own benefit.



7. Theological Interpretation and Challenges.

 

The theological interpretation of popular religion has been the object of many studies and varied debates. The possibility of comprehending this phenomenon requires that theology open itself to new dimensions of the religious. A key concept for understanding popular religion is healing-salvation. It refers to the act of revitalization—ritual, symbolic-practical—of the health of the soul and health of the body in a holistic manner. It is a holistic vision that surpasses the Western soul-body historical dualism that is very present in the classical theologies of Pauline inspiration.

In effect, in most of the popular religious expressions (popular Catholicisms, popular Pentecostalisms, afro-Christian sects) we encounter a ritual action of a subject that favors a symbolic-emotive rationality where the corporate, the cosmic and the pneumalogical fulfill a primary role, and where one does not distinguish in a clearcut manner sacred space from profane space. Something similar occurs with some of the rituals of the new religious movements and with some esoteric types of new magical expressions with a strong sense of cosmic and ecological religiosity.

Popular religion is a challenge to theology and *evangelization. It expresses, through forms that call for discernment, a version of the sensus fidelium (Espín) and in this sense reveals aspects of an incarnated faith that can even evangelize the church itself, though obviously there are elements that need to and can be purified. The problem is how to shape the relationship between the church and the people so that it can develop an authentic and inculturated expression of faith. Popular religion has shown the churches the importance of recognizing the diversity of cultures in which the gospel is incarnated and the need to encourage ecclesial communion within the frame of a multicultural church (Shorter).

Most of the teachings of the church and the catechism are systematic and intellectual reflections with universal pretensions that contain Western frames of reference that contrast with the lived faith experience of local faithful. Theology needs to interpret and rescue the truths that are embodied in this experience of the Christian community, without forgetting that these people constantly live out their faith in the ambiguities and contradictions of their lives.

The churches have not always been concerned about adequate forms of inculturating the gospel (see Contextualization). For example, many churches insist on religious services for the dead but do not have an in depth popular piety toward the dead (Phan), particularly ancestor tribute (or worship), in traditions marked by Confucianism, African religions or by pre-Hispanic American indigenous religions.

Popular religion is a living faith. The case of popular Catholicism has been addressed by the Catholic Bishops in the conferences at Puebla and Santo Domingo as a “privileged expression of the inculturation of the faith” (Johannsson, 2005; Santo Domingo N. 36). It is an inculturated faith, empowered in the context of the contradictions of the life of simple faithful in their local realities. Popular Catholicism is “a Christian humanism that radically affirms the dignity of all persons as children of God” (John Paul II, Inaugural Address Puebla Conference, III 6:AAS 71 p. 213).

The classic frames of reference inherited from the *Reformation and *Counter Reformation constitute approaches to popular religions that do not allow us to appreciate the magnitude of their contributions. Nonetheless, the new theologies of *liberation and the theologies of inculturation and missiologies that focus on understanding evangelization in the South are more inclined to accept popular religions, in contrast to the classical liberal theologies, theologies from European secularization—be they Protestant or Catholic—that are oriented to dialogue with modernity. That is why—from the perspective of listening to the Spirit—a discernment of new forms of Christianity cannot disregard its “popular” expressions.

The imperfections of the faith in popular Christianities can be considered a critical reflection of the imperfections of the faith lived out in the bosom of ecclesial institutions. Popular faith is a palpable proof that the gospel is manifested in history through mediations, and therefore always in imperfect forms. There is an ethical deficit in many expressions of popular religion because of the emphasis of devotion focused on divine intervention to obtain practical benefits, and not sufficiently tied to a commitment to the other.

But there are also expressions of popular faith integrated into the social struggles of the people, at those places where traditional piety and love committed to the historical situation are brought together. Ordinary popular religion is lived out in daily life and its historical projection seems to be absent: but eschatology drives it. When favorable junctures awaken desires for the New Jerusalem that are not satisfied by the churches and the official culture, popular religion feeds the religious protest movements (Lanternari; Desroches): millenarian movements, autonomous churches, religious wars, syncretistic sects, heretical movements and heretics of all types (see Heresy).



8. Globalization and Popular Religion.

 

In the globalized society that emerged in the period alter the Cold War, religious liberty has become more pronounced. In the context of a liberal culture and with the relative loss of the cultural influence of the churches, popular religions are being transformed. New communication and information technologies encourage new religious forms and syncretisms—New Age style. The religious panorama is becoming more pluralistic, and the interreligious encounter is becoming more evident.

On the other hand, however, the dynamic imposed by *globalization is challenging local identities, and in this context traditional popular religions are being revitalized as a form of affirmation of these identities (Bamat and Weist). When clerical groups (Christian, Islamic or others) affirm the tradition and harden and make rigid their responses toward the Other, they provoke in their respective popular expressions integrist and fundamentalist fervor.

In any case, the importance of popular religions in the contemporary world is indisputable and constitutes a challenge to theology and *mission.
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POSTCOLONIAL THEOLOGY

 

The landscape of Christian theology is expanding rapidly. Theologies are emerging from non-Western and previously colonized cultures that are challenging some of the suppositions of Western theology. Among these emerging theologies is postcolonial theology, which applies insights of a methodological discourse called postcolonial theory. Postcolonial theory, or “postcolonialism,” examines the continued impact of European colonization on colonized societies, addressing issues such as race, gender, identity, globalization and power relations. It is a form of resistance discourse from the margins which self-consciously confronts and critiques colonial ideology and its underlying assumptions. In so doing, it undercuts those discourses which have supported colonizing attitudes, unmasking the Western ideologies behind colonial theories and texts. The theory has been applied to many academic disciplines, including history, philosophy, literary studies, cultural theory and, more recently, biblical studies and theology.1. Development of Postcolonial Theology

2. Postcolonial Theory and Biblical Studies

3. Concluding Thoughts


 





1. Development of Postcolonial Theology.

 

Postcolonialism as a specific field of study is largely regarded to have begun with Edward Said’s seminal book Orientalism. Said argued that Europeans perpetuated inaccurate portrayals of the East by creating a false construct of difference on the Arab world which allowed Europeans to define themselves over and against the East and pave the way for support of Western colonial policy. Said’s work, which was influenced by poststructuralists such as Michel Foucault, went on to be further developed by prominent postcolonial theorists including Homi Bhabha (India). It was Bhabha who developed one of the most significant concepts of postcolonial theory—*hybridity, the way in which cultural identities are transformed in the common contact zone that is produced in the interaction between colonizer and colonized.

Theology is a relatively new dialogue partner with postcolonial theory, but the conversation is quickly developing. Notable work is being done in the area of postcolonial biblical studies by R. S. Sugirtharajah (India) and Fernando Segovia (Hispanic), among others. Theologians include the indigenous and minority voices of Musa W. Dube (Botswana), Kwok Pui-lan (Asia) and Mayra Rivera (Hispanic), as well as insights of settler descendants such as Judith McKinley (New Zealand).

Postcolonial theologians argue that *modernism, Christianity and colonialism were intermingled in a way that put Christianity in service to the colonial agenda. In a symbiotic relationship, Christianity helped justify colonial expansion, which in turn cleared the way for Christian expansion. The form of Christianity that was exported to the colonized cultures was one that had been shaped and defined by a European culture that believed in its inherent superiority. From the European perspective, it was thus a benefit for the colonized that “Christian” values (as influenced by modernism and interpreted by European culture) be brought to the “unenlightened” natives. The depth of entanglement of these Western ideologies with Christian thought led many missionaries to couple the “blessings” of Western civilization with the light of the gospel.

In her book Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, Musa Dube opens with the following story from sub-Saharan Africa: “when the white man came to our country he had the Bible and we had the land. The white man said to us, ‘let us pray.’ After the prayer, the white man had the land and we had the Bible” (Dube, 3). While this story illustrates the close link between imperialism and Christianity, it also conveys how the colonizers not only took the land, they “colonized” the mindset of the indigenous people. The Bible presented to the colonized was one that had been translated and interpreted using European categories. Indigenous approaches to doing theology, which would have helped make the Bible comprehensible to the colonized cultures on their own terms, were disregarded in favor of European methods. This situation is changing, and theologians are revisiting the question of how indigenous cultures can contribute to theology and biblical studies.

Postcolonial theologians are using the analytical tools of postcolonial theory to open up theology to new methods of interpretation as well as to the Bible’s liberating potential. Indigenous resources ignored by the West are now being recovered. Native “sacred” texts are read alongside the Bible, finding points of connection that bring out aspects of the biblical text that otherwise would go unnoticed, much as the early Christian theologians drew on Greek philosophy. In biblical studies, postcolonial scholars, through the application of alternative critical and reading methods, are deliberately searching the Bible for, and including voices from, the margins, voices with whom the colonized can identify.



2. Postcolonial Theory and Biblical Studies.

 

It is the application of postcolonial theory to the area of biblical studies that has proved especially fruitful thus far. Postcolonial *hermeneutics is reexamining texts and stories that were used to support colonial agendas, expanding the understanding of the Bible by focusing “on the whole issue of expansion, domination and imperialism as central forces in defining both the biblical narratives and biblical interpretation” (Sugirtharajah 2006, 17).

It is not surprising, then, that those engaged in postcolonial criticism often begin with a hermeneutics of suspicion, questioning the vested interests of the authors of the biblical text. By engaging in the hermeneutics of suspicion, readers can ask a different set of questions and expand the interpretive process. The reader looks at the historical and literary context of the Bible and the constructions of the biblical authors and in so doing unmasks the attendant ideologies. It is also important that the reader be aware not only of the agenda of the biblical authors but also of the reader’s own contextual nature. There is no objective reading of the text. Rather, the text is always read from the reader’s own particular cultural and historical vantage point. Postcolonial criticism alerts the reader to the assumptions and agendas not only within the text, but those which are brought to the text.

Postcolonial biblical scholars have also been critical of Western hermeneutical approaches, especially the historical-critical method which emerged during the modern period. While the historical-critical method has value, the method, born during a period in which rationalism flourished, inherently precludes what the European worldview identified as the more “emotional” or “nonrational” approach of the natives. By privileging Western categories and tools of interpretation, non-Western cultures were discouraged from using the tools of their own cultures to unlock scriptural truth. Postcolonial biblical criticism is a means of recapturing other hermeneutical tools available from within indigenous cultures that were otherwise disregarded by the ascendance and reign of the historical-critical method.

In a postcolonial hermeneutic, the reader often takes an oppositional stance, a position of resistance to the text, which allows the reader to examine the Bible from other perspectives, not unlike the approach taken by some strands of *feminist theology. In taking this stance of resistance, voices that were expunged or even simply overlooked, either by the author or by the interpreter of the text, are brought out. For example, a postcolonial approach would ask, What does one learn by looking more closely at the witch of Endor and the indigenous knowledge she represents (1 Sam 28:3-25) or Hagar, Sarai’s maid, to whom God also made a promise (Gen 16)?

The reader has a choice when encountering domination in the Bible. In instances where the text seems to encourage oppression of the other, one has the option of either colluding with the text or resisting it. A common example used by postcolonial thinkers to illustrate this point is the story of Israel’s taking of the land of Canaan (Josh 1—6). The story is told by the author and usually interpreted by the Western reader from the perspective of the Israelites as the conquerors. It is not surprising, then, that the colonizers found validation for the colonial agenda in this biblical text by identifying themselves as the new Israel sent to go into the land of the “uncivilized” indigenous peoples as part of a divine agenda. A postcolonial reading, on the other hand, might have the reader taking the perspective of the conquered, the Canaanites, and trying to understand the Canaanites’ situation under the domination of the Israelites, and correspondingly the view from that of the colonized rather than the colonizers.

So is the Bible a tool of oppression or liberation? For the postcolonial critic, the answer can be either or both. The same Bible that was used (and is still used) to legitimate (neo-)colonial attitudes and authority also provides a means of resistance to ongoing colonizing forces. (For example, many postcolonial theorists consider the United States to be neo-colonial because of its “colonizing” attitude and policies.) Within its pages, the Bible has the potential to subvert colonial authority and emancipate the very peoples who have been oppressed by those who would use the text to further their own agenda. Religious persons and institutions, drawing on the model of Jesus as standing alongside the oppressed, have acted for the cause of justice in opposition to slavery and colonialism. *Liberation theology in Latin America, *black theology and feminist theology all draw on the Bible as a means of resistance to dominating forces.



3. Concluding Thoughts.

 

Postcolonial theology gives Christians much to consider. Through critical questioning of past and current Western ideologies, postcolonial theology has brought out voices from the margins, opened up fresh ways of looking at the biblical text and broadened theological perspectives by encouraging alternative ways of doing theology. It questions and identifies the underlying assumptions that direct our attitude toward others that could promote or facilitate racism and other “conquest” mentalities. Postcolonial theology helps us develop a sensitivity to the marginalized, to the conquered, that we may gain a different perspective that enriches our theological and biblical understanding and opens our eyes to the ways the Bible may be manipulated to justify oppressive practices.

However, postcolonial theology is not without its critics. In regard to biblical studies, do postcolonial rereadings of the Bible play up certain aspects of the text at the expense of the broader story? Does postcolonial theory overwhelm the smaller narratives with its own metanarrative of oppression and liberation? And what does it say to those who would affirm the orthodox view of the Bible as God’s Word (see Revelation and Scripture)? Is the oppositional approach to the biblical text compatible with a higher view of the Bible? Certainly there is much room for these and other questions to be explored. Postcolonial theology is still only in a nascent phase. It has yet to be seen if postcolonial theology will be able to reach out to the center even as it has embraced the margins.

See also HERMENEUTICS; HYBRIDITY; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; MISSIONARY MOVEMENTS; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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POSTLIBERAL THEOLOGY

 

Postliberal theology is associated with Hans Frei and George Lindbeck of Yale Divinity School. It can be considered a post-Barthian theology in that Karl Barth insisted the Christian theologian begins with God’s self-disclosure in Christ and Scripture, rather than with some conceptual scheme that makes sense of biblical language.1. Reaction to Theological Liberalism

2. The Postliberal Approach

3. Assessment of Postliberalism


 





1. Reaction to Theological Liberalism.

 

In large part postliberalism was a reaction to liberal attempts to ground Christian theology in some extrabiblical conceptual scheme, such as Marxism or *existentialism. At the same time, it was a rejection of the modernist quest that originated during the *Enlightenment in Europe to find some neutral objective truth through human reason or prereflective human experience which does not need to take into account the social or historical situation of the human subject. Such was the vision of democratic *liberalism, which insisted that certain universal truths about human existence and God could be apprehended by any rational human being, even if they were expressed in different languages.

Postliberal theologians argued that classical theological liberalism, such as the theologies of Friedrich Schleiermacher or Albrecht Ritschl, had accommodated Christianity to culture in their attempts to make the faith relevant and give it universal appeal. The biblical story cannot be fit into some prior conceptual commitment, whether it is of a political, social or philosophical school of thought. It must be understood on its own terms, rather than cast in the mold of some conceptual scheme that comes from somewhere other than the biblical text. In fact, Frei insisted that the Gospel narratives on their own (that is, taken intratextually and as an interglossing whole) make Jesus Christ a reality to the reader.



2. The Postliberal Approach.

 

Lindbeck called this approach “cultural-linguistic,” indicating by this label the recognition that language and tradition shape our experience and understanding of reality. Human beings do not think ahistorically or prelinguistically, and the claim that there is a universal prereflective human experience is difficult to establish.

So the typical liberal approach, which Lindbeck labeled “experiential-expressive,” was mistaken in its assumption that doctrine is the culturally conditioned expression of a universal prelinguistic consciousness. And the typical conservative approach, designated “cognitivepropositional,” was equally misguided since it held that doctrinal statements were propositions that must always be either true or false apart from the specific historical situations that called them into being, a stance that impedes ecumenical discussion, one of Lindbeck’s chief concerns.

The postliberal approach emphasizes Christianity’s unique and historical particularity. The biblical narrative is the most basic and normative story. Christians must be catechized in the distinctive and unique confessional faith that has grown out of the biblical narrative so that it forms the cultural-linguistic world for the church. Lindbeck insists that doctrines function like rules of grammar, which govern our use of language to describe and understand the world and God. Like a culture or language, religion is not primarily a manifestation of subjective attitudes, beliefs and feelings, but a communal phenomenon that shapes these subjective elements. At the same time, Christian beliefs are fallible and reformable in the larger context of intratextual and christological criteria as the church attempts to be faithful to the biblical narrative.



3. Assessment of Postliberalism.

 

Postliberal theology provides us with several useful insights. First, it restores doctrine to its place as not merely an expression of religious experience, but as a criterion by which religious claims may be judged and sometimes contradicted. Second, it liberates Christian theology from extrabiblical conceptions that come from outside the church and have a controlling influence on Christian theology. As postliberal theologians put it, the biblical world “absorbs” the universe, rather than the other way around. This has the happy result of helping Christianity avoid becoming captive to the surrounding culture without succumbing to a *fundamentalist withdrawal from the culture. Third, it militates against some liberal and revisionist attempts to harmonize all religions as if they were making the same claims about God and the world. Fourth, we can celebrate the tendency of postliberalism to wrench Scripture from the control of the academic elite and return it to the church as a world-creating and identity-forming text for the laity. Fifth, we can commend postliberalism for its strong sense of *community over against modernity’s assumption that religions are a matter of private choice with little impact on other aspects of life. Sixth, postliberals remind us that every experience is modified by interpretive elements, so that the biblical narrative provides the interpretive framework for Christian experience and the means through which it is conveyed.

At the same time, postliberal theology has been criticized. First, does postliberalism appreciate that doctrine can sometimes express religious experience and make universal truth claims? Second, it has been accused of being antirealist—that is, of being concerned solely with the regulation of Christian discourse without insisting that doctrine accurately represent the significance of a historical event. Is postliberal theology concerned about an ontological reference to which doctrinal statements correspond? Related to this is a third concern: some ask if the biblical narrative and the significance of Jesus Christ are grounded in nothing more than the community process of socialization or catechization. For instance, they wonder why the Christian book is normative as opposed to some other book, such as the Qur[image: 038]an. They agree that postliberals can answer the question “Who is Jesus?” but argue that they cannot answer the question “Why Jesus?”—a significant concern in a world that is religiously pluralistic and contentious. Fourth, do postliberals appreciate the extent to which culture influences us? Is there a dynamic interplay between culture and biblical text that calls into question a one-way absorption? Fifth, rather than the biblical text, does the church end up absorbing the world and becoming the ultimate norm?

See also BARTHIANISM; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; RADICAL ORTHODOXY.
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POVERTY

 

Poverty is a word whose meaning we tend to take for granted. Everyone knows what poverty is. When we see its images on television or hear its stories, we recognize poverty easily. Like so many of our ideas, the meanings we ascribe to an abstract noun reflect our way of looking at, thinking about and making sense of our world. Therefore, we need to examine how we understand poverty as well as how we think and feel about the poor. We need to identify our assumptions and look for blind spots. In addition, sociologists have been studying poverty for a long time. Development academics have been doing field research and codifying what they have learned.

Poverty is the condition of people whom we describe using abstract noun the poor. Referring to people by a label is always dangerous. We may forget that the poor are not an abstraction but rather a group of human beings who have names, who are made in the image of God, whose hairs are numbered and for whom Jesus died. Many tend to view the poor as a group that is helpless. This invites us to treat them as objects of our compassion, for which we can do what we believe is best. We, the nonpoor, take it upon ourselves to name them—homeless, destitute, indigenous, working poor and so forth. Talking about the poor as an abstract noun invites well-intentioned people of compassion to speak for the poor and to practice the latest fads in social engineering. The poor become the custodians of the state, objects of professional study or a social group to be organized. Whenever we reduce poor people from names to abstractions we add to their poverty and impoverish ourselves.1. Christian Views of the Poor

2. Who Are the Poor?

3. Who the Poor Are Not

4. Toward an Understanding of Poverty

5. The Causes of Poverty

6. A Holistic Understanding of Poverty

7. Poverty of the Nonpoor


 





1. Christian Views of the Poor.

 

Christians tend to vary in their views of poverty and the poor. Richard Mouw has outlined a simple typology that is helpful (Mouw, 20-34).

1.1. The Poor as Made in the Image of God. This view draws on the creation narrative and tends toward a romantic view of the poor. Their poverty is a lack of skills and opportunity. What the poor need is a leg up.

1.2. The Poor as People in Rebellion. This view draws on the Fall as the defining reason why the poor are poor. They are lazy and make bad choices. The poor need to accept the gospel, go to work and make better choices.

1.3. The Poor as Christ Incarnate. Drawing on Matthew 25:31-46, this view of the poor centers on the incarnation and, with Mother Teresa, sees “Christ in the distressing guise of the poor.” The poor lack love and relationships; they do not belong. The poor need accompaniment; we should relieve as much suffering as we can.

1.4. The Poor as God’s Favorites. This view draws on the prophetic tradition and the Exodus account. The poor are the ones who are blessed, for theirs will be the kingdom (Lk 6:20). They are poor because they are oppressed by social systems that keep them poor for the benefit of the nonpoor. The poor need justice and help in finding their voice and place in the economic and political system.

1.5. The Poor as Lost Souls. This is an addition to Mouw’s typology. This view draws selectively on the Gospels and reflects the dichotomy between the spiritual and the physical of the modern world. The poor are lost, and the kingdom is coming when Jesus comes, and that will be soon. The poor need to be saved.

Seen in this light, the conclusions are obvious. First, Christians are sometimes selective in their use of Scripture and thereby support a view of the poor that they already hold and that they received from somewhere else. Second, it would seem more fruitful to develop an understanding of the poor that includes all and excludes none of these metaphors. The poor are made in the image of God. They are fallen. Christ did use the poor as a metaphor for himself and our need to serve the less fortunate. There is a scriptural bias toward the poor and against the nonpoor, and the poor are often among those who have not heard or responded to the gospel.



2. Who Are the Poor?

 

Our Bible and our theology tell us that the poor are whole, living people, inseparably body, soul, mind and heart. Further, they are persons embedded in families, communities and the corresponding social systems. Like us, the poor are encumbered selves. Finally, the biblical narrative tells us that the poor are made in the image of God and thus have gifts, skills and the potential to become kingdom-like, just as we are.

The poor live in households and some development thinkers believe that we need to view the household as the economic and social unit of importance. Each member helps and contributes, disrupts and consumes; yet everyone understands himself or herself are part of this social unit and not so much as individuals. Because households normally consist of people related to one another in some way, they manifest reciprocity and mutual obligation. Thus there is a moral economy of mutual exchange that operates by moral rules learned largely within the household (Friedman, 48). This moral economy operates, at least in part, outside the market economy and is an important way the poor maintain life and livelihood. This moral economy is based on relationships, not exchanges. To the poor household, relationships are often more important to life than money.

The idea of the household as the central social unit also resonates with the biblical narrative. The Bible seems to see people in household units too. Noah and his extended family were saved (Gen 7:1). God distributed the Promised Land fairly according to clans and household units (Wright, 68). Joshua made commitments in the name of his family (Josh 24:15). Lydia and her household were baptized by Paul, as were the Philippian jailer and his family later in the same story (Acts 16:15, 33). One test of leadership is that deacons “must manage their children and their households well” (1 Tim 3:12).



3. Who the Poor Are Not.

 

Some say the poor are lazy, fatalistic and will not save for the future. Others say the poor are poor and ignorant. Robert Chambers debunks these claims and calls us to be more humble in our judgments. The poor may not save, but this may be for the very good reason that their survival today will not permit it. The poor may appear lazy, but what we may be seeing is their way of conserving limited physical energy or waiting for things over which they have no control. Fatalism may be an adaptation that is prudent, not giving up at all. “The appearance of powerlessness, unawareness and acquiescence may be a condition for survival” (Chambers, 106).

The assertion that the poor are ignorant and stupid does not survive any informed understanding of real poor people. The depth and breadth of their indigenous knowledge frequently astounds us. Their knowledge of local ecology, traditional medicine and survival skills are considerable. The poor can survive in conditions that would daunt the best of us. The poor are no more lazy, fatalistic, improvident, stupid or arrogant that anyone else. All people suffer from these problems, poor and nonpoor alike. In fact, only the nonpoor can really afford to indulge these behaviors. “People so close to the edge cannot afford laziness or stupidity. They have to work and work hard, whenever and however they can. Many of the lazy and stupid poor are dead” (Chambers, 107).



4. Toward an Understanding of Poverty.

 

Poverty has been described in various ways and with increasing sophistication. Three important contributors will be briefly summarized and lessons drawn from each.

4.1. Poverty as Entanglement: Robert Chambers. Robert Chambers is a respected development professional, working at the Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex, in Brighton, England, and an important author on poverty and development. Chambers describes the poor household as living in a “cluster of disadvantage” (Chambers, 103-39). This cluster has five elements: the household is poor, physically weak, isolated, vulnerable and powerless. Chambers connects these dimensions of poverty into an interactive system that he calls the deprivation or poverty trap. This systems view of poverty has considerable explanatory power and aligns well with experience.

4.1.1. Material Poverty. The household has few assets. Its housing and sanitation is inadequate. It has little or no land, livestock or wealth.

4.1.2. Physical Weakness. The household members are weak. They lack strength because of poor health and inadequate nutrition. Many in the household are women, the very young and the very old.

4.1.3. Isolation. The household lacks access to services and information. It is often remote, far from main roads, water lines and even electricity. It lacks access to markets, capital and credit.

4.1.4. Vulnerability. The household has few buffers against emergencies or disaster. Its members lack choices and options. They cannot save and they are vulnerable to cultural demands, such as dowry and feast days, that soak up savings.

4.1.5. Powerlessness. The household lacks the ability and the knowledge to influence the life around them and the social systems in which they live.

4.1.6. Spiritual Poverty. We may add this category of poverty to Chambers’s list in the interest of working toward a holistic Christian understanding of poverty. The household suffers from broken and dysfunctional relationships—with God, each other, their community and their creation. Its members may suffer from spiritual oppression—afraid of spirits, demons and ancestors. They may lack hope and be unable to believe that change is possible. They may have never heard the gospel or may have responded to a truncated version of it that lacks transforming power.

Chambers’s systems approach to understanding poverty is a powerful tool. The interconnection between the six elements of his poverty trap is an important feature. Each is linked to and reinforces the others. A problem in one area means problems in another, and it is easy to see how the momentum can move toward greater and greater poverty.

One important feature is missing from Chambers’s analysis of poverty: the impact of spiritual poverty. Each of the elements of his poverty trap has a spiritual dimension. Powerlessness is not just a problem the poor have with the material world and the nonpoor who live in it. The poor often live in fear of the unseen, spiritual world of curses, gods, demons and angry ancestors. The poor often associate spiritual causes with physical weakness. Isolation from God and the Bible is as significant as not having access to government services, markets and capital. The need to find money to lift curses and ensure the blessing of the spirits contributes to vulnerability in the same way that disasters and social convention do.

There is another, more fundamental level at which we can see the spiritual missing. There is a spiritual reality that underlies the entire poverty trap system and its six interacting elements. This foundational spiritual reality provides the explanation for (1) the deceptive and dominating activity of the nonpoor, (2) the contribution the poor make to their own poverty by destructive behavior within the household, and (3) the poverty of being (we are of no value and are unworthy) and meaning (there are no answers for important questions), especially among the poor. No systems account of poverty is complete without a holistic view of the spiritual and material at the level of people and the social systems within which they live.

4.2. Poverty as Lack of Access to Social Power: John Friedman. John Friedman, professor of urban planning at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) and a promoter of what he calls “alternative development,” describes poverty by focusing on powerlessness as lack of access to social power. Poor households are excluded and need to be empowered. Like Chambers, he begins with the household as the social unit of the poor and sees it imbedded in four overlapping domains of social practice: state, political community, civil society and corporate economy (Friedman, 26-31). Each domain has a distinctive type of power: state power, political power, social power and economic power.

Each domain has its own set of institutions. The central institutions of the state consist of the formal executive and judicial elements of government. The core institutions of the political community consist of independent political organizations. In the overlap between the state and the government domains, Friedman places the legislature and regulatory bodies. Civil society consists of all households; it is the larger community. Where the civil society overlaps with government, we find churches and voluntary organizations. The central institutions of corporate economy are the corporation and local and national markets. This domain is also open to and profoundly interconnected with the global economy and transnational corporations. Where the corporate economy overlaps with the political community, we find political parties, protest movements and environmental groups. Where the corporate economy overlaps with civil society, we find the nonformal economic sector and popular economic organizations. These interacting domains form the system within which the poor household struggles to find space, location and influence.

Friedman then develops a set of eight bases of social power that are available to the poor as a way of creating social space and influence: social networks, information for self-development, surplus time, instruments of work and livelihood, social organization, knowledge and skill, defensible life space, and financial resources (67).

Absolute poverty for Friedman occurs when the values for these eight dimensions are too low for a household to move out of poverty on its own. Friedman’s explanation of poverty is a lack of social organization and lack of access to the political process.

The (dis)empowerment model of poverty is a political variant of the basic needs approach. It is centered on politics rather than planning. . . . The starting point of the model is the assumption that poor households lack the social power to improve the condition of their member’s lives. (Friedman, 66)




 

Friedman’s understanding of poverty brings a more sophisticated understanding of how poverty is related to lack of access to social power, in contrast to simply a lack of things or lack of knowledge. It also inserts poor households into a social system that goes beyond the local setting. The role of government, the political system, civil society and the economy, integrated into the global economy, is now part of the field of play. Poverty is understood as a state of disempowerment. These are helpful developments.

Like Chambers, Friedman’s understanding of poverty does not take into account the spiritual dimension of life. There is no explanation for why social systems exclude the poor and become self-serving. A spiritual dimension is needed to account for the fact that social institutions frequently frustrate even the best and most noble intentions of the people who inhabit and manage them. Without a doctrine of fallen principalities and powers, it is unclear why good people cannot make social institutions do the good they were set up to do. Furthermore, there is no means to account for the destructive behaviors and poor choices of both the poor and the nonpoor, nor the fact that the poor often exploit each other.

4.3. Poverty as Disempowerment: Jayakumar Christian. Jayakumar Christian, a long-time Indian development practitioner and development author, builds on Chambers and Friedman, and as a Christian practitioner, develops the spiritual side of understanding poverty. Christian sees the poor household embedded in a complex framework of interacting systems. These systems include a personal system that includes psychology and self-understanding; a social system, similar to Friedman’s; a spiritual system, which is personal and social; a cultural system, which includes worldview; and a biophysical system (Christian, 334). Christian argues that the poor find themselves trapped inside a system of disempowerment made up of these interacting systems. Each part of the system creates its own particular contribution to the disempowerment of the poor, including what Christian terms captivity to the god complexes of the nonpoor, deception by principalities and powers, inadequacies in worldview, weak mind and body, and suffering from marred identity

4.3.1. Captivity to God Complexes of the Nonpoor: The Social System. Similar to Friedman, Christian argues that the social system reinforces powerlessness by exclusion and exploitation, but Christian seeks deeper roots for this (Christian, 178). The nonpoor understand themselves as superior, necessary and even anointed to rule. They succumb to the temptation to play god in the lives of the poor, using religious systems, mass media, the law, government policies and people occupying positions of power. These people create narratives, structures and systems that justify and rationalize their privileged position. The result is that the poor become captive to the god complexes of the nonpoor. This can take place at the local level through landlords, police and local government functionaries. Or it can take place in the form of the World Bank imposing policies for poverty reduction on poor countries that have little choice but to comply.

4.3.2. Deception by Principalities and Powers: The Spiritual System. While acknowledging the impact of the Fall and sin on individual human beings, Christian also identifies an additional impact of the Fall in what he calls deception by the principalities and powers (Christian, 252). The powerlessness of the poor is reinforced by fear of and deceit on the part of “the god of this world [that] has blinded the minds of unbelievers” (2 Cor 4:4) and “the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will” (2 Tim 2:26). The poor and the nonpoor are “enslaved to the elemental spirits of the world” (Gal 4:3). Christian is affirming the biblical position that it is not simply human beings and the systems within which they live that create and sustain poverty; there is an adversary who works against life. This adversary is “a liar and the father of lies” (Jn 8:44). Any account of poverty that ignores the reality of an evil one lacks the full explanatory power that the Bible offers.

4.3.3. Inadequacies in Worldview: The Cultural System. For Christian, powerlessness is reinforced by what he calls inadequacies in worldview (Christian, 199, 262). Writing from within a Hindu context, he points to the disempowering idea of karma that teaches the poor that their poverty and exclusion is a just response to their former life and something that must be accepted if they hope for a better life the next time around. The Brahmin are taught by their Hindu tradition that the poor were made from the lower parts of god, and are thus inferior by nature. Every culture has beliefs that disempower people, discourage change and label oppressive relationships as legitimate, sacrosanct and ordained.

4.3.4. Weakness in Mind, Body and Spirit: The Biophysical System. This expression of poverty corresponds to Chamber’s category of physical weakness. The biophysical system—mind, body and spirit—is diminished and reinforces powerlessness as a result of hunger, illness and lack of education (Christian, 200). Undernourished, sick and weak bodies and minds are easy homes for a marred image, captivity, deception and inadequate worldviews.

4.3.5. Marring the Identity of the Poor: The Personal System. Christian concludes his explanation of poverty by pointing out that captivity to the god complexes of the nonpoor, deception by principalities and powers, inadequacies in worldview, and a weak mind and spirit result in what Christian terms the marred identity of the poor (Christian, 206). The identity of the poor is marred in two important ways. First, the poor are systematically excluded as actors. Too often people see the poor as “damaged goods” and thereby still the voices of the poor. Second, a lifetime of suffering, deception and exclusion is internalized by the poor in a way that results in the poor no longer knowing who they truly are and why they were created. The poor come to believe that they are, and were always meant to be, without value and without gifts to contribute. This is the deepest and most profound expression of poverty.

For Christian, these five interacting systems of disempowerment create in the minds of the poor what he calls a “web of lies” that entrap the poor in ways far stronger and insidious than physical bonds (Christian, 264). Table 2 illustrates the web of lies associated with each element of Christian’s disempowering system.



5. The Causes of Poverty.

 

Our understanding of how poverty is caused is important because it tends to direct the way we respond to poverty. Table 2 illustrates the point:

Articulating the cause of poverty is often in the eye of the beholder. Our understanding of cause is shaped by our place in the social system, our education, our culture and even our personalities. Understanding cause also depends on where we start (and stop) looking at poverty. If we begin with needs, we see the lack of water. Without further thought, this is the cause of poverty, and providing water is the answer. However, behind needs are issues, such as ownership of the water. If this is the cause of the lack of water, then the response is to work on ownership or access. Yet behind issues there are structures, such as caste, that influence who gets access to water and which often create impenetrable barriers to access. Behind structures are groups who inhabit and enforce the structures by insisting that it is their water and their right to control its use. Behind the groups are the ideologies and values that drive the group and social structure, the unspoken assumptions that we are to be served and they are so completely other that they aren’t supposed to drink where we drink.

 



Table 1. Poverty as Disempowerment (Developed from Christian, 264)
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Table 2. Causes and Responses to Poverty (Developed from Christian, 264)
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This kind of social analysis does deepen our understanding of what causes poverty. It allows us to discover much of what Chambers, Friedman, Christian and Jayakaran say we must see. We raise our view from physical need and the individual person to the social and cultural systems within which the poor live. We begin to understand that ideas, values and worldviews need to change.

5.1. Physical Causes of Poverty. There are physical causes to poverty. Chambers’ categories of material poverty and physical weakness speak to this. People need food, shelter, water and clean air. They need an environment that supports life. Money, land and livestock are helpful assets to have. Absence of these kind of things is the immediate cause of material poverty.

5.2. Social Causes of Poverty. The physical causes of poverty exacerbate and are exacerbated by the social causes of poverty. “There are large-scale social practices and a whole system of social roles, often firmly approved by the members of society generally, that cause or perpetuate injustice and misery” (Wolterstorff, 24). This idea was developed by Chambers and then more fully by Friedman. Christian’s framework points to these systems as the source of the web of lies. Jayakaran locates stakeholders behind each limitation to growth.

5.3. Mental Causes of Poverty. Lack of knowledge and technical skill are also causes of poverty. Debilitated mental states resulting from poor nutrition, poor healthcare, and alcohol or drugs create and sustain poverty. But the mental causes of poverty go deeper than this; poverty is within the mind. Christian is right to propose the idea of the web of lies that the poor believe and that, by their believing, disempowers them. Melba Maggay, a Philippina activist and theologian, provides an evocative description of this kind of poverty:The spirit that always denies, the annoying yet darkly seductive doubt that constantly questions the best we believe. The result for some is a creeping disillusionment, an intemperate realism, that in the end takes away the spring and lightness in our step, stoops our shoulders and makes us bitterly huddle in corners. (Maggay, 97)




 




We need to be careful, however, lest we imply the poor make themselves mentally poor. This is not the case. The social activist and theologian Walter Wink reminds us that “powerlessness is not simply a problem of attitude, however. There are structures—economic, political, religious and only then psychological—that oppress people and resist all attempts to end their oppression” (Wink, 102).

5.4. Spiritual Causes of Poverty. The spiritual causes of poverty are often overlooked or undeclared by development academics. I have already pointed out how Chambers and Friedman ignore the impact of the spirit world, shamans, and witchcraft and their very significant contribution to making and keeping people poor. Money is spent on charms for protection and time is lost to feast days, all done in an attempt to manage these power relationships. Technical improvements are refused for fear of the reaction of the spirit world. Furthermore, while there are lots of references to oppression, deceit, malfeasance, corruption, violence, fatalism, alcohol, and broken and unjust relationships in the development literature, the spiritual dimension seldom surfaces in the explanatory schemes. There is no hypothesis about the source of these causes of poverty. As I have noted, Christian adds the principalities and powers and their active deception to his variation of Friedman’s framework for powerlessness as the cause of poverty. Maggay supports this view: “Social action is a confrontation with the powers that be. We are, ultimately, not battling against flesh and blood, nor merely dismantling unjust social systems; we are confronting the powers in their cosmic and social dimensions” (Maggay, 82). R. Jayakaran actually names the spiritual as a cause of poverty.

So what can we say about poverty and its causes at the end of this review of four major contributors to the conversation? First, poverty is a complex phenomena of many interacting factors; there are unlikely to be any simple answers. Second, understanding poverty requires that we be multidisciplinary; we need the tools of anthropology, sociology, social psychology, spiritual discernment and theology, all nicely integrated. Third, the work of Chambers, Friedman, Christian and Jayakaran need to be seen as complimentary, each adding something to the other.



6. A Holistic Understanding of Poverty.

 

Combining what can be learned from Chambers, Friedman, Christian and Jayakaran with a theological and biblical perspective, two major summary statements can be made about poverty.

6.1. Poverty Is Fundamentally Relational in Nature. At the end of the day, poverty is relationships that do not work for well-being. Poverty is relationships that are not just, that are not for life and that are not harmonious or enjoyable. Poverty is the absence of shalom in all its meanings.

All four poverty frameworks provide explanations that rest on the idea that relationships are fragmented, dysfunctional, dominating or oppressive. Chamber’s poverty trap, Friedman’s access to social power and Christian’s framework for disempowerment all have at their foundation relationships that lack shalom, that work against human well-being of all, against life and life abundant.

Understanding poverty as relationships that do not work as they should is consistent with the biblical account as well. The scope of sin affects every one of the five relationships within which every human being lives: with God, with our community, with those we call other, with the environment in which we live and within ourselves. Each of these relationships find expression in the poverty systems related earlier in this section.

At the center of this relational understanding of poverty is the idea of the poor not knowing who they are and the reason why they were created. When people come to believe that they are less than human, without the brains, strength and personhood to contribute to their own well-being or that of others, their understanding of who they are is marred. Similarly, when the poor do not believe they have anything to contribute, or believe they cannot be productive, their understanding of their vocation is damaged as well. With marred identities and a diminished view of their vocations, the poor cannot play their proper and rightful relational role in the world, either within themselves or with those around them.

6.2. The Fundamental Cause of Poverty Is Spiritual. What causes the distortion and injustice in our relationships? What stands between God and us? What divides us inside ourselves into a family of competing, conflicting voices? What separates us within our community, with some doing well and others suffering? What causes us to exclude and sometimes demonize the other? Why do we abuse the earth? What is it that works against life, against shalom? The answers to these fundamental questions provide us with an explanation for the fundamental cause of poverty. Why does the poverty trap work as it does? Why are the poor denied access to social power? What is at the root of the web of lies and the powerlessness that results? Sin is what distorts these relationships. Sin is the root cause of deception, distortion and domination. When God is on the sideline or written out of our story, we do not treat each other well. We work instead for what we think life is for. We try to provide our own abundant life. Without a strong theology of sin, comprehensive explanations for poverty are hard to come by.

Finally, if it is true that sin is the fundamental cause of our lack of shalom, of our world of dominating relationships, then there is good news and bad news. The good news is that through Jesus Christ there is a way out of sin and toward transformation. The bad news is that if we do not accept this news, there is a sense in which we sit wrapped in chains of self-imposed limitations.



7. Poverty of the Nonpoor.

 

A section on poverty is not complete unless there are some comments on the poverty of the nonpoor. They have their own set of problems, not the least of which is that God hates idolatry and injustice.

The nonpoor have a great deal in common with the poor from the biblical perspective. The nonpoor are made in the image of god, are fallen, are being offered redemption. Sadly, it is harder for them to hear this good news than it is for the poor. This is partly true because they enjoy, knowingly or not, playing god in the lives of the poor.

The nonpoor are poor in another way that we sometimes miss. Their poverty is in their excess and it is the mirror image of the poverty of the poor. Too little food makes us weak and susceptible to disease; too much food makes us overweight and susceptible to heart disease and cancer. Illness among the poor is physical; illness among the nonpoor is physical and increasingly mental. The poor have inadequate housing; the nonpoor are sometimes slaves to their houses. Koyama puts this “too much is poverty” idea nicely:Man cannot live without bread. But, man must not live by this essential bread alone. Bread-alone, shelter-alone, clothing-alone, income-alone, all these alones damage man’s quality of life. Strangely, these good values contain danger elements too. Man is supposed to eat bread. But what if bread eats man? People are dying from over-eating today in affluent countries. Man is supposed to live in the house. But what if the house begins to live in man? . . . Man needs bread plus the word of God. (Koyama, 4-5)




 




The idea of too much or too little being two sides of the same problem reminds us of Proverbs 30:8-9:Give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that I need, or I shall be full, and deny you, and say, “Who is the LORD?”

or I shall be poor, and steal, and profane the name of my God.




 




The activity of the nonpoor in safeguarding their privilege and power also creates a poverty unique to the nonpoor. When we misuse a social system for our benefit, it is hard to believe that our friends are not doing the same. When domination is the goal, we have to keep winning in order not to lose.

At the end of the day, the poverty of the nonpoor is the same kind of poverty as the poor, only differently expressed: The poverty of the nonpoor is fundamentally relational and caused by sin. The result is a life full of things and short on meaning. The nonpoor simply live with different deceptions. The only difference is that the poverty of the nonpoor is harder to change. This is what Jesus was trying to say when he compared a rich man getting into the kingdom to a camel trying to go through the eye of a needle (Mt 19:24). For more on this topic see my Walking with the Poor.

See also HOLISTIC MISSION; MONEY, WEALTH; POWER, POWERS; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR; RELIEF AND DEVELOPMENT; SUFFERING; WORK, THEOLOGY OF.
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POWER

 

Contemporary theological treatments of the word power are varied. With the social forces of modernity rapidly shaping our world, a lively global theological debate has emerged about how current human power structures are now often negatively affecting the poor of the earth, and—ecologically speaking—the earth itself.

The analysis of power that follows seeks to understand the new powers of *globalization, including the ethical problems that they pose. Theologically speaking, in contrast to top-down constructions, power that emerges from contemporary forms of global empire-building, new “bottom-up” theologies have emerged that provide a new vision for humanity and a new articulation of power that is not centered either politically or geographically. We will focus here on this kind of Christian bottom-up approach in the context of biblical, neo-orthodox and *liberation theologies, concluding with a discussion of human agency in the face of the way power is conceptualized and exercised in the light of global liberation struggles against the dominating forces of empire.1. Natural Power

2. Human Power

3. Institutional Power

4. Divine Power

5. Power Discourses in the Bible

6. Pentecost and the Global Struggle for Liberation

7. Theological Implications


 





1. Natural Power.

 

Throughout history humans have been amazed and terrified at the brutal power of nature. While nature has been thought to demonstrate a creative capacity through the great number of natural species that have emerged to create the beautiful array of life on the planet, it also has destructive capabilities demonstrated in natural disasters like hurricanes, tornadoes and tsunamis. The Eastern notion of chi is one example of how to describe this underlying life force that animates nature as a cosmic field of living energy.



2. Human Power.

 

Like natural power, human power, too, can be said to have creative and destructive capacity. For Nietzsche, the will to power is the elemental and creative vitality that is at the very core of life itself. One example of this will to power is what Nietzsche described as the pre-Socratic war ethic. Another version is the “superman,” or Übermensch, which is Nietzsche’s vision of a powerful being that not only exhibits the will to power but finds in this the highest aspirations of nobility. The Übermensch imposes his will upon others, but also, most importantly, he imposes that will upon himself, subjecting his own will to the same kind of scrutiny that he would impose on others.



3. Institutional Power.

 

Michel Foucault, an influential interpreter of Nietzsche, builds on Nietzsche’s conception of power by pointing directly to the conceptualization and exercise of power at work in social and political institutions. Forms of power can likewise be used by those oppressed by such institutions as a way of resisting injustice. Foucault documents what he argues to be a shift in the internal logic of power as it was understood and practiced in eighteenth-century Europe, with its emphasis on top-down mechanisms of external control, to what he described as a logic of “discipline,” that is, analysis of the role of the direct or indirect supervision of social norms that are internalized by human beings through schools, governments and prisons. In that way, people become internally formed by the mechanisms of power in a similar way that certain practices discipline the body and bring about certain results.

Earlier, the German sociologist Max Weber, in his discussion on power and leadership, had focused on those holding institutional positions of power, arguing that individual leadership traits—or charismatic authority—are often most important in legitimating the actual exercise of power. At the same time, he gave particular attention to the routinization or bureaucratization of institutions and social norms that often develop in order to maintain the authoritative role of a leader over time.

Foucault went further than Weber in arguing that these “institutions of control” are deployed by controlling power centers to maintain subjection of the populace in general. Critical theorists writing after Foucault, such as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, have argued that these mechanisms of control have been “democratized” throughout all institutions of society, but most importantly in the global economy. Hence the role of elites or nobles has become less emphasized, and people have become the agents of the very power that also oppresses them.

In contrast to what was traditionally understood to be the locus of contemporary power, the nation-state, Hardt and Negri have argued that the concept of “empire” signifies a more diffuse social force that now spans the globe through the ubiquitous networks of global capitalism—multinational corporations and institutions of international finance. This exemplifies another shift in the internal logic of power. Hardt and Negri, adopting theological terms, have interpreted this new global network of power (located primarily in the diffusiveness of global capitalism) as a new expression of the “radical immanence,” or ever-presence, of power. By way of contrast, Christian theology, especially in the tradition of Karl Barth (see Barthianism), rather understood immanence as descriptive of the “transcendent” triune God revealed in the “immanent” Jesus Christ as the “Logos” of God who became flesh and dwelt among human beings.



4. Divine Power.

 

Karl Barth’s theology of divine power as located in the immanent Christ also provides a theological basis for resistance to the top-down power structures that Nietzsche, Foucault, and Hardt and Negri describe, in a way that is thought to liberate oppressed humanity by the realization of a “bottom-up” view of power located in the incarnation of Christ. The power of a transcendent God was then located in the “flesh” of Christ, born of the poor and oppressed, on whose behalf he spoke. It was on the basis of the logic of the incarnation that Barth argued that a vital part of the “freedom” proclaimed by the gospel was liberating people from earthly powers of oppression. Barth harshly criticized the Christian churches of his day that passively or actively gave allegiance to the emergent Nazi regime, arguing that the dangers of the church making a close alliance with the state included a fundamental misunderstanding of the power of God realized in Christ.

Barth witnessed many of his fellow professors and other friends becoming quickly captivated by the ideological and actual power of Prussian militarism. For Barth, those powers were top-down and irrevocably imperial, and as a consequence could not embody the radical social ethic of the gospel. He repudiated the very core of the Kultur Protestantismus that provided a theological justification for the common acceptance of worldly conceptualizations and practices of power that could be exemplified in movements like Nazism. Theologically, Barth argued that we can only understand God’s omnipotence, his “plenitude of power,” through understanding God as the one who loves in freedom rather than coercion.

Barth presented God’s power as an expression of free love, arguing that we only apprehend God’s power through the weakness of Jesus Christ in the flesh. The kenotic logic of the Christ hymn in Philippians 2:5-11 became, for Barth, paradigmatic for his theological thinking about divine power. He argued that Jesus transformed worldly notions of power through his example of leading (power) through the self-emptying love of a servant to others (Mt 23:8-12). It is through the humanity and weakness of Jesus Christ that God’s attributes are perfected, rather than through “omnipotence” understood as the possession and exercise of coercive force. After Barth, Protestant theology was challenged to understand omnipotence through the person and work of Jesus Christ, in the context of the doctrine of the Trinity, rather than through its more conventional genealogy.

Barth’s theology further provides a way of thinking about divine power as the theological basis for the contemporary church’s prophetic task of working for love and justice rather than for power-as-coercive-force in an institutional, legal or military sense. Barth’s theology represents an important turn back to biblical narratives rather than Roman *political theology to understand the relationship between divine and human power.



5. Power Discourses in the Bible.

 

In the Hebrew Bible, power is often associated with the “mighty hand” of the God of Israel who demonstrates his “power” over against the magic of Pharaoh. The power of the God of Israel is not expressed by rich and powerful armies, such as those of ancient Egypt, but in Israel’s miraculous crossing of the Red Sea. The models for that kind of power have also been considered by contemporary theologians, such as James Cone, who argues for liberation on the model of the Exodus.

A growing group of biblical scholars and theologians have also been considering the relation between the power of Christ and the “principalities and powers of the world” as narrated in the New Testament. The phrase archai kâi exousiai (often translated “principalities and powers” or “rulers and authorities” [NRSV] or “rule and authority”) is found in Luke 12:11; 20:20 (“jurisdiction and authority”); 1 Corinthians 15:24; Ephesians 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Colossians 1:16; 2:10, 15; and Titus 3:1. As William Stringfellow and Walter Wink have argued, the human, institutional and divine dimensions of power all come together in this biblical phrase. The struggle against principalities and powers is not just spiritual but involves the engagement and transformation of all institutions of society and eventually of creation itself.

Precisely by allowing himself to be crucified by those very “principalities and powers” (terms of Roman legal jurisdiction), Jesus disarmed the principalities and powers of supremacy and called this a triumph over those very spiritual and material forces that make human life inhuman. While Jesus is victimized by the powers in his death on the cross, he is proclaimed Lord (kyrios) over them by his resurrection from the dead. Participating in this dialectic of death and resurrection, now through the power of the Holy Spirit, the church continues this struggle, seeking to embody that triumph in its proclamation of the *kingdom of God—God’s reign of *peace, *justice and *love rather than coercion.



6. Pentecost and the Global Struggle for Liberation.

 

The narrative of Pentecost, recorded in Acts 2, is arguably the greatest biblical example of an outpouring of divine power that is not based on geography or jurisdiction, precisely because it is international in language and scope. By this outpouring of the Holy Spirit, people come to worship the crucified Christ in all of the languages of the ancient Near Eastern world. By this outpouring, Pentecost also closely associates divine power with the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity.

These biblical motifs of power have more recently been reworked within African and African American Christianities in significant ways, particularly in the liberation theologies that emerged in the Global South as well as in North America. Also in the Global South, African indigenous religious traditions continue to affirm various levels of spiritual powers that can be engaged by human beings through religious rituals rather than through coercive force. Among the Youraba people of Nigeria, for example, there is an understanding of power as Àşę, that is an embodied “spiritual vitality” whose source is in the High God, mediated through two types of spirits who have and exercise power: nature spirits and ancestral spirits.

With the rise of *Pentecostalism, which locates its primary emphases in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit as recorded in Acts 2, this more traditional African notion of power became transformed by a new Pentecostal spirituality that emphasized *baptism in the Holy Spirit, speaking in tongues (see Glossolalia) and exercising the “gifts of the Spirit” as forms of spiritual or divine power. Nigerian Pentecostals often think differently about spirits and demons now, and sometimes provide an alternative discourse to traditional explanations of the spirits in African indigenous religions. Pentecostalism often finds its most widespread acceptance among the poor in the Global South (see Poverty), and that new kind of “power” often serves to sever traditional class and racial boundaries as it attracts those suffering from systemic or other forms of oppression by “power.”

Similarly, since the 1960s, theological movements grew that were directly engaged with understanding socially formative and potentially transformative power from a “Southern” Christian perspective. These *liberation theologies were often instrumental to struggles for freedom and socioeconomic liberation throughout the world. Liberation theology had its start in Latin America, but rapidly spread to other parts of the globe. Key church leaders, such as Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador, were assassinated in the struggle between the state (indebted to certain forms of power) and the church (now proclaiming a different kind of power) over questions of poverty, exclusion and human rights. Responses to Latin American liberation theology from Protestant evangelical movements, largely led by groups like the Theological Fraternity of Latin America under René Padilla, continued to frame their engagement with liberation theologians in terms of the integral mission of the church that is called to deal specifically with spiritual and material concerns, all of which affect conceptualizations and practices of power.

In the United States, a similar struggle emerged when the civil rights movement became, in some ways, a Christian resistance movement that built on the collective power of oppressed black Americans allied with sympathetic white activists. Martin Luther King Jr.’s vision of “beloved community” was an expression of “power” that refused conventional recourse to coercion by providing a paradigm of nonviolent resistance to racist structures of American society. Hence, nonviolent power provided a concrete example of another kind of human agency enlisted to work for a more just and loving society.

James Cone (1997) provides another example of a Christian conceptualization of power that played an important role in helping Christians in the United States confront the racism that “empowered” the near monopoly of whites over theological education and theological practice in a way that silenced the religious experience and theological endeavors of black Americans. He argued that “white theology” resulted from a culture of white supremacy (see Black Theology). With other roots in figures like Stoakley Carmichael and Malcolm X, “black power”—Christian or otherwise—worked to promote the self-love, dignity and neglected abilities of black people throughout the world. “Black power” also worked to establish correspondences with the oppressed “peoples of color” and other “poor” throughout the world. In those examples “power” was not always about the yet-to-be-realized kingdom of God.

One could compare this to the logic of Foucault’s theory of power: wherever there is power, there is resistance. And as Hardt and Negri argue, the wider power spreads itself—especially in an increasingly imperial landscape—the points at which it is vulnerable increase. “Imperial overreach” is hence an opportunity for Christians to challenge imperial conceptualizations and practices of power. When Christians gather together to resist injustice, a new and transforming power in the form of a Christian social movement emerges.



7. Theological Implications.

 

These various discourses of power, and debates over how to understand its various functions, provide an important way to describe real human agency as various Christian groups become mobilized in an ecumenical struggle for global peace and justice that confronts the power of “empire.” African and Latin American liberation theologies, among other movements, have provided integrated approaches to the struggle against spiritual and temporal power relations that violate not only divine justice but also the precepts of basic human equality. These movements of liberation continue to pose an important ongoing ethical question: When is Christian belief being used ideologically, to serve independent interests in gaining and maintaining power? Responses will vary to be sure, but theologically speaking, the question forces one to address how we can relate God’s “power” and work for love and justice to the human “power struggle” for domination in a world of sin and evil. Beginning to think about God’s power as bottom-up, in contrast to topdown—as immanently relational rather than coercive—provides some new perspective on old arguments about divine power. From this point of departure, all people, including those on the margin, have some degree of agency and are not simply hapless victims of power. When people on the margins of what now appears to be the triumph of the new empire of global *capitalism mobilize for the transformative realization of justice through the “power” of the Holy Spirit, there is hope for a better world instead of a coercive one.

See also CHILDREN AT RISK; DEPENDENCY; SOCIAL ETHICS; EVIL, PROBLEM OF; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; PERSECUTION AND MARTYRDOM; POVERTY; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY; SEXISM; SPIRITUAL WARFARE; SUFFERING; TERRORISM.
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PR AGMATISM

 

Pragmatism is an American school of philosophy that derives from the thought of Charles Pierce in the late nineteenth century and, especially, his better known followers William James and John Dewey. These thinkers argued that truth is determined by the effects, or cash value, of a proposition in real life. More generally one might say pragmatism reflects the common human search for what works in a given situation.

The background of Pierce’s thinking was the growing respect accorded the scientific method. The notion of experimentation suggested to him the more general idea that “the rational purpose of a word or other expression, lies exclusively in its conceivable bearing upon the conduct of life” (Pierce, 265). The corollary his followers developed was whatever is not susceptible to experiment can have no possible bearing on life. William James argued that most philosophical disputes can be settled by tracing their concrete consequences. Thus, he says, “the whole function of philosophy ought to be to find out what definite difference it will make to you and me” if a given statement is true or false (James, 45). John Dewey similarly argued that the problems of philosophy could be likened to a river that needs crossing. One assesses the options and makes the choice most likely to succeed.

Among academic philosophers pragmatism initially did not receive widespread support. But in mid-century W. V. Quine and Richard Rorty gave pragmatism a new respectability. Like earlier pragmatists these thinkers were suspicious of theoretical solutions and focused more on the everyday use of language and thought. Cornel West has described the way, on the basis of these thinkers, one might develop a more sophisticated neo-pragmatism. West defines this as thinking “genealogically about specific practices in light of the best available social theories, cultural critiques, and historiographical insights and to act politically to achieve certain moral consequences” (West, 209). West calls his view a prophetic pragmatism that reflects the prophetic tradition of the Bible and his own Christian commitment.

Another important Christian application of a pragmatic method is found in the theological movement in Latin America called *liberation theology. Liberation theologians refused to see theology as an abstract discipline and sought to ground it in the call of the poor and oppressed for liberation. This intolerable situation of *poverty constituted, for liberationists, the starting point of theology. Juan Luis Segundo argued that “everything involving ideas, including theology, is intimately bound up with the existing social situation in at least an unconscious way” (Segundo, 8). Theology then needs a special method that begins with the existing situation of injustice.

Traditional religions in many parts of the world are attempts to organize and pacify the *powers in a way that are basically pragmatic. John Mbiti describes the way Africans can pay respect to various deities and powers and switch allegiances when one set powers no longer works for them (Mbiti).

Clearly the biblical emphases on obedience and the call to care for the poor and marginalized, resonate with the pragmatists’ concern with real-life consequences. On the other hand, in a fallen world, work for real-world justice must be done in the light of the Christian hope in a city “whose architect and builder is God” (Heb 11:10).

See also SOCIAL ETHICS.
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PR AYER

 

Prayer is a common yet mysterious phenomenon. Widely regarded as both a universal and a spiritual language, prayer is something every person intuitively understands, a common act we all exercise. It is universal in that it serves as an expression of who we are as human beings, practiced by adherents of virtually every known religious group, Christian or otherwise. It is spiritual because it connects us, spiritual beings, to a higher spiritual Being—however we choose to speak of such a “being.” For Christians, that being to whom we direct our prayers is identified as the one true God made manifest in the person of Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Prayer as language is a communication tool, with love as its prime propellant. Indeed prayer at its best is a love relationship with the living God, encompassing both aspects of conversation and communion—which, in and of themselves, are expressed in a multitude of ways: privately, communally, socially, culturally, sensually, temperamentally.1. Prayer as Conversation

2. Prayer as Communion

3. Prayer as Conversation and Communion

4. Conclusion


 





1. Prayer as Conversation.

 

1.1. Conversational Prayer Described. Prayer stands as the place of encounter between the human and the divine. Such an encounter involves conversation. In fact prayer is itself a conversation. As a form of conversation, prayer involves a loving dialogue between two parties: an individual and/or a believing community and God. The popular ACTS method of praying (Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, Supplication) exemplifies this conversational style, particularly when the critical element of Scripture is factored into the equation. For it is primarily through God’s Word that we interact with God in the process of our prayer encounter. Without listening to God—for his affirmation, guidance, leading and direction—via his Word, the whole encounter ceases to be a conversation and becomes merely a soliloquy.

True conversational prayer entails active listening, patient waiting and careful discernment with God through his Word, the Bible, as illumined by his Holy Spirit. In addition to the words involved (ours and God’s), periods of silence can in fact be a rich, integral part of our conversation with God. Even in human terms, conversation requires moments of silence. The reality is, as an anonymous old English writer informs us, “God is neither in silence nor in speaking but between and beyond both our silence and our words” (Kisly, x).

1.2. Conversational Prayer Expressed. Just as we converse with different people through a variety of different means, we also talk with God in a number of ways that inevitably reflect our unique culture, our tradition, our depth of experiences, our own personalities and even our temperamental mix—none of which should be construed to be automatically right or wrong. Some cultures may be very vocal and repetitive in the way they verbalize their prayers, others might tend to be passionate and loud when they come together as a community, engaging in simultaneous outbursts of intercessory prayer. More liturgical Christians prefer written prayers or responsive, antiphonal ones that employ the text of Scripture, especially the Psalms. Others gravitate toward the more quiet expressions of conversational prayer channeled through prayer partnerships or small group settings.

The most popular style of conversational prayer, practiced by the majority of Christians regardless of denominational affiliations, seems to be petitionary or intercessory types of prayers. Under these two major categories, we might add warfare, or deliverance prayers, including *healing prayer. The other common prayer rituals include praise, adoration and thanksgiving, practiced both privately and communally.

One expression of conversational prayer that has been rediscovered by Christians of varying traditions is the Prayer of Examen popularized by the Jesuits, who are themselves celebrating a revival of Ignatian spirituality. The examen is, in many ways, dialogical in nature as it engages the person doing it in some kind of personal spiritual inventory of his or her day with God via an imaginative conversation with God while actively utilizing one’s senses.

For the most part, one can safely conclude that many Christians, particularly Protestants, are generally comfortable in their practice of conversational prayer. The truth is, for a large segment of Protestantism, it almost appears to be the exclusive way of approaching God in prayer. We know, of course, that this need not be the case. Prayer is a multifaceted experience.



2. Prayer as Communion.

 

2.1. Communing Prayer Described. Prayer, as many ancient saints have testified, in fact goes beyond mere conversation with God. To them, prayer is foremost a communion with God. In its truest sense, communion means being “in union with” God himself who created us for such a purpose. Suffice it to say, prayer has directly to do with one’s ongoing pursuit to attain union with God (see Deification).

As Henri Nouwen put it, “To pray is to move to the center of all of life and all love” (Nouwen 1994, 23), entering into the depths of one’s own heart where God’s heart resides. Prayer, therefore, is not primarily about doing something for God, but simply being with God and enjoying his presence.

One would be hard-pressed to imagine Jesus spending an entire evening of prayer endlessly chatting his way through to his Father (see Lk 6:12). Jesus must have spent large blocks of time in solitude and silence, listening and just being in the presence of his Father. In a way, that is what communing prayer involves—simply showing up and being with God.

Thus it can be said that true prayer involves communing with God, and communion with God involves prayer—in all the various forms it takes. The vital elements of solitude, silence and contemplation form the essential substance of communing prayer.

2.2. Communing Prayer Expressed. In the Gospels we see how Jesus himself exemplified in his life and ministry the regular practice of solitude, silence and contemplation. In the thick of his demanding ministry, Jesus periodically withdrew, at times inviting his disciples to accompany him, either to a mountainside or another solitary place to commune with his Father in prayer (see e.g., Mt 14:23; Mk 1:35; Lk 4:42). Communing prayer, which clearly characterized Jesus’ life, goes hand in hand with the exercise of solitude, silence and contemplation. Solitude is not simply withdrawing and being alone, but being alone with God. Silence does not mean abstaining from speaking but listening to God. Contemplation is not reflecting out of a vacuum but the ability to see reality as it really is.

One of the specific ways communing prayer is expressed is through the avenue of meditation and contemplation. Meditation and contemplation have been more closely identified with Eastern than Christian religious practices. But increasingly Christians have become open to embracing such experiences. Dom John Main, a Benedictine monk, rediscovered the Christian teaching on meditation in the works of John Cassian. Out of Main’s influence was birthed the World Community for Christian Meditation wherein practitioners employ the ancient Aramaic prayer “Maranatha” (“Come, Lord Jesus”) as a form of Christian mantra to enable one’s heart and mind to be attentive to God.

The end of the twentieth century witnessed the rising popularity of the Centering Prayer movement spearheaded by the late M. Basil Pennington, a Benedictine abbot, and Thomas Keating, a Cistercian monk. Both propagated a type of prayer—which is really meant to be a preparation for true contemplation—based on the proven practices of the fourteenth-century anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing and the Spanish poet John of the Cross. The method is disarmingly simple. It utilizes a sacred word to represent one’s intention to welcome God’s presence and action within. Pennington sums up the process in a threefold step: Be with God within; use a word to stay; use the word to return. The contemporary popularity of the practice of centering prayer transcends denominational affiliation or theological persuasion, and seems to indicate that many Christians are grasping that the art of prayer goes beyond mere conversation into an experience of deepening levels of communion with God.



3. Prayer as Conversation and Communion.

 

3.1. Conversation and Communion Described. Prayer does not have to be exclusively either conversation or communion, but may be a rich merging of both experiences. We know from experience that the more we converse with one another, the more we feel a sense of oneness with each other. Conversely, the more we feel in deep union with each other, the more we engage in equally deep conversation—even if such conversation takes place within the context of abiding silence. When that happens, whatever distinction we impose between conversation and communion becomes moot since both can commingle existentially in our own experience.

As observed earlier, prayer is fundamentally a love relationship. To pray is to love. Lovers do not analyze. They do not try to define and describe the intimate love they experience; they simply bask in the experience of it. In the words of Thelma Hall, “There is an inner dynamic in the evolution of all true love that leads to a level of communication ‘too deep for words.’ There the lover becomes inarticulate, falls silent, and the beloved receives the silence as eloquence” (Hall, 7). All that to say that when we are truly in love with God, we sometimes get lost in our deep encounter with him, where conversation and communion automatically and naturally coalesce in the process of praying.

3.2. Conversation and Communion Prescribed. There is today a return to the Western monastic practice of sacred reading that is designed to encounter God through full communication and communion. An example is the revival of the ancient art of Lectio Divina popularized by the Benedictines—a prayer movement that enables one to cycle from spiritual to discursive to affective to mystical prayer experience by utilizing the rhythm of lectio, meditatio, oratio and contemplatio. In contemporary diction, the process involves the prayerful reading of, reflecting upon, responding to and resting in the living Word. John of the Cross neatly outlines for us the fourfold flow of Lectio using his own paraphrase of Luke 11:9: “Seek in READING, and you will find in MEDITATION; knock in PRAYER and it will be opened up to you in CONTEMPLATION” (Hall, 28).

Lectio very much represents a two-way communication: allowing God to speak to us through his inspired Word, and giving us the opportunity to respond to his communication to us through that same Word. In the words of Cyprian, “In Scripture, God speaks to us, and in prayer we speak to God” (Pennington 1998, 88). The conversation piece takes an active role during the first three stages of Lectio: reading, reflecting and responding. In this regard, Lectio assumes the posture of a dialogue, involving reception by active listening and attentive response while immersed in the repetitive process of prayerful reading. Slow repetition is highlighted as the heart and soul of a genuine Lectio experience (Casey, 24).

The aspect of communion culminates during the contemplation stage—that restful moment of silent surrender, yielding and waiting where we find ourselves simply present to the One who is ever-present to us. In essence, contemplation is the ultimate goal of Lectio Divina. But it is not something one tries to make happen; rather it is reckoned as a pure gift from God.

Lectio Divina can be an effective antidote to a highly rational and cognitive approach to prayer and Scripture reading, which many Christians are accustomed to. The intertwining of dialogical conversation and affective communion can be life transforming. Through this particular avenue of prayer, we can always have the prospect of enjoying a real, living encounter with the living Word.



4. Conclusion.

 

Prayer is the simplest language in the world. As such, everybody is a pray-er. As people made in the image of God, it is in our very nature to pray. God is the one who puts that intrinsic desire in all of us to seek after him. Prayer is where we intimately encounter God and God encounters us. And in such an encounter, transformation inevitably happens. Prayer does change things. For one, it changes us. But it changes God too. A responsive, loving God attends to our prayers even as we ourselves learn to respond to God’s overtures of love. Conversation and communion with God are inseparable ingredients of a rich and rewarding prayer experience.

See also INVOCATION, VENERATION OF SAINTS; LITURGY AND WORSHIP; SPIRITUALITY.
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PREACHING

 

Preaching is the theological interpretation of life in the context of Christian *worship (Jiménez 2003, 19). It is an interdisciplinary field where several theological and pastoral disciplines converge, namely, exegesis, *hermeneutics, theology, Christian education, pastoral counseling and oratory. Preaching requires integration of theological and pastoral approaches. Therefore, preaching is always theological; it is a way of doing theology and of teaching theological concepts. The Christian sermon embodies theological concepts in the language of the people, applied to daily life.

Homiletics is the academic study of preaching, particularly of its key aspects. First, homiletics considers hermeneutic problems, analyzing the different principles that the church uses to read, comment on and interpret the Bible. Second, it also studies the sermon preparation process. Third, homiletics studies the place of the sermon in Christian worship. Fourth, it studies the impact of the sermon on the congregation, considering the reaction of the audience to the sermon.1. Origins

2. The Middle Ages

3. Missionary Preaching

4. The Renaissance and the Reformation

5. The Colonial Period

6. Anglo-European Models

7. Liberation Preaching

8. Issues in the Pulpit


 





1. Origins.

 

Christian preaching traces its origins to both Jewish and Greek sources (for what follows, see Edwards). The practice of commenting on sacred texts in the context of communal worship comes from rabbinical Judaism. However, the basic technique to fashion speeches comes from Greco-Roman rhetoric. According to this model, the task of preparing a speech has five stages: invention, disposition (outlining), elocution, style and delivery. Speeches were supposed to have three main divisions: An appeal to human emotions (ethos), an appeal to human reason (logos), and an appeal to human will (pathos). The early church probably employed three types of sermons: missionary (preached to nonbelievers), liturgical (preached to believers in the context of worship) and catechetical (preached to new believers and catechumens). Although Greco-Roman rhetoric influenced Christian preaching from its inception, Augustine systematized it in his book On Christian Doctrine, the first known manual of homiletics. The first three chapters expound hermeneutical principles. The fourth discusses how to fashion a sermon following principles taken from Aristotle’s Rhetoric.

The verse-by-verse sermon comes from the school of Alexandria, which preferred to expound the allegorical meaning of Scripture. In time, the church developed two basic homiletic forms: the homily and the sermon. On the one hand, a homily is a short sermon that comments on a biblical text verse by verse. Such text is usually taken from a lectionary, which in turn is tied to the liturgical year. On the other hand, the sermon as such is a longer dissertation that can be expository, narrative or thematic in character.



2. The Middle Ages.

 

The Middle Ages saw the development of several “homiliaries,” collections of homilies that followed the liturgical year. Europe also saw the rise of monastic preaching, where monks heard at least two homilies daily; the mendicant orders, such as the Dominicans and the Franciscans; mysticism, which cultivated the art of allegorical biblical hermeneutics; and the conciliar and reform movements that invigorated the church during the last centuries of the Middle Ages through the preaching of John Wycliffe, John Hus and Girolamo Savonarola, among others. Other parts of the world were considered fields of mission.



3. Missionary Preaching.

 

Missionary preaching, although heavily influenced by European models, tried to engage the different cultures, creating contextual models of preaching. Missionary preaching is, by definition, crosscultural preaching that seeks the inculturation and indigenization of the gospel (Augsburger and DeChamplain).

In almost every country the church couched its message in indigenous patterns. For example, preaching in Africa used typological interpretation of the Bible, understood the mystery of Christ in relation to the theological role of *ancestors, and used musical models such as the kontakion to sing parts of the sermons (Shorter). In parts of Asia, homiletics used models taken from Confucianism and Buddhism. For example, the Japanese word for preaching is sekkyo, which comes from the Buddhist term for the exposition of a sutra for the general public (Fukada and Kato). Such exposition could also be expressed in drama and song. However, at times missionary preaching served as an ideological tool of the European hegemonic powers (Jiménez 2005). This was, for example, the case in Latin America, where the conquerors arrived with the cross and the sword in tandem.



4. The Renaissance and the Reformation.

 

During the Renaissance, the return to the classics led to the rediscovery of Greek rhetoric. Desiderius Erasmus, in his Ecclesiastes, applied rhetorical principles to Christian preaching. After the *Reformation, preaching in vernacular languages became normative in Protestant circles. Sermons were used for missionary, liturgical, catechistic, apologetic and polemic purposes. Luther had a definitive effect on Christian preaching. His theology and his practice established a model to be followed by future Protestant preachers. His theology of the Word and his understanding of the gospel as an antiphon to the “law” are still effecive today, particularly in those countries where Lutheranism is very inf luential.

John Calvin’s theology of preaching differed from Luther’s in many aspects. His theology of the Word emphasized the role of the Holy Spirit in the effective communication of the gospel. His understanding of “law and gospel” included a didactic function of the law (also known as the “third use” of the law).

Luther, Zwingli and Calvin were exegetes; they were biblical preachers who expounded Scripture systematically, making constant references to the original languages. They favored literal, grammatical and historical exegesis, thus rejecting allegorical interpretations.

The varied movements bundled under the rubric *Radical Reformation made two important contributions to Christian preaching: encouraging preaching in nonliturgical settings (missionary and polemic sermons) and considering preaching as a collegial activity that could be led by laypeople.

The *Counter Reformation rekindled Catholic missionary preaching. Three orders placed great emphasis on preaching: the Barnabites, the Capuchins and the Company of Jesus (Jesuits).



5. The Colonial Period.

 

We cannot forget, though, that the same Charles V that faced Luther also presided over the conquest of Latin and South America. The Catholic Church in Latin America soon divided into two branches: the institutional church and the church of the poor (González and Jiménez, chap. 2). While some preachers used their sermons to legitimize the oppression of indigenous peoples, others dedicated their lives to defend them and to advocate for the rights of the African slaves.

The missionary impetus was not restricted to Catholic nations or to the newly discovered lands. Soon Protestant nations joined in the imperialist movement that placed most of the known world under European hegemony. In places such as India, where the gospel had been preached for centuries, Protestants joined the fray. Therefore, in almost every nation, preaching had three different strands: First, Catholic preachers delivered homilies following closely the same liturgical patterns and using the same liturgical language (Latin). Second, Protestant preachers crafted sermons using the rhetorical and theological patterns inherited from the Reformers. Third, popular preachers, usually with little or no theological education, preached the gospel in nonliturgical settings, such as open air and revival services, at the margins of the institutional church. In India, independent Christian preachers are one of the chief features of Protestantism. They continue in the tradition of the sadhus and friars among the Hindus and other religious traditions. Converts from Hinduism and Islam carried this tradition to the church (Prakash).

The Catholic Church was not alone in straddling the social divide between the rich and the poor. In many countries the missionaries catered to the upper classes. For example, one of the first continent-wide strategies developed by missionaries in Latin America was to evangelize the wealthier and most-educated people in each country, hoping that the masses would follow the elites into church. By the same token, many of the first converts to Protestant Christianity in Japan came from a Samurai background. Given their educational background, the Samurais demanded sermons that engaged academic issues, expounding Scripture in a systematic fashion. For its part, Christianity in Korea—which had a stronger Confucian orientation—quickly identified with the poorest people, even translating Scripture to Hangul, an indigenous Korean writing form.



6. Anglo-European Models.

 

Given the political and ideological influence of Great Britain and the United States in the modern world, the preaching models developed in these countries have influenced preaching all around the globe. The British rationalistic approach to preaching may be the most prominent homiletic model in the world. Mediated by the writings of Charles H. Spurgeon, J. A. Broadus and, lately, John R. W. Stott, British homiletics blends insights from the patristic sermon pattern, the Calvinist ideal of the sermon as public exegesis, Greco-Roman rhetoric and the “Belles Lettres” that used aesthetic qualities to move the hearer to “experience the sublime,” presented through a dramatic delivery. The sermon must begin with a proposition, that is, the exposition of a universal biblical or theological truth. The sermon develops such a proposition through four steps: instruction, imagination, passion and motivation.

The influence of this British approach in evangelical circles cannot be overstated. Consider that in Latin America two of the most widely distributed homiletic texts are the translations of Spurgeon’s Lectures to my Students (1875) and Broadus’s A Treatise on the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons (1898). These books are still in print and are widely used as textbooks in Bible institutes and colleges.

At the twilight of the colonial period, the United States also exported two other homiletic models: the crusade and the celebrity preacher. These models are also found in many evangelical circles around the globe.

In response to the rationalistic and rhetorical approaches developed in Great Britain and the United States, Karl Barth reinterpreted the Reformed theologies of preaching, stressing the preeminence of the Word of God. Barth agreed with the dictum of the Second Helvetic Confession, which states, “The Preaching of the Word of God Is the Word of God [Praedicatio verbi Dei est verbum Dei]” (5.004; Barth, 13). However, Barth also saw the sermon as an opportunity to serve the Word of God, explaining it to our contemporaries. In part, this seemingly paradoxical theology of preaching stems from the German concept of Predigt. This word refers both to the speech and to the act of presenting a faith-based speech through which God creates faith and builds the church. Barth’s theology was very influential all over the world, but had a decided impact in the German-speaking world and in Denmark.

Since the late 1960s there has been a revolution in American homiletics. The seminal works of Fred Craddock led a whole new generation of experts in the field of homiletics to explore inductive, narrative and phenomenological approaches to preaching. The old rationalistic paradigm lost its hegemony; a new postmodern paradigm has been born.



7. Liberation Preaching.

 

The contribution of contextual and *liberation theologies is a cornerstone of the new postmodern homiletic paradigm (González and González). It calls us to exercise hermeneutics of suspicion, to understand the sermon as a social act, to include formerly disenfranchised groups and to develop a holistic understanding of salvation. The liberation model, inspired by the French theologies of action, developed in Latin America and influenced Third-World theologians in different parts of the world.

In Europe and the United States, several ethnic and minority groups have made important contributions to preaching during the last decades. For example, African American preaching has served as a paradigm for the renewal of preaching in the United States. During the 1960s, Martin Luther King Jr. became the model of the black preacher to the nation.

Although women have been historically excluded from the pulpit, the latter part of the twentieth century began to see a reversal of this injustice. In many parts of the world, women have increasing access to theological education, ordination and church ministry. They also have developed varied and dynamic theological approaches.



8. Issues in the Pulpit.

 

Across the globe, Christianity struggles with different pastoral and theological issues. In many countries—particularly in Asia, Africa and Indonesia—Christians are in the minority. In these settings Christian worship has a decidedly evangelistic emphasis and the sermon revolves around the confession of faith. The church preaches salvation through Christ, condemning animism, shamanism and pantheism.

The church also has to address its colonial heritage (Jiménez, 2005). The Third World still suffers the consequences of the colonial enterprise, which left racially stratified societies in different parts of the globe. The First World also has to address its colonial past, particularly as communities of former colonial subjects grow among them. For example, in France and Great Britain the Muslim communities continue to grow. At the same time, in the United States the Hispanic community has outgrown the African American community, becoming the largest minority group in the nation.

Finally, and perhaps most important for postmodern times, preaching has now to address the issue of identity or, better yet, the plurality of identities that define the postmodern self. Beyond racial-ethnic and religious categories, a person now may define him- or herself according to class, educational achievement and sexual orientation. In a world of competing identities, Christian preaching calls us to faith, affirming the Christian identity that believers receive through baptism. In a fragmented world, our Christian identity forges a new people out of believers who come from every tribe, language and nation (Rev 7:9-10).

See also EVANGELISM; LITURGY AND WORSHIP.
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PREEXISTENCE OF CHRIST.
See CHRISTOLOGY.





PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR

 

The preferential option for the poor is one of the foundational insights of *liberation theology. It refers to the attitude that churches and Christians should have as they read the Bible, where one observes that God favors those oppressed by Pharaoh (Boff and Boff, 67). God is always attentive to the supplication of the oppressed and hears their cry (Ex 3:7-8). What is more an offense against the poor is identified as an offensive directly against God (Prov 17:5). Biblical testimony presents God as the defender of the rights of the poor (Prov 22:22-23; 23:10- 11). God affirms the rights of the oppressed and the deceived. The concept of God’s sovereignty and transcendence gain meaning in God’s demand for justice. God appears to lack impartiality in history. Exactly because God is sovereignly just, God is partial. If God were impartial in the face of injustice, God would be unjust because God would be treating as the same those who amass fortune and power by means of injustice.

Poverty is a key concept with deep biblical roots, though the sociological and political issues have monopolized its scope. God’s preference for the little one—the humble, the childless, orphans and widows—is seen throughout the Bible. They have an important place in the parables, sayings and actions of Jesus. The children (mikron) are a kind of summary of his thinking about the little ones, as a model for those who want to enter into the kingdom of his Father.

If one considers poverty—given its characteristics of oppression, marginalization, the culture of poverty and its biblical resonance—as a sign of the times, the struggle for the survival of the planet suggests poverty is a reality to which Christians should be attentive (Carvajal, 141). Nonetheless, the term can be ambiguous because of its material definition, the degradation of the human condition, and the spiritual poverty that designates the option of those who are not tied to material goods (Gutiérrez 1987a, 367).

The option for the poor can only be understood from the perspective of the “reign of God.” This kingdom, expressed in the beatitudes, puts its recipients in a situation of antithesis: the poor and the rich, the hungry and the satisfied, those who cry and those laugh, the simple and the clever (Lk 6:20-21; cf. Gutiérrez 1987b, 48). God’s love is directed in particular toward those who are far from what God wants for all, from God’s will, from God’s project for all humanity, indeed far from the kingdom of life, peace, justice.

The option merely as a word can seem ambiguous, but from the perspective of liberation theology it refers to a solidarity, a free choice to stand alongside the marginalized of this world. This decision does not only refer to the conveniences of this world or to the sociologically poor who are forced to be poor. It is a free choice to model a way of life where accumulation has no place (Gutiérrez 1991, 309). The sociologically poor may be able to demonstrate personal and structural sin to us, the poor of the gospel must go beyond that to show a new kind of life.

So the option for the poor is presented in its two dimensions: the factual and the prophetic, which is the salvific option for the crucified, the “suffering servant” developed by Isaiah (chap. 40-55). He is the “man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” that depicts the sociological condition of the majority of the poor peoples of the world (Sobrino, 87).

See also LIBERATION THEOLOGY; POVERTY; POWER.
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PREMILLENNIALISM.
See ESCHATOLOGY; PENTECOSTALISM.

 

PRINCIPALITIES AND POWERS.
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PROCESS THEOLOGY

 

Process theology is a twentieth-century movement in theology that derives from the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead. In process theology, everything that happens—what’s possible and what we do with our experience, is a product of the past. Whether you are a quark, an amoeba or a person, you undergo this continual process of sorting through these three inputs: what you inherit from the world, what’s possible in your context and what you do about it. God is the one who offers the possibilities to the world, urging us to choose the paths that lead to a vision of the common good. While the principles of God’s vision do not change, the way it gets played out on earth depends on what is happening in the world. God takes in, or incorporates, the events of the world into who God is. God then relates those events into God’s vision for the common good, searching for the best of what has happened in order to offer those aspects back to us in our next instance of becoming. In short, our experiences in the world influence who we are and what we do. We then go on to influence those around us. But process thinkers go further and insist that what we do also affects God and how God relates to the world.1. History

2. Speculative Metaphysics

3. Major Tenets

4. Scholarship


 





1. History.

 

Process theology usually refers to the religious application of the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) and Charles Hartshorne (1897-2001). Having spent much of his life as a mathematician and physicist, British-born Whitehead came to Harvard at the end of his career, where in the 1920s he developed a philosophical cosmology into an organic understanding of the world. Herein he describes God variously as the principle of limitation in the world, as the poet of the world and as the Eros that undergirds the progression of civilization.

Whitehead’s assistant from 1925 to 1928, Hartshorne, describes a philosophical theology that, while maintaining some differences from Whitehead, also discusses the symbiotic relationship between God and the world.



2. Speculative Metaphysics.

 

As a philosophical system, process thought is a speculative metaphysics. It tries to describe how all of reality works—including God—as a system that is coherent, logical and accurate. The endeavor to maintain accuracy makes process a flexible system with its base in empiricism. Process metaphysics starts in one field of observation, generalizes in theory and lands again for observation in another field where the generalization will be tested, adapted and tried again in yet another field. When the model does not fit what we know about reality, we revise the model to better describe what we know about the world. Thus experience is not only the ground of process metaphysics; it is also the critic of the metaphysics.



3. Major Tenets.

 

3.1. World. The process of becoming happens on every level. Atoms, plants, animals or human beings are composed of units of energy that are influenced by the world around and by available possibilities. Everything undergoes this process of becoming. There are, of course, levels of complexity. Some organisms have a central system that grants them more unity, complexity and harmony—and hence, more value. But all aspects of reality have an experience of becoming. Not all entities are conscious of this, but we all experience the world and God’s call with some degree of freedom and with the potential to change. In this way, process theology is compatible with the lessons of science. Process thought is also consonant with the environmental movement that grants intrinsic value to the natural world—caring for it beyond its usefulness to humanity.

This process of becoming makes the world radically relational. Because we consider our past and our future possibilities when we decide what to do in the world, relations are internal. We are not discrete selves that can choose whether or not we want to relate to one another. We do not have relationships, we are relationships. We are constituted by our relationships to other people, to our environment, our past, our hopes, our potentials and our God. There is nothing outside of these relations.

In a process world the only constant is change. Who we are today is not who we were yesterday, and who we will be tomorrow will be different from who we are today. We are changed by the new experiences we have, and who we were—that person—is gone. We can’t get that person back. The ability to become something new is the cause of our freedom. We are not bound by the past. This is not a deterministic system. Since our freedom is real, we are self-creating, but because we are influenced by so many other factors, we are also created by others.

3.2. God. Process affirms the omnipresence of God in the traditional sense. Indeed God is everywhere at all times, embracing the world, feeling the world and responding to all aspects of the world. But God’s power and knowledge are conceived of differently than orthodox conceptions of God. Process theologians believe that God embraces the highest form of power. Unlike classical models of God where the highest form of power is an authoritative or coercive power, in process thought, God’s power is a persuasive power. God cannot make us do one thing or another. Rather, God influences, persuades, lures or “calls” us to embrace the principles of God’s vision in every context.

God has more knowledge than we do because we only have access to our immediate world. God has access to the entire world and the activities and feelings of the entire world. In that sense, God is always working with more information than we are. However, God does not know what we are going to do before we do it. Process theology takes creaturely freedom seriously. When we decide what we are going to do, we freely make that decision. Once we act, God then works with what we have offered to God and to the world in order to influence us in the next moment. God never creates out of nothing. God is always working with what the world has to offer. Thus the end is not guaranteed or foreordained. In this sense, process is an open system.

Process describes two aspects of God—a primordial nature and a consequent nature, or as having creative love and responsive love. In the primordial nature or creative dimension of God, God offers the world possibilities that are relevant for our current context. These possibilities are ordered according to a primordial vision that calls us toward principles of beauty, truth, art, adventure, zest and justice. This is God’s benevolence. As God influences the world, God literally becomes a part of every aspect of *creation. In other words, incarnation is universal. Therefore, process Christologies discuss how God’s presence in Jesus is different from God’s presence in everyone (see Christology). On the other hand, God also responds to us, or takes the world into God’s self. God feels, or gathers into Godself, the events of the world, and they live on in God. God knows us and knows what happens to us. This is how God rejoices with us and suffers with us. We are a part of who God is. God is not identical to the world, but God is not set apart from the world in opposition to what the world is. God is in us and we are in God.

3.3. Theodicy. To the extent that we use our freedom to diverge from God’s call, there is *evil in the world. Evil is not an isolated event because of the interdependence of the world. When one of us chooses to operate in a way that is divergent from God’s call, it influences all of us. We often do this repeatedly within systems of power and influence, and thus create greater problems—systemic evils.

But evil is to be combated, and God is involved in this combat. This happens in two ways—within God’s nature and through God’s activity in the world. When God gathers together the experiences of the world within Godself, God finds the value in everything that happens. Sometimes, there is very little good to work with, but God can find it and preserve it. Since God is eternal, we have a kind of eternal life after death within God.

We also assist God in what process theologians call “creative transformation.” We must strive to enact God’s ideal vision on earth even if we know we cannot see it in its fullness here. When we use our freedom in accordance with God’s vision, we can negate some aspects of the past that have created evil in the world. God’s call offers us the opportunity to overcome evil.



4. Scholarship.

 

From the 1930s to the 1960s, process theologians defended the process concept of God and described traditional Christian doctrines and problems within philosophy of religion. Since the 1970s, process theological scholarship has given attention to topics such as *political theology (John B. Cobb), *liberation theology (Schubert Ogden,), environmental issues (Cobb and Charles Birch, Jay McDaniel) (see Creation and Ecology), feminism (Marjorie Suchocki) (see Feminist Theology) among others.

Process thought constitutes a major contributor to an active dialogue with religion and science (Ian Barbour, Philip Clayton, Ann Pederson), though contemporary scholarship in process theology places increasing emphasis on non-Christian religions, especially *Buddhism (John B. Cobb) *Judaism (Clark Williamson, Sandra Lubarsky), *Islam (Mustafa Ruzgar), *African traditional religions (Coleman) and goddess religions (Carol Christ). With process centers and translation projects throughout Europe, Korea, Japan and China, process theology is expanding beyond its American philosophical roots. Within the United States, process theology is entering new conversations with biblical studies (William Beardslee) and popular Christian theologies, particularly Methodism (Cobb) and *open theism (Clark Pinnock) and *evangelical theologies (Ronald Nash).

See also GOD, DOCTRINE OF; OPEN THEISM; THEISM.
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PROPHECY

 

Prophecy is a form of religious discourse often associated with the historic monotheist faiths (Judaism, Christianity and Islam). Here, we look briefly at the conception of prophecy in the biblical literature and world Christianity.1. Prophecy in the Hebrew Bible

2. Jesus and Mary as Prophets

3. Prophecy in World Christian History

4. Theological Implications


 





1. Prophecy in the Hebrew Bible.

 

Prophecy is the very word of God that is shared with God’s people through a messenger often called a prophet (nâbî)). God is the source, the sustenance and the future of the prophetic word. While biblical prophets often predicted the future, their words are vital primarily because they provide a discursive medium to reconnect people with their Creator.

In *Judaism, Christianity and *Islam, Moses is considered “the father of the prophets.” Moses is unique because he spoke to God face to face, as one speaks to a friend (Ex 33:11). Through this communion with God, Moses was able to lead the people of Israel as their mediator, sharing God’s law as an ethical norm for the people of Israel to live by.

Prophets throughout the Hebrew Bible call the people of Israel back to the justice and righteousness of God that is codified in the law. The prophet Isaiah argued that God’s character is based in righteousness and justice (Is 5). Human social ethics in the prophetic tradition should be built on the righteousness of God. The people of God grow in their righteousness through being in “right relations” with God’s creation.

Throughout the book of Isaiah we see that God is particularly concerned with those on the economic margins of society. In order to hear and respond to the prophetic word of Isaiah, God’s people need to reflect the divine love for all people, prioritizing the poor who have the greatest material needs within local communities (see Preferential Option for the Poor).

In Isaiah 22:12-14, we see Isaiah confirm that a prophet is one who bears God’s word of justice—that God’s mercy is present in God’s judgment. The wrath and anger of God are presented in the multiple images of judgment that are presented as the outcome of those who are unfaithful to God and the covenant (e.g., Is 5:24). Amid the images of judgment, the prophetic imagination also presents redemptive and eschatological images, including a time without war, a time when the lion will lie down with the lamb, and a new creation (Is 65:17-25). Isaiah gives many direct prophesies that predict the coming of a savior who will redeem the holy remnant. So amid the images of apocalyptic destruction there is hope. The Messiah becomes a window to a new reality, namely, the *kingdom of God, a reign of peace, justice and love. The messianic kingdom embodies the hope of the people of God.

The Messiah is *salvation in person, the beginning of a messianic age, but he is also the spiritual portal for prophetic awakening. The face of the Messiah is a prophetic window for the opening of the spiritual senses, the eyes and the ears of the believer (Is 29:10-19). In Isaiah the word of prophecy is a word of healing and hope. Along with presenting images of apocalyptic judgment, the prophet sings a love song. The prophet calls the people of God to return to the God of their youth. As the nature of prophecy unfolds, its startling premise is that its source and future lies with the beautiful and majestic God.



2. Jesus and Mary as Prophets.

 

In book 2 of his Institutes on Christian Religion, John Calvin argues that the three offices of Christ (prophet, priest and king) disclose crucial dimensions of his saving work. As messianic prophet, Jesus came proclaiming his sacrificial mission from God and fulfilling the traditions of the prophets of Israel.

Jesus announces his ministry in the line of great prophets before him, including Moses, Elijah and Isaiah (Mt 17:2). When Jesus preached his first sermon by reading a scroll of Isaiah (Lk 4:16 -40), he claimed Isaiah’s prophecy was fulfilled in that moment. Jesus claimed to embody the year of God’s favor to the poor, the oppressed, the sick and the imprisoned. In Luke’s Gospel the good news to the poor includes the strong conviction that salvation has both spiritual and material dimensions. Viewed from this light, we see Jesus healing the sick and feeding the hungry as signs of the inbreaking kingdom of God. Through Jesus’ ethic and the way it is embodied among his followers, we see the manifestation of the kingdom of God, a kingdom of peace, justice and love.

*Mary models what it means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ according to the pattern set forth in the Gospel of Luke. She hears the word of God and obeys it in an attitude of prayer and praise. In her listening and obedience she expresses her faith in concrete action. Later she bursts forth into praise in one of the most beautiful songs ever penned, a song that places God’s gracious love for her within the context of his great acts of salvation history (Lk 1:46- 53). Mary chooses God’s way and expresses her creative devotion to God through the composition and performance of a song of praise. In this Magnificat she joins the prophets of old in arguing that the rich will be brought down, as the poor will be lifted up.

Mary’s response to the word of God is a model for us. It is prophetic, and Mary stands out as one of the great prophets in the biblical narratives. She hears the word of God (revealed through an angel), obeys it (“I am the Lord’s servant” [Lk 1:38]), praises God and joins the earthly struggle for love and justice. She does not resist God’s word but graciously receives it and embodies it. When she visits her cousin, Elizabeth encourages Mary with a simple and profound blessing, “Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!” (Lk 1:45).

Jesus and Mary provide two examples of prophets in the New Testament. According to Walter Brueggemann, prophetic imagination provides an alternative consciousness to oppressive ruling regimes. Prophecy begins in the sorrow and grief the prophet feels from the estrangement of the people of God from God (e.g., Jer 4, 8, 12). Prophets both criticize the royal consciousness of the existing regime and energize the people of God to work together to embody the kingdom of God. The prophet offers a radical alternative to existing beliefs, standards and structures.

Later in the New Testament we see that prophecy is for the whole people of God. In the early church prophecy was seen as a gift of the Holy Spirit like teaching and healing (1 Cor 12:27-28). Exercising the gift of prophecy is vital for the health and wholeness of the church.



3. Prophecy in World Christian History.

 

Throughout the early history of the church, prophecy was associated with visions, ecstatic behaviors and other manifestations of the Holy Spirit. Monastics, both East and West, would often live together as a prophetic community that provided an alternative to more imperial forms of Christianity. This prophetic tradition culminates in the prophetic words of Joachim of Fiore, who saw all of church history in terms of three trinitarian ages: the age of the Father, the age of the Son and the age of the Holy Spirit. Joachim of Fiore’s visionary experiences became the basis for a new theology of history.

Prophetic witness continued in the Anabaptist wing of Protestantism that embodied counter-cultural communal living as a vital form of political engagement. The spirit of Anabaptist radicalism experienced a surge through numerous prophetic movements in Africa during the colonial period. Adrian Hastings (1994) shows that the prophetic visions of the Bible were central to the formation of prophetic movements in Africa, notably the Harrists, Kimbanguists, Aladuras and the Zionists in South Africa. Healings, visions and dreams were common features of all of these movements.

During African colonialism some church leaders became the voice of opposition against the political and cultural imperialism of the European colonizers and missionaries. The *African Initiated Churches in particular vigorously argued for the Africanization of Christianity. This was not merely a call for religious revival but also for systematic social transformation. They sought to transform an elitist Eurocentric Christianity into a faith that was responsive to the needs of the poor and the ethnic particularity of their cultural context.

After the French Revolution, the Western churches’ appropriation of prophecy turned toward more specific historical chronologies as well as toward worldly transformation. The application of the prophetic tradition to worldly transformation became even more influential after the work of Karl Marx. In the nineteenth century, prophecy as mystical revelation became almost exclusively conceived as social critique in most forms of Western Christianity.

Within the United States the prophetic impulse emerged in the *Social Gospel movement of Walter Rauschenbusch. The prophetic struggle continued through the civil rights movement led by Martin Luther King Jr. Blending both evangelical and prophetic impulses, the black church tradition in the United States played a vital role in the African American freedom struggle. The “this-worldly” approach to prophetic engagement of African American churches in the civil rights tradition provides an alternative to the apocalyptic imagination of premillennial dispensational views of prophecy that animate many fundamentalists and evangelicals in the United States.

Inspired by the civil rights movement in the United States, the African National Congress led a struggle for racial and economic justice in South Africa. This prophetic struggle culminated in the Kairos Document (1985), which focused on the prophetic motifs of Scripture that had immediate bearing on the current moment of crisis (kairos) expressed by the oppression of the racist *apartheid regime.

In contemporary minjung theology in Korea, *minjung (people) are also considered prophets who name the political-economic structure (global capitalism) as idolatry and ask the world to repent and work together in realizing God’s justice. In this tradition of liberation thought, prophecy is not simply words but rather is action.

With the advent of twentieth-century *Pentecostalism, prophecy recovered its more spiritual roots. One growing contemporary manifestation of prophesy within Pentecostalism is in the “signs and wonder” movement. At its best, Pentecostal prophecy combines a direct experience with God with the struggle for social justice.



4. Theological Implications.

 

In summary, the church is prophetic today when it is bringing the radical claim of the gospel to bear on present conditions of social injustice through helping people live into God’s reign of justice and love. The rise of global Pentecostalism has reminded the church of prophecy’s spiritual and material dimensions. Theologically, we are left to ask, Where is God present in the current moment? And how can the church work in global solidarity in the struggle for a more just, peaceful and loving world? Exercising the gift of prophecy is essential for the health and wholeness of world Christianity.

See also CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS; PENTECOSTALISM; PNEUMATOLOGY.
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PROSELYTISM

 

The term proselyte was originally used to designate a person who joined the Jewish community. Thus “proselytism” carried a positive connotation in the Bible. In the history of the church, the term proselytism has been used as a virtual synonym for *missionary activity. More recently, especially in the context of the ecumenical movement, it has taken on a negative connotation, especially when applied to activities of Christians to win adherents from other Christian communities. “Proselytism” in the contemporary context appears to oppose efforts toward Christian unity, over against legitimate *evangelization, witness and missionary proclamation.

In the *World Council of Churches’ (WCC) statement “Towards Common Witness: A Call to Adopt Responsible Relationships in Mission and to Renounce Proselytism” proselytism is called “the corruption of witness” (sec. 2). Proselytism is defined as “the encouragement of Christians who belong to a church to change their denominational allegiance, through ways and means that ‘contradict the spirit of Christian love, violate the freedom of the human person and diminish trust in the Christian witness of the church.’” The document describes characteristics that distinguish proselytism from an authentic Christian witness: unfair criticism or caricaturing of the doctrines, beliefs and practices of another church without attempting to understand that church; presenting one’s church or confession as “the true church” and its teachings as “the right faith” and the only way to *salvation; rejecting *baptism in other churches as invalid and persuading people to be rebaptized; offering humanitarian aid or educational opportunities as an inducement to join another church; using physical violence or moral and psychological pressure to induce people to change their church affiliation; or exploiting people’s loneliness, illness, distress or even disillusionment with their own church in order to convert them. The WCC document reminds us that while “common witness is constructive [and] builds up solid Christian relationships and fellowship. . . . Proselytism is a perversion of authentic Christian witness and thus a counterwitness. It does not build up but destroys.” At the same time, the document also speaks of the importance of affirming the mission imperative, common witness and mission in the context of religious freedom (sec. 1). It also says that moving from one church to another out of true and genuine conviction should not be regarded as proselytism. While condemning proselytism, ecumenical documents also remind Christians of the fact that most groups and persons who are engaged in such activities do so out of a genuine concern for the salvation to whom they address.

Proselytism is often thought to be the problem of younger churches, more enthusiastic about mission and evangelization, such as *Pentecostal and other Free churches (see Believers Church Tradition). While proselytizing charges abound between older and younger churches, it is also true that traditional churches face charges of proselytism in their mutual relations. For example, in Russia after the collapse of the communist regime, the Russian Orthodox Church has charged the Roman Catholic Church of proselytizing.

Like Christianity, *Islam affirms the right to proclaim the religious message with a view to conversion. At the same time, the Qur[image: 038]an (Sura 2:256) states, “Let there be no compulsion in the religion: Surely the Right Path is clearly distinct from the crooked path.” This is taken by most Muslims to mean that force should not be used to convert someone to Islam.

Evangelism and mission as a genuine and faithful Christian mandate honor the freedom of choice, whereas proselytism “embraces whatever violates the right of the human person to be free from external coercion in the proclamation of the Gospel and in religion in general” (CWP §§4-8).

See also CONVERSION; EVANGELISM; MISSIONARY MOVEMENTS.
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PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGION

 

This article is concerned not with the various ways psychology and religion have related, nor with ways religion has understood psychology, but with the study of religion from the perspective of psychology, that is, psychology of religion. The psychology of religion is the study of the psychological processes underlying religious behavior. Essentially, this limits such study to the explorations of the impulses underlying and subsequent expressions of human religious behavior. The psychology of religion does not attempt to authenticate religious beliefs or validate the objects of religious devotion, such as divinities. It is common practice among psychologists of religion to assert that they bracket these questions, meaning they acknowledge but do not attempt to verify “what” people believe. Rather, they study “how” beliefs occur. William James, sometimes called the father of psychology of religion, stated this approach well when he asserted that he studied the behavior of those who said they believed in God. James’s exact definition is worthy of note. He defined his subject matter as “the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men [sic] in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine” (James, 42).1. How Psychology of Religion Approaches the Study of Religion.

2. Spiritual and/or Religious Experience?


 





1. How Psychology of Religion Approaches the Study of Religion.

 

William James focused on the study of “individuals” to distinguish himself from those, such as sociologists and anthropologists, who studied social groups—like churches or traditions. This is still true. While a significant contemporary trend in the psychology of religion is to investigate the impact of religious groups on behavior (cf. Pargament, Steele and Tyler), the prime concern is still with the individual—meaning the modal internal processes taking place within persons when they interact with such groups. James contended that “personal religion will prove to be more fundamental than either theology or ecclesiasticism” (James, 42). While it is true that most non-Western peoples understand themselves in corporate rather than individualist terms—I am because we are (Africa)—it is surely the case that understanding the individual processes is important even among such people.

Next, James clarified his subject matter as “feelings, acts and experiences.” These were words used in the early twentieth century to comprise what we would label today as “human behavior.” James was certainly correct in noting that he was interested in feelings and experiences, not just observable acts. Most psychologists would consider experience to be a term referring to interactions of persons with internal or external stimuli. These interactions would result in thoughts, words, feeling and actions—the several components of human behavior—internal processes as well as observable actions.

Last, James delineated his area of study as the person’s “relation to whatever they consider the divine.” Synonyms for “the divine” are the spiritual or transcendent. The psychology of religion is concerned with that unique area of experience in which persons relate to spiritual, divine, transcendent or supra-natural reality. The all-encompassing term for these experiences is religious experience. Much of life is concerned with problem solving, adjustment, interpersonal relations and practical survival. Interspersed within these events, however, persons have religious experiences (cf. James’s relations with the divine) from time to time. Psychology of religion studies these unique experiences.

In a formative essay that further elucidates the concerns of the psychology of religion, Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi suggested that the psychological processes involved in religious experience were similar to those involved in art and music, that is, aesthetics. In both religion and aesthetics, imagination is the basic process. By imagination, human beings “apprehend,” as James stated, that they are in relation to a dimension that transcends everyday, objective reality. The only difference between religious and aesthetic experience, according to Beit-Hallahmi, is that in the former humans claim they have been in touch with true reality while in the latter they perceive their have experienced a higher dimension of their own consciousness. It is true that some religious people describe their experience as getting in touch with the divine reality within themselves, but in most traditional religious experience they perceive it to be a reality outside of themselves.



2. Spiritual and/or Religious Experience?

 

People sometimes make a distinction between being spiritual and being religious. Often this distinction is made on the basis of the difference between private and institutional behavior. Yet this bifurcation is essentially moot because the psychology of religion is only concerned with individual experience, not group behavior. This means that while the psychology of religion can study the behavior of persons in groups, such as churches, it leaves to sociology and anthropology the study of the groups themselves. All spiritual and religious experience is private and personal.

In fact, however, psychology of religion studies both spiritual and religious behavior in the sense that spiritual experience leads to religious experience. *Spirituality could be defined as “the human capacity to experience transcendent reality,” while religion could be defined as “concepts that provide understanding for spiritual experience.” Spiritual experience is the precursor of religious experience. Religion would not exist without spiritual experience. Religion (i.e., creeds, rituals) serves a double purpose from the individual’s point of view: it provides an explanatory schema that meets the need for cognitive understanding of experience, and it provides a stimulus for enhancing and inducing spiritual re-experience. The experience of Samuel in the temple is a classic example of this process (1 Sam 3:1-21). Eli provided a religious conceptual framework for Samuel’s spiritual experience of hearing a voice when he said to Samuel, “Go and lie down, and if he calls you, say, ‘Speak, LORD, for your servant is listening” (1 Sam 3:9). Alone in the temple, Samuel heard a voice. After checking with Eli several times, Eli reconstrued the event in terms of the Hebrew religious tradition. This religious interpretation was accepted by Samuel and it led to both an understanding of the event and a structure for repeated experiences in which Jehovah and Samuel interacted. Most religious institutional programs are designed to induce spiritual experience within a certain tradition. This is true regardless of whether the tradition be Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Muslim or some newer religious group. Examples include the Ignatian exercises within Roman Catholicism and the Billy Graham Crusades within Protestantism.

Many who persist in maintaining a distinction between spirituality and religion fail to realize how the two processes are inextricably related. Religion inevitably follows spiritual experience. Whenever persons use words to share with others what they have experienced spiritually, they automatically engage in “religious” talk. It does not matter whether that talk includes traditional language, such as “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” or includes novel language, such as “the ever-present spirit that speaks through trees and flowers.” It is all religion—words that provide understanding and induce repetition of the experience. It is rare that these words are absolutely unique; in most cases persons associate with those who share a similar schema. In fact, participation in religious worship and study guides participants in their spiritual experiences.

Nevertheless, psychologists of religion are convinced that in no case is personal religion ever an exact replica of institutional religious dogma. The late Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung claimed, “People not only have their gods; they make their gods.” This should not be surprising since every individual’s life experience is unique and his or her perception (James, “apprehension”) of reality is never identical to that of any other person. Wilhelm Wundt, the nineteenth century’s first experimental psychologist, correctly called this uniqueness each person’s “apperceptive mass.” This is the reason that cloning will never fully succeed. While the physiology may be identical, the life experience is always unique.

Since the psychology of religion always begins with spiritual experience, it is important to reflect further on the aforementioned definition that “spiritual experience is the human capacity to experience transcendent reality.” Capacity is used intentionally instead of instinct or drive. Spiritual experience is not an instinct, or every person would express these events in an identical manner. Spiritual experiences are not indicative of a basic drive, or every person would have them. Spiritual experience is not a universal experience; not all people claim to have had any. Spiritual experience is a universal capacity, however. Everyone is able to have spiritual experiences but not everyone does. This truth makes sense of the empirical fact that many folk claim to be secular—that is, not religious or spiritual in any way. While some scholars have claimed that everyone is religious in the sense that everyone has an ultimate concern (cf. Paul Tillich) or seeks meaning in life (cf. J. W. Fowler), these contentions ignore the qualitative uniqueness of spiritual experience. While the search for meaning and an ultimate concern do, indeed, provide motivation for spirituality, they are not the experience itself.

The history and current state of the field of the psychology of religion is well surveyed in D. Wulff’s comprehensive volume Psychology of Religion: Classic and Contemporary Views. It provides the reader with nineteenth- and twentieth-century coverage of European and American scholars whose work is now published in The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion and whose presentations currently are included in programs of the American Psychological Association and the International Association for the Psychology of Religion, among other professional groups.

See also SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION.
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RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY

 

Race and ethnicity refer to two distinct forms of human division. Race refers to the social ideology of human division sorted according to common phenotypical features, while ethnicity refers to the social ideology of human division sorted according to common culture. Such distinctions are used to establish human variance for the purpose of construing ancestry and personality. These largely simple identities are taught from birth and serve to assign forms of relationship. Though racial categories have been around since ancient times, the value placed on different races and the creation of racial hierarchies is much more recent.
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4. Racist Christianity

5. An Overview of Racist Theology

6. A Theology of Ethnicity and Race


 


1. Race and Racism.

 

In its most basic nature, race is a modern ideology which systematically categorizes humans based on physical features such as skin color, facial features and hair type. Often these variables are given value and placed on a hierarchical scale. Since race is an ideology, it exists in a cultural worldview. When this ideology becomes the basis for assigning human value, it becomes racism. For example, racism precludes people from equally accessing housing, education, social networks or occupation when access is based on race.

Race and ethnicity should be distinguished from other forms of human categorizations such as caste—a social category limited to persons of specific lineage predetermining social placement, occupation and even geographic boundaries—and nationality, culture and tribe. While the two terms were grafted into the English language during the sixteenth-century European proto-*Enlightenment era, their definitions and application were initially distinct. The connecting of the two expressions took place over the next four centuries and their yoking gave rise to racism. Consequently, racism went on to develop its illusive power with great momentum, for the coupling of the two constructs offered an explanation for the reality Europeans “perceived” at the time.

Today, racism’s unbridled power continues to haunt society generally and the church specifically through its many expressions of social and political inequality. Biologically, scientists have not found enough difference between humans to create subcategories such as those used for social division. The ideology of race is a myth, and though scientists have abandoned the notion of race, the myth still exists today and continues to be used widely.

Elements used to establish racial identities are often based on small nuggets of truth that miss the larger reality of a person’s identity. These elements of identity are learned from birth and serve as a basis to determine a person’s character, such as social status, trustworthiness, reliability, usefulness, productivity and affinity. In its most vile form, race-based identity is a form of dehumanization, for it dictates relationships based on a false construct.

Today, both terms are volatile, for they dig into the depths of one’s identity, and they raise the question, who are we? The question of identity is not new and was cause for separation even during biblical times. The stories of Abraham, Ruth, David, the apostles and Paul all speak to the role of identity in one’s life. At the root of the gospel message is the formation of identity. As the children of God, we are given a new identity in Christ, which is to supersede all human-based identity and which answers the question of who we are (Gen 3:20; Mal 2:10).



2. Defining Ethnicity.

 

The construct of ethnicity finds its root in the Greek term ethnos, referring to a people group or nation. The term ethnos is closely related to the term ethnikos. In the of the Bible, ethnos is translated as “Gentiles” 93 times, “nations” 64 times, “heathen” 5 times and “people” twice. In both the Old and New Testaments, ethnos, while a Greek term, primarily denotes, in both testaments, those distinct from the descendents of Abraham. There are also instances where the term refers to Gentiles as opposed to Jews and Christians (Mt 6:32; 20:19; Lk 12:30; Acts 14:16; 1 Cor 1:23; Eph 2:11). The derogatory use of the term in the Septuagint referred to those not worshiping the true God (Ezra 10:2; Neh 10:31). Though Paul redeems the term when referring to Christian Gentiles, he was also the only Bible writer to exchange his Jewish name (Saul) for a Gentile name (Rom 11:13; Eph 3:1). Therefore, in general, the New Testament use of the term does differ from the traditional Greek.

Ethnos also refers to how certain people live out their lives communally. In the biblical text, this specifically refers to whether or not this lifestyle is acceptable to Yahweh. At times it refers to a single person who is representative of his or her ethnic group, and at other times it refers to the group itself. There are also instances where the term refers to groups of animals. What is conspicuously lacking in the biblical use of the term is the modern individualistic expression of humankind where the needs of the individual are placed primarily on the person and secondarily on the community. It is not that God belittles the needs of the individual. On the contrary! God has such love for the individual that God’s gift to the individual is the community—the place where each has her or his role for the betterment of all.

Sin serves to sever the very *community toward which God is beckoning us. A race-based community, which defines membership according to the individual’s racial feature, distorts this goal to which God calls us. These communities are an antithesis of the gospel message. This is best evidenced in the formation of the racial construct and the impact this has on both the formation of community during the modern era, as well as the transformation of identity that provided the impetus for such formation. As the construct of race moved toward a socially acceptable means to identify the stranger, ethnic characteristics became synonymous with racial identifiers. Put simply, race became a viable means to identify a stranger’s ethnicity.

By the late nineteenth century, racial identity became the primary means of designating human groupings. As scientific reasoning played a greater role in defining the worldview of European thought, race became a convenient framework to hang assumptions about human nature and behavior. Not only could the creators of such theories not come to a consensus on how many types of human races exist, sadly, they also failed to recognize how racial rankings were reflective of their own vantage point, the perspective of the white European male who happened to hold social power.

As social theorists developed theories of race and its relation to ethnic identity, behavior and capacity, Christian theologians simultaneously developed a theological framework to interpret this “enlightened” perspective. The new ideology of race needed to fit into the church’s theological framework. Though it was not always clear who was leading whom, there was an indisputable link between the church and the race theorists. Undeniably, when it should have been questioning the ideology and the science behind it, the church collaborated with race theorists.

This was also an era when the *missionary impulse of the church was strong. As European imperialism was taking place through acts of colonization, the church understood its mission to be that of saving the savages and heathens from themselves by converting them to Christianity. They understood Yahweh as God of all, even the God of savages and heathens. However, they also understood God to have endowed each person with their “portion of intellectual divinity” with the white man having the greatest portion.

From this basic assumption of God’s intention for humankind, the colonialist perceived a moral obligation to embrace the ideology of the “white man’s burden” (Rudyard Kipling), to save the less endowed by civilizing them. Based on evolutionary theories of the time, scientists theorized that all people are evolving on the same track. What differed was that some groups had evolved further than others, and the white race was the most evolved of all races. Therefore, there existed a moral imperative for the white man to conquer and govern the nonwhite races and help them become as white-like as possible, while realizing it was impossible for them to be fully white. Consequently, conversion to Christianity was not just a shift in allegiance from local deities to Yahweh but also involved the stripping of ethnic identity and replacing it with the ethnic identity of the Christian white race. Remnants of this belief still exist today and can be found in the ideologies of the developing or Third World nations, the diffusion of Western-style democracy, and even in the defending of human rights. What often defines the ideology of the White Man’s Burden is the point of comparison that favors domains of Western excellence and rarely considers the strengths of the non-Western peoples.



3. Defining Race.

 

Humans have been known to categorize each other based on phenotypical differences since ancient time. Drawings left behind by cave dwellers illustrate their encounters with other groups, and the sketches depict phenotypical differences. Egyptian records dating back to 3000 BC portray such differences. In the first century, the Roman writers Pliny the Elder and Pliny the Younger referred to Africans as having black skin. In the thirteenth century, during his conquests in western Asia, Genghis Khan referred to the natives of the land as the “white Barbarian.” During the same time Marco Polo traveled to China, where he too noted the phenotypical differences.

Yet the term race was not introduced into the English language until 1508. Originally coined as racis, the idiom was used by a Scottish poet to vaguely categorize people. Over the following two centuries the use of the term became widespread as the European Enlightenment, in combination with the European age of exploration, led many to hypothesize a direct connection between a person’s race and their ethnic identity. The mythic connectivity of these two concepts remains largely unchallenged today even though scientists have discredited such a notion.

It is human nature to categorize reality using sets and categories. From such division, reality is defined to distinguish the sacred and profane, good and bad, safe and unsafe, family from stranger and friend from foe. Categories can include types of trees, types of colors, types of food, types of shelter, types of transportation and types of people. Though such sets and categories may be neutral, the definition and thereby the value placed on them are rarely neutral. For example, there are many types of flowers, and they can be categorized according to the type of odor they emit. Though the types of odor are neutral, the preference we place on any particular odor is not. So it is with race.

Though the various types of race are considered neutral sets, the preference given to one race over another is not neutral nor is it natural. Unlike the preference given to the odor of one flower over the odor of another, racial preference given to one race over another is in biblical terms sin, for racial preference is based on a nonexistent construct. Racial preference is not something one is born with; it is taught from the moment of birth. At times the educating takes place formally, while most often it is taught in subtle forms and often taught out of fear. Using such an analysis, racism can be defined as a form of ethnocentrism since preference is most often given for our kind over preference for the stranger.

Before a clear definition of race can be established, the question of whether race exists must first be answered. Social scientists have traditionally argued strongly for the existence of race, though this is changing. Using simple scientific deduction, it can be argued, “if I can see race, it must exist.” It is this obvious deduction which systematically fuels racial assumptions regarding groups and individuals. If racial categories ended with the mere recognition of categories, no harm is done. Unfortunately, it is human nature to apply value to the various elements within a set. Just as flowers are categorized according to smell, and preference is established for one odor over another, so it is with race, for it is nearly impossible to categorize and not apply value to the various elements. Often the value applied to a particular race is constructed on the basis of some real observation. For example, one might observe a person of a particular race committing a particular deed. This particular deed might have been repeated two or three times over a period of time. After a while, it becomes engrained that all persons of that person’s particular race have a preference for that same deed. This learning is then passed along to members of one’s own group, thereby creating an environment of trust or mistrust of another race, based on the acts of a few. It is the association of a particular characteristic with a given race that creates the fertile soil for racism, since there is no connection between a person’s race and their intelligence, creativity, morality or capability.

Though race can be visually perceived, genetic scientists overwhelmingly argue against the existence of race. Race defined as gene frequency or biological similarity suggests that a human is 98 percent similar to the chimpanzee. This likeness between human and primate strongly suggests the biological commonality found among all humans makes inconsequential any differences that may exist. Therefore if race does indeed exist, it only exists in the mind.



4. Racist Christianity.

 

Though scientists and philosophers alike carried the bulk of the discourse on race, the development of a racist worldview did not take place in a vacuum. The role of Christianity was integral to the formation of the racist worldview. Many have rightly argued that racism is the phenomenon of the modern Christian civilization since by and large most racists of the modern world have also claimed a Christian identity. Sadly, the infectious nature of racism has permeated other religious groups as well, primarily as a response to white racism.

The age of Enlightenment came for the Europeans during the age of exploration leading to colonization. Though colonization may not have been the cause for high seas ventures, colonization did pay for the ventures, and slavery became a means of supporting European economic structures. Such voyages led Europeans to encounter people who were ethnically and racially different. This was unlike the interethnic encounters Europeans experienced with their immediate neighbors whose perceived racial variance was minuscule in comparison. Thus the perception of difference led the way to philosophize, theorize and theologize about racial differences.

The impact of these intercontinental ventures on the European community was threefold. First, stories based on Eurocentric perceptions of far away lands were introduced into the everyday life of Europeans, reinforcing deprecating stereotypes. Second, inhabitants of these far away lands were brought back in the form of slaves, which placed them in a state of powerlessness. And third, the “inferior” state of these slaves now offered visible and cogent support for the European (re)interpretation both of their own role and of the role of the non-European in the world. Such reinterpretation of this new reality for Christians started with the Bible, and thus necessarily implicated the ecclesial structures. However, it is important to note that skin color alone was not the primary justification for slavery. The scope of the growing assumptions and perceptions regarding human differences were much more complex. The pious nature of the European Christian’s assumptions about the slaves would soon equate dark skin color with savagery and heathenism, while preserving their own perceived role as emancipator of these savages and heathens.

Already in the seventeenth century, the justification for slavery was being questioned by the voice of the antislavery movement in Europe and a new justification for slavery was imperative if slavery was going to continue unencumbered. It was at this juncture the church stepped in with its greatest contribution toward the integration of race with ethnicity. It was during the missionary quest of the mid-sixteenth century that the Spaniards had sanctioned slavery as a worthy means toward conversion of the soul. It was much easier, so the argument went, to convert a captured pagan than one who remained in his or her sinful environment. The church saw its role as the emancipator of souls, while the state saw its role as the protectorate of the motherland. The melded nature of the church and state made the movement into this new reality very efficient; slaves provided the necessary labor to promote the economic viability of the state, while souls of the heathens and savages were given respite from their destructive environment.

The eighteenth century observed some of the most seismic changes in European society. The Industrial Revolution changed both the means and the mode of labor. Urbanization took root as agriculture lost ground to factories. And Enlightenment thought shook the foundational assumptions about the divine. Before the dawn of Enlightenment thought in Europe, a Christian interpretation of reality was sufficient to explain the many mysteries of the universe. Using scientific presuppositions, Enlightenment thought challenged existing theologies of the divine, which in turn started to disintegrate the theological justification for slavery. This placed the pro-slavers in a very difficult spot.

However, by this time the racist worldview had become deeply engrained in the minds of the Western world. With racial classification and ranking understood as the norm, a divine justification became less significant. In addition, with the increasing respect for empirical data, over time scientific justification seamlessly replaced divine justification for the state of the human condition. Yet the conclusions of the scientific data merely built on the former divine justification. At times the church stepped in to fill gaps left by the scientist. For example, when racial categories did not line up with the gathered data, the faulty human subjects were understood as “sinful humans,” and were blamed for the inconsistency in the data.

The late nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries witnessed the creation of institutions based on racist assumptions of which eugenics (“good genes”) led the way. Many followed the findings of the eugenics movement, which claimed roots as far back as Plato, though the science of the day provided much of the necessary fodder for these groups to move forward. Their impact can be found in groups such as the Nazi party, the Ku Klux Klan and the Christian Identity movement, which in turn birthed other movements.



5. An Overview of Racist Theology.

 

Racist groups such as the Christian Identity movement, World Church of the Creator and the Neo-Nazi movement all use the Bible as a means to justify the superiority of the white race over other races. They begin with a view of the Old Testament as a narrative of Israel as God’s chosen bloodline to rule over all other people. Israel’s enemies in the text are interpreted as those who are to be brought under the power of God’s chosen race.

Their racist theology begins with a theology of creation that centers on the whiteness of Adam. The name “Adam,” they argue, comes from the word adamah, which refers to the red land, dirt, dust, earth or cultivated soil. This is different than the word adam which is defined as man, men or humankind, and Christian racists acknowledge this difference. However, they make the case that the man Adam was given this name by God because of the redness on his cheeks, which clearly establishes him as a white man.

As for the nonwhite races, it is argued they too are mentioned in the creation narrative, but they were created along with the beast of field, and like the beast, the nonwhite race were created with no souls (Gen 1:24-25). Though the nonwhite races are beasts, they are the highest order of beasts created to serve the white race. This racist theology believes that the white race is called out to be the elect of God (Deut 7:6; 10:15; 1 Pet 2:9), and therefore adherents believe they are called to a life of separateness from those who partake in the iniquity of the world (Jn 17:9, 15-16; Jas 4:4; 1 Jn 2:15). Such interpretation is then used to justify miscegenation and other forms of racial separation for there is to be separation between humans and beasts. They also argue that God created for God’s own purpose and glory and the white race was given the command to rule over and care for God’s creation.

From the creation narrative, racist Christians often move to the later part of the Noah narrative (Gen 9:18-27). Following the great flood, Noah’s son Ham violates his father while he is lying in a state of drunkenness. The Bible is clear that Noah is displeased his son Ham. As a result, Noah responds with an intoxicated curse against Ham and his descendants, who are the Canaanite people. Noah’s curse against the tribe of Ham includes their submission to the Israelites who are to have dominion over them. Racist scholars use the Noah narrative to suggest the descendents of Ham are the people of Africa. Their darker complexion is a sign of the curse they bear for Ham’s transgression. For this reason, Africans have also come to be known as Hamites by their European conquerors.

Though the nucleus of racist theology rests in the Old Testament, the New Testament is also used to patch together their theology as it relates to *ecclesiology. It is their belief that ecclesiology begins with membership in the true church of the Messiah where members are joined through divine election (Jn 6:44, 65; 15:16; Acts 2:39; 13:48; Rom 9:11; 11:7; 2 Thess 2:13). They believe God predestined the elect white race to their role (Ps 139:16; Jer 1:5; Mt 25:34; Rom 8:28-30; Eph 1:4-5; 2 Tim 1:9; Rev 13:8), and only they can hear God’s true voice (Jn 8:47; 10:26-27). Therefore, the only true church is the white church.

Most racist theologies also have a biblical eschatology, which studies the fertile context necessary for Christ’s return and the establishment of Christ’s kingdom on earth. They believe the time between the Fall in Eden and the time of Christ’s return will be marked with nonwhites attempting to eradicate the white race by any means possible. This battle will culminate in the battle at Armageddon (Rev 16:16) where the white race will be victorious and the Aryan people will be realized as the chosen race of God.

The role of racist theology in the formation of the church’s mission and identity must be questioned if the church is to find a future beyond race. Positively, the creation of a new race theology is required before the church can embrace a truly Christocentric identity.



6. A Theology of Ethnicity and Race.

 

A theology of ethnicity and race begins with two critical presuppositions. First, the church’s inability to keep separate the construct of race from that of ethnicity has led it to improper and inaccurate translations of key biblical texts. Such interpretations lay in stark contrast to the biblical narrative, which is strewn with themes of ethnic identity built around relationships, while race is never mentioned. Any conjecture of racial identity deduced from ethnic identity in the biblical narrative goes beyond the intent of its writers. This should come as no surprise since race as we know it today is a modern phenomenon.

The second marker relates to the bookend passages in the Bible: the Garden of Eden and the New Jerusalem. Though the Bible begins in the garden, which is presumably mono-ethnic, God’s intention is not to redeem the garden. Instead, the Bible ends in the city of God, where the environment is no longer mono-ethnic. We find a great multitude of people from all tribes and nations coming together united to worship the Lamb (Rev 7:9-12). The trajectory toward this city of God reaches back to the promise God made to Abraham where Abraham was told he would be the father of many nations (Gen 15:5; 22:17-18 32:12; Rom 4:18; Heb 11:12). It is made clear in this passage that this is not to be limited to one group but is to encompass all God’s children (Is 45:20-25; 66:19-24; Jer 23:3; Mic 4:2-5; Zech 8:22-23; 14:16-19).

A common theme found in the bookend passages is the expression of God’s intentional desire for diversity among God’s created. This is found both before the entry of sin into the world and after the establishment of the New Jerusalem, when sin has been finally overthrown. God’s creation in the first two chapters of Genesis depicts a world of vibrant complexity, of God’s creation existing in interdependency. This complexity is found in God’s creation of flora and fauna, earth’s geological makeup, the cosmos and humans as well. And God blesses God’s creation and calls it good. On the other end of the Bible we find another poetic narrative depicting the New Jerusalem. In the New Jerusalem we find those created in God’s image coming to the foot of God’s throne from all ends of the earth.

At no point in these bookend texts do we find God melting this colorful creation into one, removing the colorful palette of God’s creation—diversity remains integral, intentional and purposeful to God’s creation and God’s pleasure. The beauty of this diversity remains with us and will remain through to the New Jerusalem. Marred relationships prevent the full beauty of ethnic groups from coming forward. Instead of a focus on the oneness of all those God has created, sin has shifted our focus toward the idea of manyness, in which human groups live separate from one another, or even worse, the idea of sameness, where all humans need to be the same. The idea of manyness removes the focus from God; the idea of oneness affirms the beauty of diversity while placing the common focus of all on God who alone unites.

The biblical narrative depicts Christ as the center around whom all relationships are restored—relationships between God and humans, and relationships among humans. A theology of ethnicity and race must focus on the role of relationships as Christ taught if healing from racism is to be achieved. Such a notion of relationship calls Christians to realize a new identity placed next to Christ and away from kin—oneness over sameness or manyness.

Christ was present in the beginning of time when all things were created (Jn 1:1-5, 10; 17:5) and all humankind was created in God’s image (Gen 1:26; Is 64:8; Mal 2:10; Acts 17:26). Though there exists diversity among humans, there is but one human race, and the diversity found in humanity is reflective of the diversity found in the rest of creation, which ultimately speaks to diversity found in God as seen in the Trinity. However, unlike the rest of creation, humans have a special place in God’s created order since they are the only part of God’s created order formed in the image of God, which gives all humans the same intrinsic value. As a parent is able to love her or his children equally yet differently, so it is with God. God has no greater love for one ethnic group over another, yet God relates to each accordingly (Gal 3:28).

Christ’s redemption on the cross was for all humankind, for all have fallen short thereby fracturing our relationships with both God and neighbor (Jn 17:20-23; Rom 3:22-23). Since all have been redeemed through Christ, we are called to participate in God’s ministry of reconciliation, which places front and center this humanly illogical task (2 Cor 5:16-21). It is this task that breaks down the wall that is built with ethnic enclaves and racial myths (Eph 2:14; 1 Pet 2:9-10) while recognizing God’s loving intentionality for human diversity.

Racism has seeped into human society and continually serves to mar that which God intended. Christians bring a unique hope for redeeming broken relationships through a new identity that places the emphasis on the commonality of all through Christ while affirming the God-given differences which will remain among us. The shackles of our traditions must not keep us from embracing this identity, for when it is embraced we will truly embark on a journey toward recognizing the God-given identity in each other.

See also APARTHEID; BLACK THEOLOGY; HUMAN RIGHTS; HYBRIDISM; SEXISM; SOCIAL ETHICS.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. M. Bulmer and J. Solomos,
Ethnic and Racial Studies Today (New York: Routledge, 1999); J. W. De Gruchy and C. Villa-Vicencio,
Apartheid Is a Heresy (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983); E. C. Eze,
Race and the Enlightenment: A Reader (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1997); idem, Achieving Our Humanity: The Idea of a Postracial Future (New York: Routledge, 2001); D. T. Goldberg,
Racist Culture: Philosophy and the Politics of Meaning (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993); D. N. Hopkins,
Introducing Black Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1999); G. D. Kelsey,
Racism and the Christian Understanding of Man (New York: Scribner, 1965); M. Marger,
Race and Ethnic Relations: American and Global Perspectives (Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth, 2005); F. Matsuoka,
The Color of Faith: Building Community in a Multiracial Society (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 1998); A. Montagu,
Man’s Most Dangerous Myth: The Fallacy of Race (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1997); D. Tutu,
No Future Without Forgiveness (New York: Doubleday, 1999).

J. A. Manickam

 

RACISM.
See RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY.

 

RADFORD RUETHER, ROSEMARY.
See CHRISTOLOGY.





RADICAL ORTHODOXY

 

Radical Orthodoxy is a contemporary ecumenical theological sensibility growing out of Anglo-Catholic theological sources originally connected to Cambridge University, England, and most commonly associated with the work of John Milbank, Graham Ward and Catherine Pickstock.
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1. History and Background.

 

1.1. Genesis. Radical Orthodoxy is not properly a school or movement; rather, it is a theological sensibility that overlaps with other theological developments broadly described as *postliberal or postmodern. The configuration of voices that came to be associated with Radical Orthodoxy emerged from the Cambridge theological scene in the mid to late 1990s, when John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock and Graham Ward were all affiliated with the faculty of divinity at Cambridge, as well as a cadre of doctoral students working with them. (As of this writing, Ward is at the University of Manchester, and Milbank, after a brief tenure at the University of Virginia, holds a chair at the University of Nottingham, which is home to the Centre of Theology and Philosophy [www.theologyphilosophycentre.co.uk] and has become a central think tank for Radical Orthodoxy.) Given clearly overlapping concerns, there was also important conversation between Cambridge and Duke University Divinity School—particularly with Stanley Hauerwas and several doctoral students. These voices came together in the manifesto-like collection Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology (1999), which put Radical Orthodoxy on the theological map. (The introduction to this volume can be read as a succinct formulation of Radical Orthodoxy’s concerns.) This also spawned a book series, “Radical Orthodoxy,” published by Routledge, which included fourteen books by authors from both the Cambridge and Duke schools (as well as others).

1.2. Theological Heritage. While Radical Orthodoxy is often described as a “new” theology, it is rather a mode of ressourcement—retrieving ancient, *patristic and *medieval sources as a means to articulate what it means for the church to be faithful to its mission in the contemporary world. In this respect, Radical Orthodoxy takes up a theological strategy often associated with the ressourcement movement around *Vatican II, and it has significant sympathies with theologians of this school, particularly Hans Urs von Balthasar and Henri de Lubac. Like Balthasar and de Lubac, Radical Orthodoxy looks back especially to Augustine as a resource (Milbank once described his project as a “postmodern critical Augustinianism”). As an Anglo-Catholic sensibility, Radical Orthodoxy also draws on key figures who have informed the sacramental tradition, especially Plato and Aquinas. It has been particularly critical of late medieval and early modern philosophical and theological developments associated with Duns Scotus and nominalism, and thus has also tended to be critical of the Reformation.



2. Central Themes.

 

2.1. Critique of Modernity. Radical Orthodoxy is animated by a trenchant critique of modernity on three levels: in the areas of ontology or metaphysics, *epistemology, and politics. Further, it argues that these three aspects are always linked: behind a politics (an account of social and communal life) lies an epistemology (an account of knowledge) which grows out of an ontology (an account of the nature of the world and material reality). Radical Orthodoxy argues that modernity is fundamentally characterized by a “univocal” ontology (stemming from Duns Scotus) that unhooks the world, as it were, from its connection to the divine Creator, and instead construes it as a wholly immanent, enclosed reality. This severing of the world from transcendence and its enclosure within immanence entails an epistemology of secular objectivity: since everything “is” on its own terms and exists in and of itself, knowledge needs no recourse to anything transcendent. In fact, as became clear in the *Enlightenment, religious faith was taken to be a kind of impurity that tainted knowledge. So in modernity, in order for knowledge to count as “rational,” it had to be neutral and unbiased, untainted by religious belief. In short, reason was to be secular. This entailed a construction of the public or political sphere as also secular, thereby excluding religious voices from the political arena. But because the political sphere was also unhooked from transcendence, it was understood as fundamentally oppositional—a war of all with all. Thus underwriting *liberalism (whether in Hobbes or Rawls) is an “ontology of violence” that sees human beings as fundamentally in opposition to one another.

Radical Orthodoxy rejects each step of this picture in modernity. Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory (1990) offered a first critique of “secular reason” by demonstrating that all knowing is undergirded by confessional commitments. So there is no “secular” reason; rather, what pretends to be secular and neutral is covertly informed by its own theology. But if there is no such thing as a secular, neutral, objective reason, then Christians have every epistemic right to reason about the world beginning from their own confessional starting point. Thus Radical Orthodoxy rejects secularism in both politics and epistemology. In addition, it rejects the ontology of violence that informs liberalism as a “myth” that stands in opposition to the Christian account of a good creation. It is this rejection of key tenets of modernity and the Enlightenment that makes Radical Orthodoxy postmodern (see Modernism and Postmodernisms).

2.2. Participatory Ontology. Undergirding Radical Orthodoxy’s critique of liberal political theory and Enlightenment accounts of knowledge is its “participatory,” or *sacramental, ontology: the core conviction that the world is “suspended” in and from the Creator, and thus there is no sphere of creaturely or cultural life that does not refer to transcendence. Thus Radical Orthodoxy seeks to articulate an understanding of culture (art, economics, sexuality, politics, etc.) that begins from this fundamental conviction that creation—including the “human layer” of creation that is culture—is only properly understood in relation to God. In particular, it suggests that the church should unapologetically articulate its own understanding of these cultural spheres, beginning from the resources of Christian revelation and tradition—as seen, for instance, in a uniquely ecclesial economics (a *“Christian socialism”).



3. Global Resonances.

 

3.1. Latin America. Radical Orthodoxy, to date, has been a Eurocentric theological development (garnering attention outside the English-speaking world particularly in France and Spain). While it has drawn on the resources of the Christian East, it has paid little attention to theological voices in the non-Western world, with one exception: a noted engagement with Latin America and *liberation theology. In his Theology and Social Theory, Milbank articulates a trenchant critique of liberation theology as a “correlational” strategy that concedes the truth of the political sphere to a supposedly “objective” and “secular” Marxist social science. This critique of liberation theology is extended and deepened in Daniel Bell’s Liberation Theology After the End of History, in which he argues that liberation theology fails to appreciate the way in which the church is its own political reality. A more positive engagement with Latin American theology and practice can be found in William Cavanaugh’s account of the church’s eucharistic response to Pinochet’s regime in Chile (in Torture and Eucharist). From this Cavanaugh argues for the political nature of the ecclesia as its own unique polis, echoing Bell’s Hauerwasian understanding of the church as polis.

3.2. Secularization. Radical Orthodoxy challenges the “secularization thesis” that for so long dominated social-scientific accounts and prognostications regarding global religion. But it also challenges secularism as a prescriptive doctrine that would marginalize religious voices in the political sphere. In this respect, Radical Orthodoxy’s concerns find significant overlap with Pope Benedict XVI’s critique of *secularism in a European context. This critique of secularism also has implications for non-European contexts, lending support to those who would resist the creeping hegemony of liberalism with its bifurcation of the public and private spheres and its banishment of religion from public and political discourse. However, this also raises the specter of fundamentalism, as seen, for instance, in societies that would seek to impose shari‘a law. Would not Radical Orthodoxy’s critique of secularism open the door to justifying such hegemonic colonizations of the political sphere? Not quite, since Radical Orthodoxy’s critique of secularism is inextricably linked to an account of epistemological and political pluralism. While our vision of political flourishing is always informed by confessional commitments, it also recognizes that there are a plurality of worldviews and communities that constitute the contemporary nation-state. Thus Radical Orthodoxy’s rejection of secularism is always attended by a commitment to pluralism, which functions as a check on fundamentalist projects.

3.3. Globalization. Radical Orthodoxy’s critique of liberalism and *capitalism has also entailed a critique of *globalization. Indeed, one could argue that this is the culmination of several key themes in Radical Orthodoxy. While one might properly speak of globalizations, in the plural, in general globalization has meant the global expansion of a capitalist ordering of economic resources and wealth, often accompanied by the expansion of liberalism as a political ideology and secularism as a political doctrine. Radical Orthodoxy argues that capitalism, liberalism and secularism grow from the roots of metaphysical nominalism, whose doctrine of the “univocity of being” severs the world from the transcendent and construes it as an enclosed order of fundamental opposition and violence characterized by unregulated competition in the economic sphere and a mitigated possessive individualism in the political sphere—in short, a Hobbesian world. This is then attended by a similar “enclosure” of knowledge, restricting it to a supposedly “neutral” realm characterized by secular objectivity that marginalizes and privatizes religious voices and identities. In sum, Radical Orthodoxy argues that globalization is the ultimate fruit of the late medieval and modern revolutions that unhooked the world from the Creator; that is, the outcome of an ontology and epistemology that refuses a participatory or sacramental ontology. Because Radical Orthodoxy argues that the church’s sacramental understanding of the world stands in fundamental opposition to such a univocal ontology and its political/economic implications, it also articulates a theological critique of globalization.

3.4. Participation and Primal Religions. The participatory or sacramental ontology advocated by Radical Orthodoxy finds surprising resonances with the ontological assumptions implicit in traditional or “primal” religions in the non-Western world, particularly Africa (see Folk Religion). As Andrew Walls and others have indicated, primal religion has proved to be fertile ground for the reception of Christianity in the non-Western world. It would be fruitful to consider the role that ontology plays in this, namely, the resonances between the “enchanted” account of the material universe as “charged” with the supernatural, as often found in African primal religions, and Radical Orthodoxy’s sacramental sense of the material world as that which is suspended from and participates in the divine. In this way, Radical Orthodoxy’s participatory ontology could be the basis for fruitful ecumenical dialogue.

See also CAPITALISM; GLOBALIZATION; LIBERALISM; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; POSTLIBERALISM; SECULARISM.
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RADICAL REFORMATION

 

The so-called Radical Reformation of the sixteenth century has been gaining recognition in modern religious historiography as a movement related to, though different from, the Magisterial Protestant *Reformation, but also rooted in medieval Catholicism. Because of this, historian G. H. Williams has referred to the Radical Reformation of sixteenth-century Europe as a “confluence of the new [Protestantism] with the old [medieval Catholicism]” (Williams, xxxvii).

In any case, chronologically this varied period with its social convulsions and religious transformations extends from 1516 to 1580. We use as the starting date the year Erasmus of Rotterdam published the Greek text of the New Testament, and the end date parallels the beginning of greater religious tolerance in Europe.

The word radical can refer to the extremes that occurred in this very diverse movement. Nonetheless, today it is recognized that the adjective, when applied to the socioreligious restorationists of the sixteenth century, refers to the attempt of returning to the roots found in Jesus Christ and the primitive Christianity of the New Testament. The radicals were not satisfied with mere reforms of the church. That is why many of these groups did not see themselves as reformers like those of Protestantism but as restorationists or restitutionists of the church.

1. Catholic and Protestant Confluences

2. Unity in Diversity and Principal Movements

3. Radical Theological Emphases

4. Conclusion


 


1. Catholic and Protestant Confluences.

 

The Radical Reformation has characteristic features that have led various authors to consider it as a renewal of the popular or evangelical piety of medieval Catholicism (see Medieval Theology). Among other things, they mention these: seeing the roots of the church in Pentecost rather than in creation or in the patriarch Abraham; the limited importance they grant to the fall of Adam and consequently to original sin, their resistance to equate infant baptism with circumcision; their affirmation of human freedom in cooperation with divine grace; and their missionary faith.

Nonetheless, the Radical Reformation also has similarities with the new Protestantism that was arising principally in Germany, Switzerland and Holland. In particular, one can mention their rejection of the papacy, the hermeneutical authority of the pope and apostolic succession; their affirmation of the marriage of pastors, their reduction of traditional sacraments—ordinances—to two; their emphasis on the principles of liberty; and the priesthood of all believers.

Once we recognize ties to the “old and the new,” we need to identify particular aspects, both in practice and in doctrine, that distanced these radicals from both Catholics and Protestants. It was precisely because of these distinctive aspects that thousands of people paid with their lives—sometimes at the hands of other Protestants—through torture or exile, for their adherence or ties with the radical groups.



2. Unity in Diversity and Principal Movements.

 

The Radical Reformation was also characterized by a wide diversity and ferment of positions, doctrines and practices that exploded in different directions and even contradictions. This paradoxical diversity has made their synoptic comprehension difficult and has led historians and scholars of Christian thought to belittle the relevance of the radical thought of the sixteenth century.

In a sense this paradoxical diversity is true in the Radical Reformation. There was a bit of everything in the Radical Reformation. For a modern Christian reader, the tendencies, theological doctrines and fanatical practices of that radicalism would seem shocking. Or they could be very pertinent for certain dimensions of ecclesial and modern life. It depends on the interests and starting points in the interpretation.

In the Radical Reformation some groups or theologians rejected core teachings like the divinity of Christ or the Trinity. Others had doubts about the doctrines of redemption, grace, the sacraments and the immortality of the soul. Others were rebaptized, reordained or called to Polygamy or remarrage, feeling that they were living in eschatological times. For even others an interior faith in God was enough, without visible external forms, as the only core doctrine. This led them to see Jews, Muslims or those “in dark Africa . . . and the Americas” as brothers and sisters (Williams, of 922). At the other extreme were those who saw themselves as exclusive and elected as the only just and authentic children of God: exalted, iconoclasts, pre-anarchists and communists, mystics and martyrs, theologians, and speculative philosophers of great intellectual formation, illiterate peasants or artisan missionaries, women and laypeople who assumed leadership of the exiled and by faithfulness and their own will continued to martyrdom by fire, drowning or guillotine, thankful for the promptness with which they would see their only Lord.

In spite of this great variety of sources, practices and thought, there are overarching themes or common characteristics that make the Radical Reformation a vital, more or less united movement. Generally one can say that their unity consisted in the characteristic “radical break from the existing institutions and theologies in the interrelated drives to restore primitive Christianity and to prepare for the imminent advent of the Kingdom of Christ” (Williams, 941).

There are three principal tendencies recognized in the Radical Reformation: Anabaptism, spiritualism and evangelical rationalism. Of course, these tendencies were part of a broad commotion that shook and changed the medieval corpus christianum. In the midst of these movements emerged groups that agreed and related to each other both in practices and doctrines.

2.1. Anabaptism. Anabaptism is the radical movement most well known and studied. In that period the word Anabaptist defined not only *heresy but also sedition. Nonetheless, today many Christian denominations find their roots in this diverse, complex and polemical movement of the sixteenth century.

Though there are some antecedents of rebaptism in the fifteenth century, it is recognized that—taking as formal identification the practice of *baptism—the first Anabaptist community emerged in Switzerland on January 21, 1525. A group of “Zwinglian radicals”—disciples and colleagues of the Swiss reformer who were disillusioned because of Zwingli’s prorogations in putting the reforms into practice—encouraged the disavowal of infant baptism and participated in mutual rebaptism based on their evangelical convictions. The movement expanded rapidly, since Anabaptists already existed in Switzerland and southern Germany in 1523. Nonconformist Christians started to call themselves “brothers or sisters in Christ” or simply “Christians,” rejecting any argument that was not based in Scripture. At the same time, the peasant revolts in Lutheran Germany created a favorable environment for the propagation of the Anabaptist movement that was born, instilled with a missionary and eschatological spirit (see Anabaptist Theology).

Modern studies have schematically identified within Anabaptism three types of Anabaptists, who though united in their rejection of infant baptism, nonetheless maintained doctrinal, practical and characteristic traits originating in various theological influences and even the psychological disposition of their leaders. The evangelical ecclesiastical Anabaptists were pacifists and missional. They were founders of communities such as the “Swiss Brethren or Grebelites,” followers of Conrad Grebel (Switzerland); the Mennonites, followers of Menno Simons (Holland and Germany); and the Hutterite communities, followers of Jacob Hutter (Bohemia and Moravia). The messianic and eschatological Anabaptists, who were possessed by an apocalyptical zealousness, used force to quicken the coming of the kingdom of the Messiah. Among these were the followers of Melchior Hoffmann and the participants in the tragedy in the city of Münster (Germany). The spiritual Anabaptists accentuated mystical tendencies. As a result they ended up spurning, to greater or lesser degree, the external forms of the ordinances, including baptism. That is why they are identified and even confused with the evangelical spiritualism of southern Germany (Hans Denck, Adam Pastor, Gaspar Schwenckfeld).

2.2. Radical Spiritualism. This tendency was an heir of the mystics before the Reformation. These radical reformers emphasized the independence from visible forms, rituals, clergy and even Scripture. Because of this, it was very diffuse as a movement and depended greatly on individual talents. Nonetheless, the common characteristics of all spiritualists were insistence on immediate contact with the divine (interior Christ, divine light, the interior Word or simply the Spirit) and grace over the law. Spiritualism also had particular tendencies. Evangelical or conventicular spiritualism, even though they had meetings, did not consider ordinances and traditions important (Gaspar Schwenckfeld, Sebastian Franck). Revolutionary spiritualists, those whom Martin Luther called Schwärmer (enthusiasts), sought a social and divine order through violent means (in Germany, mystical socialism, Thomas Müntzer).

2.3. Evangelical Rationalism. This group favored a more rational attitude toward the religious spectrum and followed a more individualistic and ethical piety. They are heirs of the humanist Erasmus of Rotterdam and generally sympathized with both Anabaptists (in pacifism) and spiritualists (in mysticism).



3. Radical Theological Emphases.

 

The great diversity of sources, thought and practices cannot be minimized when identifying common theological emphases among the radical reformers. We will limit ourselves to mentioning the more common emphases, those that were maintained socially beyond specific individuals and that distanced them from the theology of the Protestant or Magisterial Reformation.

First is a rejection of infant baptism and adoption of adult baptism (rebaptism), based on their response to the divine Word and the following of Jesus, their convictions and commitment in mission and the disciplined participation in a community of believers.

Separation of church and state is another key emphasis, and therefore they rejected political power at the service of the church. The Radical Reformation became the cradle of libertarian and democratic principles that modernity eventually deepened. Essentially, they insisted on the liberty of the church before the state, but also of the state before the church. The state had no right or responsibility related to the Reformation, except to allow the freedom of conscience for the expression of the faith. Also government was not to be an instrument of ecclesiastical interests.

The Radical Reformation held to a particular conception of a communitarian and visible church, characterized by a voluntary adherence of adults, by the economic practices of mutual aid and by local government. In these small fraternal communities without official support, they practiced forms of fraternal discipline that sought to help discipleship and mutual salvation.

A commitment to pacifism and suffering testimony also distinguished these reformers, facing a violent society that did not tolerate neutrality. The use of the “sword,” that is, the use of force, was characteristic of Christianity, both Catholic and Protestant. Nonetheless, the majority of radical reformers found in Jesus Christ a testimonial way of patient and noncoercive resistance.

A missionary, ecumenical and universal impulse was another radical characteristic that shoots off from their nondependence on or nonloyalty to government. The evangelical disposition, which was also broadly ecumenical, made the radical reformers authentic missionaries of the sixteenth century.

Finally, a radical, open and fraternal biblical hermeneutic distinguished the Radical Reformation both from hierarchical Catholicism as from magisterial Protestantism. It was radical because it returned to the sources in Jesus Christ and in the New Testament over against the Old Testament or any tradition. It was open because they understood that the Reformation and revelation had not ended. It was fraternal because it granted the congregation all authority to interpret, and constituted in the congregation the best forum to discern the biblical message.



4. Conclusion.

 

Contemporary Christianity is more and more finding its ancestors among this grand, diverse and complex movement that shook the socioreligious structure of Europe in the sixteenth century. In reality, even if one does not participate in any Christian confession, the modern Western world owes much to those men and women who gave their lives to follow their conscience and freedom. We cannot break completely from all the inherited roots, but we also cannot merely accept all that was inherited. That is why I conclude by quoting the radical Sebastian Franck: “Dear brother, I cannot tell you with the pen which I have understood very well in my heart. . . . You have not closed still your ears and you are still in the search. You do not stop!” (Yoder, 468)

See also ANABAPTIST THEOLOGY; BAPTISM IN WATER; REFORMATION.
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REFORMATION

 

Some fifteen years after he had posted the 95 Theses, Martin Luther could look back on the course of the Protestant Reformation and attribute its success solely to its recovery of the doctrine of *justification by faith alone: “Wyclif and Hus fought only against the life [morals] of the pope, but they couldn’t succeed because they were sinners just like the papists. I, however, attacked their doctrine and dealt them a blow, because [reform] depends not on one’s life but on one’s doctrine” (WATr 1:439 §880). Yet however central Luther and his doctrine of justification were, Luther’s protest precipitated widespread reform and opposition also because of other factors that made European Christianity ripe for change. And the effects of the Reformation extended well beyond matters of doctrine—even as those effects continue to be felt and negotiated within Christendom today.

1. Causes

2. Effects

3. Historiography

4. Legacy


 


1. Causes.

 

Luther’s initial protest was sparked by his fury over the late medieval practice of granting indulgences (remitting a Christian’s time in purgatory) in exchange for monetary gifts to the Roman Catholic Church—a practice for which he found neither scriptural nor moral warrant. But the theology and practice of indulgences is only one of many issues that might epitomize the malaise of apathy, uncertainty and failed leadership that had gripped the Roman Catholic Church for more than a century. The Western Schism of 1378-1417, with its rancorous arguments and armed conflict between popes and antipopes, had undermined confidence in the church’s authority. Further erosion was induced by unresolved debates between curialists and conciliarists over whether supreme authority in the church was vested in the pope (see Papacy) or, instead, in a general *ecumenical council. Moral issues among the clergy—signaled by Luther’s reference to “the life of the pope”—included widespread clergy concubinage, simony and absenteeism among priests. Anxieties of a different sort simmered in the background, owing not only to perennial apocalyptic sentiments but more specifically to the advancing armies of *Islam that had taken Constantinople in 1453 and would eventually, in the person of the Ottoman Turks, besiege Vienna in 1529. In such a context, cynicism and apathy were understandable responses on the part of Christians, whether educated or illiterate, and the eve of the Reformation saw such sentiments given classic expression in Desiderius Erasmus’s 1509 satire on the church, Praise of Folly.

However, the period also saw various factors of renewal, including the spread of the renewal-minded Brethren of the Common Life, whose spirituality and commitment to service and education exerted an influence on notable figures of the day, such as Erasmus and Rudolf Agricola. The late fifteenth century also saw the birth of printing, which provided a natural outlet for the productions of the humanist movement. Renaissance humanism was marked by an intense interest in classical antiquity and the church fathers (see Patristic Theology), as well as a desire to recover a working knowledge of the ancient and biblical languages and sources. Perhaps the most influential product of humanism was Erasmus’s text-critical Greek New Testament of 1516, a work that exposed the many errors of the Latin Vulgate Bible and thereby further undercut the authority of the Roman Catholic Church. But the printing press served not just scholars: vernacular pamphlets gave voice to the sentiments and dissatisfaction also of the laity and lower classes. Thus, however much Luther and his Protestant peers are to be credited for seizing the moment, the moment itself was not of their making.



2. Effects.

 

The avowed intention of Reformers such as Luther and Calvin was not to foment schism but instead, as the word Reformation suggests, to reform the one Christian church along lines stipulated not by human traditions but by Christ and his apostles—which is to say, by “Scripture alone.” Nonetheless, the displacement of papal and ecclesiastical authority by Scripture did, in fact, result in divisions between Roman Catholicism and various reform movements, including *Lutherans, the *Reformed (a general grouping of the heirs of Zwingli, Bucer and Calvin), *Anabaptists and diverse radical reformers, and, later, the English reformers. These movements shared overlapping but not identical agendas, and their effects were manifold and diverse.

In all cases, changes were more than doctrinal. The “new” theology of the Reformers had profound social consequences. Focusing on the preeminent authority of Scripture brought in its train a renewal of *preaching and a quest for universal literacy and lay catechism. Vernacular liturgy and translations of the Bible had a democratizing effect on Bible reading and interpretation. On the one hand, Protestantism presented lay Christians with higher expectations for their knowledge of doctrine and their practice of Christian morality. On the other hand, lay Christians were often empowered by their own Bible reading to interpret matters for themselves and thus to challenge local religious authorities, whether Protestant or Catholic. The Reformation also demeaned clerical celibacy and monastic vows, elevating marriage in their place—even as authority over the institution of marriage, now desacramentalized, was largely removed from the church and handed over to the state for regulation, including in matters of divorce and dissolution.

On a larger social scale, the Reformation also had secondary effects on the arts, economics and political theory. Some segments of Protestant theology were decidedly iconoclastic and seemingly hostile to pictorial representation in religious contexts, but virtually all parts of the Reformation embraced the role of *music as a vehicle for *worship, catechism and propaganda on behalf of the gospel. Luther’s doctrine of vocation and its counterparts among other Protestants bestowed a previously unknown dignity upon everyday tasks at home and in the workplace. Politically, the theology of the Reformation reflected intensely on the meaning of passages such as Romans 13, which urged submission to political authorities, eventually crafting new understandings of the state that moved away from the divine right of rulers to a contractual or covenantal understanding of political authority—one that also allowed, in some cases, for the right of active resistance to tyranny. These deliberate changes, of course, brought unintended consequences: wars of religion, persecution and martyrdom, and a redrawing of the map not only of Europe but also of Asia, Africa and the New World, which were colonized by highly partisan missionaries, Catholic and Protestant.



3. Historiography.

 

Accounts of the Reformation have always been as prone to partisanship and distortion as any other historical era. Not surprisingly, Roman Catholic historians traditionally told tales of Protestant heresy and schism, while Protestants vilified Roman Catholic apostasy and idolatry. The tendency on all sides was to polarize issues, with no shades of gray. On center stage were the stars of the Reformation—Luther, Calvin, Zwingli—and the stage itself was restricted to central and western Europe: Germany, Switzerland, France and the low countries. Often left in the wings were the “quiet in the land,” Anabaptists and Mennonites, who faced more than their share of persecution from all sides, and women were rarely mentioned except in passing.

In recent years, historians of the Reformation era have begun to redress these failings. The radical reformers (see Radical Reformation), the course of the reformation in eastern Europe, the role of women, the laity, the peasants—these formerly marginalized participants have come back into the spotlight. So too the Roman Catholic response to the Reformation, which was often pejoratively addressed by Protestant historians as the *Counter Reformation (which, to be sure, it sometimes was) but is now also recognized as a reformation of the Roman Catholic Church in its own right. With respect to women in the Reformation era, some historians have aptly asked if there was, in fact, a reformation for women, or in what sense the Reformation affected women’s lives, faith and practices. In the last decade, there has been far less tendency even to speak of the Reformation, as if it were a unified phenomenon with a common agenda. Recent major textbooks speak instead with careful attention to locality and plurality, addressing “Europe’s Reformations” or “the European Reformations.” Yet to recognize the pluriformity of the Reformation by no means infringes on the equal recognition that what united these diverse agendas was the common insight that church and society were broken and that something had to be done to fix them.



4. Legacy.

 

As noted, while the intention of the Reformers was to re-form the church, not invent new denominations, the immediate effect of so many Reformations was to produce just so many versions of Christianity in Europe and export them to Asia, Africa and the New World. For the most part, each version styled itself as orthodox and absolute, repudiating the heterodoxy of the others. Yet the sixteenth century also saw many forerunners of modern ecumenical discussion, and on a few occasions agreements were struck between competing groups. To a larger extent, however, these synods and colloquies did not yield much compromise or mutual forbearance. While some progress was made in the nineteenth and early twentieth century in making peace among the heirs of the Reformation, the watershed event was without a doubt the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), which extended an olive branch of sorts from Roman Catholicism to Protestants, who were addressed not as heretics and apostates but as “separated brethren.”

Ecumenical discussions between Roman Catholics and various Protestant groups have continued since then, with real degrees of understanding obtained between Roman Catholics and many denominations that are heirs of the Protestant Reformation. The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, the 1999 agreement between the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church, was surely a signal moment—though not without generating its own dissent and skepticism about whether there truly is such common ground on the doctrine of *justification. Among the plethora of Protestant denominations and groups, there are still those that espouse a doctrinaire anti-Catholicism, but many Protestants would argue that they have entered into a time of thaw and a new openness to make common cause with Roman Catholic believers. Even among evangelical Protestants, it has become possible for some to inquire whether the Reformation is over, that is, whether the antagonistic stance of Protestants against Roman Catholics, and vice versa, is slipping into the sunset. Such a conclusion is probably premature. The Reformation not only re-thought and re-formed Christian theology and practices, it did so in ways that lastingly and diversely shaped Christian *mission, translations of the Bible, and the ecclesiastical agendas and boundaries of churches worldwide. These aftereffects of the Reformation, still flourishing some five centuries after Martin Luther, will surely continue to fuel controversy and global conversation about the gospel of Jesus Christ and the identity of the church that bears his saving message.

See also COUNTER REFORMATION; EUROPEAN THEOLOGY; JUSTIFICATION; LUTHERAN THEOLOGY; RADICAL REFORMATION; REFORMED THEOLOGY.
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REFORMED THEOLOGY

 

Reformed theology is a historical and theological tradition originating with the sixteenth-century Reformers Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin. The term Calvinism is often used synonymously with Reformed theology. Whereas Calvinism contains the name of its founder, Reformed theology designates a more comprehensive theological tendency, which includes later historical voices. The work of describing Reformed theology includes clarifying where it differs from other theologies, such as Roman Catholic, Lutheran or Methodist, as well as establishing its foundational theological identity, which belongs to the whole church of Christ. Reformed theologians insist that the whole church of Christ is founded on one fundamental confession, and that Reformed churches share this confessional faith with other Christian traditions.

1. Foundational Theological Identity

2. Historical Survey

3. Varieties of Reformed Theology

4. Central Emphases of Reformed Theology


 


1. Foundational Theological Identity.

 

The foundation of one body designated as the “holy catholic church” of the *Apostles’ Creed and “one holy catholic and apostolic church” of the Nicene Creed was the tradition of the early church. In explaining the characteristics of Reformed theology, most Reformed theologians affirm the “holy catholic church” of all Christian churches. In introducing some characteristics of Reformed theology, John Leith calls it “a theology of the holy catholic church” (Leith, 96).

Reformed theology is intended to be a catholic theology, that is, a theology for the one, Christian church. All of the original reformers appealed not only to scripture but to the theologians of the ancient church and to the first four centuries’ ecumenical councils. Reformed theology is catholic in its affirmation of the doctrine of the person of Christ, as formulated at Chalcedon, and the doctrine of the Triune God. It is also catholic in its acknowledgment of the authority of Augustine, as well as other ancient theologians. (Johnson and Leith, xx-xxi)




 

Historically, this doctrine of one body means that Reformed theology is a living and active presence in the history of the church. Reformers accepted the early church confessions on the triune God, that is, the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed and the Chalcedonian Creed. Since these creeds explicitly explain the revelation of God revealed in Jesus Christ, all churches and believers who confess these creeds are united by the fundamental faith in God revealed by Jesus Christ. Reformers of the sixteenth century and their followers consistently affirmed this faith.

The assertion of one body of the church does not refer to confession alone but also to the practice of the church in its concrete setting. The church on earth remains and grows as a “militant church” until the parousia (return) of the Lord. During the time between today and the eschaton (end times), the church endeavors to keep both a purity of doctrine and a piety of life. At the same time, however, all churches should put into practice the love and forgiveness of one body. Calvin writes about the doctrinal and moral corruption of the church of Corinth as follows:they were no light errors but frightful misdeeds: there was corruption not only of morals but of doctrine. . . . Does he [Paul] cast them out of Christ’s Kingdom? . . . He not only does nothing of the sort; he even recognizes and proclaims them to be the church of Christ and the communion of saints! . . . Yet the church abides among them because the ministry of Word and sacraments remains unrepudiated there. Who, then, would dare snatch the title “church” from these who cannot be charged with even a tenth part of such misdeeds? (Calvin, 4.1.14)




 






2. Historical Survey.

 

Reformed theology stands upon the tradition of the *Reformation, which protested against the abuses of the Roman Catholic Church in the sixteenth century. In the period of the “Babylonian captivity” of the medieval Catholic Church, Martin Luther proclaimed the doctrine of *justification by faith under the slogans of sola scriptura, sola fide and sola gratia (Scripture alone, faith alone and grace alone). Just as the Renaissance was a movement to return to the ancient classical age, so the Reformation of Luther and Calvin was in some sense an attempt to return to the ancient church. In that context the Reformers such as Luther and Calvin discovered the theology of the church fathers anew, with Augustine’s theology of grace at the very center. Both Luther and Calvin awaited the opportunity to go back and be reunited to the Catholic Church. This desire for unity makes the charge of sectarianism unfair.

The Reformation of Luther and Calvin should be differentiated from the concurrent *Radical Reformation of the *Anabaptists. While Calvin’s Institutes mainly targeted the misleading doctrines of the Catholic Church, he devoted considerable pages to differentiating his own position from the Anabaptists. The Radical Reformation sought to wipe out all of vestiges of the Catholic Church, emphasizing the faith of individual believers and radically rejecting church tradition. Thus Calvin and his followers harassed them. Luther also criticized the radical Peasant’s War and distanced himself from the radical reformers. Over against the Radical Reformation, the Reformation of Luther and Calvin is called the magisterial Reformation.

Luther and Calvin share similar theological positions in many respects. Theologically Calvin was greatly indebted to Luther. Calvin, twenty-five years younger than Luther, was in a good position to reap the fruits of the Reformation and build up his own system. One might say Calvin accomplished the Reformation that Luther launched, though the impact of Luther on Calvin cannot be overstated.

After the breakup of the meeting that sought a concord between Lutherans and Reformed theologians, these two movements fought each other in some areas but worked together in others. At the center of debate between the Reformed and the Lutheran theologians was the way Christ’s body is present in the Eucharist (see Lord’s Supper). Whereas the Lutherans supported the view of Luther, which asserts Christ’s Real Presence “in, with, and under the elements,” the Reformed held to the spiritual presence of Christ in the Eucharist (i.e., that Christ is present by the Spirit), as taught by Calvin.

While Lutheran theology continues to have a presence in Germany and Scandinavia, Reformed theology tends to be found in Switzerland, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. Reformed theology in the U.K. was developed especially in Scotland, where it took the form of the Presbyterian Church. Puritan theology was a prominent form of Reformed theology taken to the New World by settlers of New England in the 1600s. Dutch Reformed theologians took Reformed theology to South Africa, a colony of the Netherlands in the nineteenth century, but after being associated with the dishonor of *apartheid, it has lost considerable influence. In the nineteenth century American Presbyterian missionaries took Reformed theology to South Korea, in far eastern Asia, and a Presbyterian Reformed theology has now come to characterize much of Korean Christianity (see Korean Theology).

Dutch Reformed scholar John Hesselink describes the present diversity of Reformed theology:In the United States Reformed/Presbyterian Churches make up the third largest Protestant group. Some of the largest Protestant denominations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America are also of Reformed/Presbyterian background. The leading Protestant churches in Mexico, Brazil, Korea, Taiwan, and Indonesia (not to mention South Africa, which has given the name unwanted notoriety) are all Reformed/Presbyterian. The largest Reformed/Presbyterian congregations in the world today are no longer in traditional centers such as Geneva, Amsterdam, Edinburgh, or Pittsburgh, but rather in Nairobi, Seoul, and Sao Paulo! (Hesselink, 7-8)




 




Reformed theology also characterizes many in the Anglican Church. The founder of the Methodist Church, John Wesley, who raised the standard of reform for the Anglican Church, took up *Arminianism, which differs with Calvinism or Reformed theology on key points. Behind the struggle between Calvinism and Arminianism is the controversy between Augustine and Pelagius on the doctrine of human and soteriology. Whereas Augustine insisted on a negative assessment of human abilities and the absolute necessity of grace, Pelagius held a more positive view of human nature and only the relative necessity of grace. One way to summarize traditional Reformed theology has been the five points of Calvinism: total depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace and perseverance of the saints. In contrast to these, Arminianism holds to the following five points: partial depravity, conditional election, universal atonement, resistible grace and uncertainty of the perseverance of the saints. (Historically, these five points of the so-called Remonstrants were rejected by the sixteenth-century Dordt Council, which confirmed the five points of Calvinism.)

Unlike Luther, Calvin emphasized the so-called third use of the law, as a pattern for Christian living. Thus Reformed theology—unlike Lutheran theology, in which justification by faith is the central doctrine—placed a greater emphasis on sanctification. However, due to a misunderstanding of the doctrines of total depravity and the perseverance of the saints, some descendants of Reformed theology began to stress justification rather than sanctification and seemed to put forth little effort toward sanctification. This fact led to criticism of Reformed theology by Methodist theologians. According to this criticism, unlike the Methodists, the Reformed do not seek sanctification because they do not think perfect sanctification is possible in this life.

Calvin has been called a theologian of Holy Spirit. The Reformed position considers the Word of God and the Holy Spirit to be inseparable. But in practice Reformed theology is more inclined to emphasize the Word than the experience of the Holy Spirit. This tendency of Reformed theology to ignore the Holy Spirit has been brought to the fore by the challenge of *Pentecostalism in the last century. Even though Reformed pneumatology is biblically sound and consistently developed, the charge of spiritual powerlessness has often been made against this tradition.

There are two approaches that Reformed theologians can take toward the emergence of Methodism and Pentecostalism—two modern movements arguably indebted to Reformed thought. First, they may take the attitude of learning from those traditions as they highlight weaknesses in Reformed theology. Second, they may argue that in Reformed theology the strengths of Methodism and Pentecostalism are already present—that is, a biblical understanding of sanctification and of the Holy Spirit is to be found in the tradition—while endeavoring to develop Reformed views in those areas. Of course these two ways are not mutually exclusive. The way to be authentic heirs of Reformed theology, in any case, is not in parroting the sayings of Reformed theologians, but in reviving and representing Reformed theology in ways suitable to today’s cultural context.



3. Varieties of Reformed Theology.

 

Reformed theology has taken root and developed in various parts of the world. Thus it is not easy to define Reformed theology in a general way. The theological term Reformed can, for example, designate Scottish or Dutch theology. It can also refer to neo-orthodox theology, or *Barthianism, on the European continent. And it can describe Christianity in the United States that has developed in several directions. In the long history of the church, beginning in Europe and spreading to various areas and developing differently in those cultures, the diversifying shape of Reformed theology cannot always be explained in terms of its origins in Europe and North America.

George Marsden divides the many meanings of Reformed into three major Reformed emphases that have flourished in the American cultural setting. He enumerates these Reformed streams as “doctrinalist,” “culturalist” and “pietist.” As an example of the “doctrinalist” church, Marsden designates the Orthodox Presbyterians, among whom he was reared. In this tradition, Reformed means strict adherence to Christian doctrine as contained in the infallible Scriptures and defined by the standards of the Westminster Assembly. This Reformed tradition emphasizes the law of God as the central organizing principle in the Westminster formulations. Even though other practical factors are important to Christian life in this tradition, the operative test for being “Reformed” is always doctrinal.

Marsden’s “cultural” Reformed tradition is the progressive wing of the conservative Christian Reformed Church. “There, a ‘Reformed’ Christian is one who has a certain view of the relationship of Christianity to culture. She or he must affirm the lordship of Christ over all reality, see Christian principles as applicable to all areas of life, and view every calling as sacred” (Marsden, 2). Although the authority of the Bible and classic Reformed creeds are also important in this tradition, the operative test is support for separate Christian schools, where the “Reformed” world-and-life view can be exemplified and taught.

Marsden has also spent some time reflecting on institutions of mainstream American evangelicalism, such as Trinity Evangelical Divinity School and Fuller Theological Seminary, where he finds still another meaning to being “Reformed.” In this context, being “Reformed” must be understood in the framework of being “evangelical.” As prototypes of this influential interdenominational evangelicalism, Marsden refers to Billy Graham, Christianity Today, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, Wheaton College and its imitators, and seminaries such as Trinity, Fuller and Gordon-Conwell. Though it is by no means the only tradition in this evangelical fellowship, the dominant theological tradition is Reformed. “The operative tests for fellowship among the Reformed in such communities are those of the broader American evangelical-pietist tradition—a certain style of emphasis on evangelism, personal devotions, Methodist mores, and openness in expressing one’s evangelical commitment” (Marsden, 3). In this setting to be “Reformed” means to find in Reformed theology the most biblical and healthiest expression of evangelical piety.

Understanding theology as protecting and presenting biblical truth, the Reformed theology of the Korean church, according to Marsden’s classification, represents the “doctrinalist” element, centering on the Westminster Confessions. This trend is due to the fact that the early Korean church was mainly structured by the theological tradition associated with “Old Princeton.” At the same time, however, using the Systematic Theology of Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof as the textbook, most seminaries teach a Reformed theology and worldview in which true spirituality is to be embodied in every part of life. Of course the third “pietist” and church-centered emphasis is very strong in the Korean church as well.



4. Central Emphases of Reformed T heolog y.

 

Reformed theology as an expression of orthodox Christian faith confesses and adores the triune God who created the heaven and the earth, and through the second Person incarnated himself as Jesus of Nazareth. It confesses that God is not only revealed through creation but also, alongside an emphasis on the creation article, it stresses revelation in the Bible, which describes the redemption of the human race and the whole universe accomplished in Jesus. Since the Bible contains all necessary and sufficient knowledge concerning God to save the sinners, it is believed to be the infallible word of God, the final criterion for the faith and life of Christians.

With the background of these basic confessions, Reformed theology takes as its foundation the emphases on (1) the authority of Scriptures in theology, (2) theocentric theology, and (3) the theology of a full and integrated worldview. These three characteristics are not isolated from each other but are intimately interdependent. The pious life of each Christian takes its meaning and direction within the framework of an integrated and thoroughly biblical worldview. Only when a Christian acknowledges God’s sovereignty over all of creation can he or she achieve such a worldview.

4.1. The Authority of Scripture in Theology. Reformed theology is always a theology consciously based on Scripture (see Revelation and Scripture). In debating Roman Catholic theology, the first chapter of theology the Reformers proclaimed was the Scriptures as the ultimate authority in theology. It goes without saying that Calvin was a theologian who did his theological work based upon the Bible as the ultimate ground. One of the most distinguished characteristics of Calvin’s theology is a synthetic theological method in which he integrated commentaries of the Bible, the systematic arrangement of theology and preaching (see Theological Method). For him, every theology stands under the Word of God, and theology is finally a practical science. The object of theological work does not lie in itself but functions as the key to opening the Bible. Theology is the intellectual work that serves the church. Confessions’ primary results are to be composed based on the Bible and are not to be made up or reasoned dogmatically. Thus theology ought to reflect the biblical text, and its content should describe the response of the church. The reason why the Bible becomes the final authority in the faith and life of Christians is that God is its author.

4.2. Theocentric Theology. According to Reformed tradition, the central theme of theology is not the plight of human beings or their possibilities, not even Jesus Christ, but *God, who is the Creator and who was uniquely present in Jesus Christ. Christian theology has to do with the triune God, who is the unfathomable creator of all things, who has made himself known in Jesus Christ, and who, as the Holy Spirit, is the Lord and life-giver who speaks by the prophets. Christianity itself is of course basically theocentric. In fact, however, there are many theological systems that are not properly theocentric. Reformed theology has had little patience with any “Jesusology” type of piety, as is seen for example in sentimental, self-oriented hymnology. Likewise, it has had little sympathy with the so-called *charismatic movements. “The theocentric character of Reformed faith sets it over against every ethic of self-realization, against inordinate concern with the salvation of one’s own soul, against excessive preoccupation with the questions of personal identity” (Leith, 99). Although Reformed theology acknowledges that other theological heritages are also in some sense theocentric, Reformed theology aspires to articulate the majesty and the glory of God.

4.3. Theology of an Integrated Worldview. The sovereignty of God, or theocentric theology, is not restricted only to the individual destiny of human beings. Rather, the uniqueness of Reformed theology is that it is to be understood in a broader way, encompassing the whole of the cosmos. The insight of Reformed theology demands wide-ranging and majestic application. As Hesselink says:From its powerful concept of a sovereign God whose will determines the destiny of men and nations to the vision of the glory of God which is manifest and acknowledged throughout the ends of the earth, Calvinism is a faith of the grand design. In contrast to Lutheranism’s quest for a gracious God, pietism’s concern for the welfare of the individual soul, and Wesleyanism’s goal of personal holiness, the ultimate concern in the Reformed tradition transcends the individual and his salvation. It also goes beyond the church, the body of Christ. The concern is for the realization of the will of God also in the wider realms of the state and culture, in nature and in the cosmos. In short, Reformed theology is kingdom theology. (Hesselink, 108-9)




 




Understanding that all creation is a theater for the glory of God, Calvin extended the scope of his theology and ministry to all areas of life. In Geneva, he was a pastor who preached, a professor who taught, as well as an administrator with oversight. He also brought his theology to bear on economy, society and even international exchange and trade. “The world is his parish; no aspect of life was alien to him” (Hesselink, 109). In the Stone Lectures, given at Princeton Seminary in 1898, Abraham Kuyper, leader of the neo-Calvinist movement, did not discuss traditional doctrines but rather considered Calvinism and politics, Calvinism and science, Calvinism and art, and Calvinism and the future. His key question was whether religion is limited only to the personal and private sectors of life. “A life and world, a vision of the sovereignty of God and the lordship of Jesus Christ manifest in every sphere of life, a theology of the kingdom of God which transcends time and space—this is the grand design of Reformed theology at its best” (Hesselink, 111). This Reformed vision takes many forms, but one motif underlies them all: “the glory of God.”

See also BARTHIANISM; EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY; LUTHERAN THEOLOGY; REFORMATION.
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REINCARNATION

 

Reincarnation (“to come again in the flesh”) is the doctrine that the soul or spirit passes through a (often long) chain of life and death before it attains *salvation.

1. History

2. Meaning

3. Evaluation


 


1. History.

 

Literary evidences indicate that this doctrine was first developed in the *Hindu religious traditions in India between 1500 and 800 BC. The Upanishads, part of Hindu Vedic Scriptures, describe the passage of the soul through a cycle of life and death (samsara). Subsequently this doctrine found acceptance in all orthodox Hindu traditions—monistic, pluralistic, theistic and pantheistic—and also in new religions that emerged from them, such as *Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism.

Greek philosophy and *mystery religions were responsible for introducing the doctrine of the transmigration of the soul to Western thinking. The Theosophical Society, modern psychics, various Eastern gurus and their movements such as Transcendental Meditation and ISKCON, and the contemporary New Age movement helped this doctrine permeate the Western mind. In the Western understanding reincarnation is limited to human form only, whereas all forms of life are legitimate subjects of reincarnation in Eastern systems.



2. Meaning.

 

Hinduism teaches that the immortal individual soul (atman), due to the force of maya (illusion/ ignorance), is caught up in samsara. This doctrine is entwined with the doctrine of karma (“action”). This is the law of retribution, or cause and effect: each soul must bear the consequences of its action, good or bad. One reaps what one sows. The present life is the fruit of one’s actions in the previous life, and present actions will determine the future. One can go up and down on the ladder of life. This law, unalterable even by gods, necessitates a long chain of births and deaths to enjoy the rewards or suffer punishments. Good deeds will result in a good life and bad deeds in a life of suffering. Salvation (moksha)—whether atman merging with the Supreme Soul (Paramatman) as in the monistic system or reaching the presence of the Supreme God as in pluralistic systems—is the final escape of the soul from the miserable cycle of pain, suffering and sorrow.



3. Evaluation.

 

Proponents of reincarnation argue that it fully and impartially satisfies the demands of justice, explains diversities and inequalities in life, places the moral responsibility on each concerned person, helps all to accept their present life, and makes each one the maker of one’s own destiny. Critics assail it for creating a spirit of fatalism and resignation, and for eroding a spirit of constructive dissatisfaction necessary for change and progress. Life becomes a necessary evil to suffer. It offers no plausible solution to *suffering. Worse, it may justify all events, including oppression, genocide and holocaust—for the victims deserved it! There is no room for gratitude—you are what you are just because of you. Nor does it inspire compassion—one should not challenge nor can one alter the law of karma; charity is essentially self-serving.

Christian teachings of *love, compassion, servanthood, grace, *atonement, forgiveness, one-time death, bodily *resurrection and judgment are in conflict with karma and reincarnation. Attempts to prove reincarnation in the biblical worldview, referring to the Elijah/ John the Baptist episode (Mt 11:11-14), are bad hermeneutics and cannot be justified.

See also ANTHROPOLOGY, THEOLOGICAL; BUDDHISM; HINDUISM; RESURRECTION.
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RELIEF AND DEVELOPMENT

 

Christian acts of charity or relief have a long history, dating back to the very beginnings of the Christian church (Acts 2:45; 4:32-35; 6:1-6). In the middle of the fourth century, the diakonia was established in monasteries in Egypt to do relief. Provision of charity became a common hallmark of the church and its institutions from the Middle Ages until the present day.

In the modern era, the Red Cross was birthed out of Protestant roots in Geneva, and the Catholic relief organization Caritas was established in Germany in 1867. Baptist World Aid was formed in 1905. In the decade after World War II, a number of Christian agencies emerged, including Catholic Relief Services, World Relief, Church World Service, the United Methodist Committee on Relief and World Vision.

Development is a more recent phenomena dating from the end of World War II. The reconstruction of Europe, the creation of the United Nations system and the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund were products of the modern conviction that poverty and war could be ended by the application of human reason and creativity, rational organization, education and money. These modern presuppositions of development theory create a family of theological challenges for Christian thinking and practice of development. The modern worldview reduces poverty to a family of material and social causes. The challenge for Christians is to articulate a biblical view that includes the spiritual as well (see Poverty).

1. Understanding Poverty

2. Transformational Development as a Response

3. Theological Challenges in Development

4. Contemporary Issues in Humanitarian Practice


 


1. Understanding Poverty.

 

The way one understands poverty tends to drive the way one responds to poverty, whether in the short term—relief—or the long term, that is, development. Therefore the theological starting point for relief and development is to uncover a biblical understanding of poverty. The test of this understanding will be whether or not it avoids the modern dichotomy between the physical world of economics, culture and politics, and the spiritual world to which the modern worldview has banished God and the church.

We need to begin by reminding ourselves that poverty is the condition of people who we describe using an abstract label, “the poor.” We must not forget that the poor are not an abstraction but rather are human beings who have names, who are made in the image of God, whose hairs are numbered and for whom Jesus died. People who live in poverty are as valued, as important, as loved as those who do not live in poverty.

This is important because the world tends to view the poor as a group that is helpless and the nonpoor as competent and blessed. The poor become nameless, inviting the nonpoor to treat them as objects of our compassion, as things to which we can do what we believe is best. Talking about the poor as an abstract label invites well-intentioned people to speak for the poor and to practice the latest fads in social engineering.

The modern view of poverty is a reductionist one in which poverty is understood in terms of deficits—in things, ideas and access. The poor lack things—they do not have enough to eat, a place to sleep or clean water. There are skills or ideas that the poor do not have—the understanding of what makes for good nutrition, the importance of boiling drinking water, the importance of child spacing or how to read the instructions on a packet of improved seeds. The poor often lack access to services they need—to credit, markets, water or schools. This view of poverty invites programming that provides whatever is missing and tends to see the poor as deficient and defective. These views of poverty are true, and, as far as they go, helpful. People do need things, skills, knowledge and access to services and institutions.

Experience with the poor and listening to their own understanding of poverty reveals a more complex picture. The grinding nature of continuing poverty, oppression and the absence of even the most basic choices results in a marring of the identity of the poor. Their view of their situation becomes more and more reduced and demeaning. At its extreme, the poor even begin to believe that it is right and just that they are poor. They conclude they have nothing to contribute anyway. Some cultures and many powerful nonpoor actually reinforce these beliefs. This results in marred identity and forgotten vocation. So our understanding of poverty must go deeper.

A careful look at the Bible suggests a relational understanding of who we are and how we got into the condition we are in. God is three persons in one. The creation account is unfailingly relational in nature. God created male and female. It was not good that the man should be alone. The consequences of the first sin were all relational: Adam blamed Eve, Cain killed Abel, leaving Eden separated the human family from an intimate relationship with God. The Ten Commandments are all directed at right relationships. In the Gospels, the only two statements that Jesus called commandments are relational: to love God and to love our neighbor as ourselves. Jesus’ anguish on the cross was the feeling that he had been abandoned—by his disciples and his Father. Paul’s ethics were based on relationships between the weak and the strong in the faith.

The creation account declares that our relationships are to work for our well-being: with God, with each other, with our environment and even within ourselves. Male and female became more complete through their relationship with each other. Humankind and nature supported and nurtured each other. The differing cultures were a source of enrichment, not division. And God walked in the garden with his creatures in the cool of the afternoon.

The Fall destroyed the harmony of these relationships and all the sources of human poverty emerged as a result. Separated from God, we worship ourselves and other gods. Divided within our communities by self-interest, poverty and oppression arose as some took advantage of their gifts to extend power over others. Between those we call “other” and our community, claims of superiority, racism and violence became the norm. Finally, our relationship with the environment became hostile and exploitative.

The consequence of the Fall and human rebellion leads to a threefold understanding of poverty: First, human beings no longer remember who they truly are. The poor have begun to believe that they are less than human and godforsaken; the nonpoor think they are their own and that, if they can pull it off, it is acceptable to lord it over others. This is a poverty of being. Second, human beings no longer remember what they are here for: to worship their Creator and work as faithful and productive stewards in his creation. This is a poverty of purpose. Finally, our relationships do not work for our well-being. They are neither just nor peaceful. This is a poverty of relationships.

The redemptive purpose of God through Jesus Christ is to restore these relationships to their original intent. This understanding drives a Christian understanding of poverty and justice and our response in the form of charity or relief and transformational development. The death and resurrection of Jesus is the declaration by God that this restoration project is underway. The task of the Christian is to witness to this new fact by working for the recovery of identity and purpose as well as for the recovery of just and peaceful relationships.

Once we move beyond understanding poverty as the absence of things and knowledge, it becomes clear that poverty is at its heart a spiritual issue, not simply a material one. Relationships that don’t work, power that is misused and disabling fear cannot be set aside simply by providing things or providing some education. At root there is a spiritual problem that material solutions alone cannot solve.



2. Transformational Development as a Response.

 

For the Christian then the question is, What understanding of development is an adequate response to this kind of an understanding of poverty? This requires us to answer three questions from a biblical point of view. First, who owns the development program? Second, what vision of a better human future informs its design? Finally, what process of change should be employed?

The ownership question is critical. God’s view of individual human agency should alert us to the fact that the ownership of any development program needs to belong to the poor themselves. If we think of the community as having a story, their story began with God a long time before external assistance ever arrived. When the development agency arrives, in a sense it is joining its story with the story of the community. For a time, during the life of the program, they will share a story, and then, God willing, both stories will continue on their own with each having been enriched by the other. A failure to grasp this simple idea leads the church or agency to play God in the lives of the poor and it further reinforces the view of the poor as being inadequate and the view of the nonpoor as being self-sufficient and god-like.

Every development project contains an implicit view of a better human future—less illness, more economic production, healthier children. For Christians, we need to assess that view of the future against the best human future of all—the shalom of the *kingdom of God. The biblical ideal of just and peaceful relationships with joy and delight that includes everyone is the ultimate test of the quality of the program design. A vision of a better human future that only decreases malnutrition and educates children, leaving unaddressed a context of economic oppression or sexual exploitation is fatally incomplete. A vision for a better human future that does not include a healthy, socially engaged Christian community is hardly Christian at all.

We are helped if we relate the goals of transformational development to our basic understandings of poverty—poverty of being, of purpose and of relationships. The goals must then be transformed people who know who they are and why they are here, and changed relationships that are now becoming more just and more supportive of peace.

Finally, we must address the process of change in which we intend to place our faith. The liberal democrat champions democracy and the free market as the best tools for positive change. The Marxist places his or her confidence in the revolution. The technological determinist places his or her faith in technological innovation and human ingenuity. How do Christians understand God’s process of change? At a minimum, some of the following come to mind: believing in the sovereignty of God and his ultimate intention for his creation; accepting the importance of human action aligning itself with God’s intent; focusing on the centrality of relationships as the vehicle for change; keeping shalom as the ultimate goal; accepting that there is an adversary working against any truly kingdom-like change; seeking truth, justice and righteousness; having a bias in favor of reconciliation and peace; and affirming the role of the church.



3. Theological Challenges in Development.

 

3.1. Clarification of Goals and Roles. The goal of transformational development of transformed lives and restored peaceful and just social relationships points to the promise of the kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven. While this satisfies us theologically, it is less clear what this means in the practical world of churches, civil society, the private sector and government. The roles of these various actors in contributing to these goals are viewed differently among the various Christian traditions as well as among the various political traditions.

Pope Benedict XVI’s encyclical Deus Caritas Est establishes charity or relief as part of the mission of the church, but argues that it is the state, not the church, that is responsible for establishing a just and peaceful society and that the Christian as citizen is responsible to inject Christian values into the political discourse. Others will argue that the church is to be at the forefront in the struggle for *justice and peace. A similar argument is going on in the humanitarian community. Some argue that humanitarian nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) fail in their mission if they do not provide protection, promote human rights and relieve human suffering. Others argue that safety of civilians and women is a security exercise belonging to the state or peacekeeping military forces and that provision of human rights is simply beyond the reach or capacity of any nongovernmental organization.

In the last twenty years, the messy world of governments and NGOs has been made more complicated by the entry of the private sector as a humanitarian service provider. In some cases, this is a result of a conservative desire for a smaller role for the state and in others it is simply the case of private companies seeking to expand their market for goods and services.

As long as there is no Christian understanding of how this wide and varied range of social institutions can and should contribute to peace and justice, the Christian agency will tend to reduce its mission to that of a simple provider of charitable services to the poor—charity—and forgo the pursuit of the higher kingdom goal of transformation. Clarifying the roles of the church and Christian organizations in the mix of state and nonstate actors, the private sector and civil society is an important theological task.

3.2. Interpreting the Success of Technology with God as Part of the Explanation. When a hydrologist and a soil scientist find water in the Sahara, this apparent miracle demands an explanation. Left uninterpreted, it is not surprising that the traditional worldview of the local people provides an explanation: shamans must be at work. Upon discovering that this was explanation had arisen, the Christian hydrologist and soil scientist stayed up late figuring out a way to go back and explain that finding the water in the desert was just the application of modern science. Either way, the success of applying *technology did not require God or a Christian understanding as part of that explanation. The West has long since lost the ability to interpret science, management and rational organization in a way that is theologically and biblically framed. The consequence is serious. Either a traditional worldview is reinforced or the secular modern worldview is proclaimed. The theological challenge is for Christians to recover a Christian explanation of the efficacy of technology that is faithful to the worldview of the Bible and valid as science.

Until this work is done and finds its way into development practice, much development work will be a secularizing force, even when done by Christians (see Secularization). This is a problem that Western theologians may be least equipped to solve. It may be that our brothers and sisters living in cultures that do not accept a two-tiered material-spiritual worldview will be best equipped to find a way out of this wilderness.

3.3. Developing a Christian Theology of Advocacy. Doing development means engaging the social, cultural, economic and political systems in which poor communities are imbedded. This requires two things. First, there needs to be a willingness to call for truth, justice and righteousness among those in power—something that is seldom welcomed. Second, there needs to be a willingness to help communities find a voice in political and policy processes. One of the goals of any good development program is the emergence of citizens who are engaged in enabling and promoting good governance. Both of these requirements bring us to the subject of advocacy and public policy.

The question of whether or not one should advocate for just policies is answered simply by the presence of the prophetic literature in the Old Testament and the illustrations of Christ’s prophetic voice in the Gospels. Advocacy is a Christian concern. The widow, orphan and the alien cannot be forgotten.

The same principle that says the poor must be actors in their own development says that they, not we, must be actors in their own advocacy and in the formation of public policy. Speaking for the poor is only appropriate if there is no other way their voice can be heard. Sadly, too often we enjoy being advocates for others and take their voice from them. Surrendering to this temptation empowers us and impoverishes the poor, marring their identity.

A second theological challenge arises around the issue of how advocacy and work on public policy should be done. The theological underpinnings for doing advocacy are clear. A careful examination of how to do advocacy is not so clear. There are a variety of ways to go about advocacy as Christians. Calling down authorities publicly on issues concerning the well-being of people seems acceptable in light of Jesus publicly rebuking the teachers of the Law and the Pharisees for interpreting the Law in a way that did not release and give life to the people. Queen Esther and Nehemiah, on the other hand, performed a personal form of position-based advocacy behind closed doors. The church’s history of martyrdom suggests that sometimes we need to act in a way that unmasks the truth about what is true and what is not really true. Hosea’s marriage to a prostitute was a message to all Israel. Prayer is a form of advocacy, addressing the Lord of all creation. Christ is our advocate at the right hand of our Father after all. Even silence can be advocacy. “Not all silence is collusion and acquiescence. Some silence is virtuous. Some silence is pregnant with meaning and judgment. Some silence is a space for others to finally hear themselves for what they are” (Slim 2001).

Finally, there is a temptation among Christian advocates to draw their positions and rationale from the modern secular political discourse. The human rights, environmental and feminist movements are seductive in their call. They place a high value on consistency with their discourse but they are unforgiving of those who make faith claims. Have we done the necessary work to ground our advocacy for children, justice, social safety nets and the environment on a firm theological and biblical foundation?

3.4. Church and Civil Society. The struggle to understand the church is present in all traditions, though perhaps less so in the Catholic and Orthodox traditions. Too much thinking reduces the church to God’s instrument on earth to gather and nurture the saints. This is good. But how are we to understand the church as a part of civil society, as a part of a broader human community?

Thinking about civil society is a fairly recent phenomenon in the modern democratic era. Civil society refers to the voluntary social organizations that are neither family, corporation nor state. In the last twenty years there has been a lot of conversation about the role of civil society. For some, civil society is a way for people to work collectively to get things done that are important to the community. For others, civil society is a kind of counterbalance to government, creating pressures that help governments be more responsive to their citizens in large modern democracies. For others still, civil society may secretly siphon money and power away from individuals while claiming to speak on their behalf and thus usurps the rightful role of government.

In poor communities in the inner cities of America and most cities and rural areas in Africa and Latin America, the churches are the only civil society there is, the only local structures that are functioning. In a recent UNICEF study in Africa, the churches were the only functioning institution providing services for HIV/AIDS victim and orphans. In poor communities the community often looks to the faith-based organizations for promotion of positive value change and as the protector of those on the margins. The church as an actor in civil society needs to be better understood.



4. Contemporary Issues in Humanitarian Practice.

 

4.1. The Grounds for the Humanitarian Response. Since the founding of the Red Cross in the middle of the nineteenth century, the humanitarian imperative rested on the idea of charity and the principle of our common humanity or human solidarity, both products of a Judeo-Christian worldview. This foundation for humanitarianism made response voluntary on the part of individuals and states. This was an effective frame for over a century.

However, in the last twenty years, this effectiveness is fraying. The compelling power of values like charity and solidarity is waning, especially when it comes to the actions of governments. International response is uneven and declining. For example, in 1999, the international community provided US$120 per person for humanitarian aid to the former Yugoslavia, while the United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) was unable to raise US$4 million to move refugee camps away from the border of Sierra Leone. In an attempt to find a foundation that compels more consistent action, the humanitarian community is trying to shift the basis for creating a humanitarian response from charity and solidarity, to *human rights and international law. The hope is that Western nations will be more faithful to international obligations incurred through the Conventions—such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child—and the Optional Protocols that they have signed. A strong movement, especially among European NGOs, toward confrontational advocacy accompanies this shift.

There is no consensus on this, however. Some continue to hold that absolute neutrality is the essence of humanitarianism and that humanitarian NGOs are ill equipped to contribute to a culture of national and international legal accountability. They encourage the humanitarian NGO community to embrace its limited role and not succumb to the temptation to devalue itself as a provider of “mere charity.” Further illustrating the lack of consensus, non-Western cultures resist the human rights framework as a Western imposition and point to their own traditions of compassionate care.

Christian agencies need to find their place and their rationale in all this. Charity and solidarity are part of a biblical worldview. But one can also find a pre-Enlightenment view of human rights in the Bible as well. For example, Psalm 82 calls for the nations to “give justice to the weak and the orphan; maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute” (Ps 82:3). A biblical *anthropology grounds human rights in the idea of human beings as being made in the image of God and the idea of duties in the admonition to steward creation and be fruitful.

4.2. On-the-Run Ethical Choices. This changing context of relief in the last fifteen years has also resulted in a new set of ethical dilemmas. We can no longer assume that being humanitarian and doing good are always the same thing. A series of major studies following the refugee crisis triggered by the Rwandan genocide have shown that aid can do harm as well as good. Relief goods can be diverted into the military economy. The presence of relief goods frees up other resources for war, as was the case in the 2002 Ethiopia famine when the world fed starving Ethiopians as the Ethiopian government spent US$1 million a day fighting Eritrea over a patch of desert. Relief goods can become just another scarce resource over which uprooted people fight.

Food distribution can provide succor to militia who use refugee camps to rest and recover in order to go back to the fighting; many NGOs left the Goma refugee camps in the mid 1990s when confronted with this difficult reality. What choice does one make when a warlord says that 10 percent of the food is the price for safe delivery of the rest? Aid in the midst of conflict also means that agency staff are at risk; when is it too much to ask them to stay? Ethical decisions abound.

Another ethical dilemma is a result of the fact that famines are now increasingly man-made, such as the 2003 famine in Southern Africa in which the effect of drought was greatly exacerbated by poor governance and bad public policy. What does an agency do: feed the starving or pressure the leaders whose policies are creating the emergency?

There are four risks to altruism (Slim 1997):• Risk to the person doing the helping

• Risk to the people you are trying to help

• Risk of helping the perpetrators

• Risk to the moral integrity of the helper


 



Duty-based ethics argues that actions are simply good in themselves and that one has the duty to do good without regard for the outcome. If people are hungry, we have a duty to feed them. Goal-based ethics are more concerned with the outcome or consequences of an action. They conclude that it is not always good to feed people if they then return to the conflict and kill others.

Some agencies, such as the International Committee of the Red Cross and most American and Christian NGOs tend to be more duty-based in their thinking. European agencies such as Médicin Sans Frontièrs and Oxfam use a more outcome-based approach. In today’s complex world of relief, each has merits and detractions. Christian agencies need to decide for themselves where they stand and be prepared to accept responsibility for the consequences.

All of this has created a demand for a new kind of humanitarian practitioner. Today’s practitioners must have skills in analysis of local war economies, negotiation, conflict analysis skill, human rights monitoring, security, and be on-the-run moral philosophers and ethicists deciding among competing values as they face some of the toughest ethical dilemmas in the world.

4.3. Cooperating with the Military. Adding to the ethical confusion is the issue of whether humanitarian agencies should cooperate with peacekeeping military forces. In Bosnia, Somalia, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Cambodia in the 1990s, NGOs had to learn to cooperate with troops intent either on keeping the peace or imposing the will of external powers. To make things more confusing, the bitter experience of Rwanda, Somalia and Bosnia has led to military forces requesting assistance from humanitarian NGOs in developing new military doctrine and terminology. Militaries are learning to do the same kinds of things on the ground that humanitarians do. This is confusing to the victims, to the agencies and often to the military. Yet this appears to be a growing long-term trend. Some argue that the day is not that far away when “military operations other than war” may become the centerpiece of some militaries, especially in Europe.

The sword of humanitarianism is double edged. The lessons of Rwanda remain deeply imprinted on the NGO consciousness, and it is clear that timely external military intervention can save lives. Civilian deaths continue to be a consequence of conflict and thus there are situations in which military protection for the uprooted will be essential. Yet at the same time, NGOs are keenly aware that military forces are designed to kill and destroy. Further, and more problematic, militaries are ultimately instruments of national foreign policy, meaning that humanitarian action can itself be a mask for geopolitical objectives.

Christians and Christian agencies are conflicted by these developments. The view of war of our various Christian traditions makes this difficult to work through. Our tendency to see militaries only as institutions that break things is no longer a valid view. Relief and development agencies will need theological help in rethinking issues as this trend continues to develop.

See also CHILDREN AT RISK; CREATION AND ECOLOGY; DEPENDENCY; HUMAN RIGHTS; JUSTICE; MIGRATION; PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION; PERSECUTION AND MARTYRDOM; POVERTY; PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR; SUFFERING; TECHNOLOGY.
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RELIGIONS, THEOLOGY OF

 

Christian theology of religions attempts to account theologically for the meaning and value of other religions and reflect on the relationship of Christianity to other religions. While the relation of Christianity to other faiths has always been a practical and intellectual concern, the theology of religions, as a separate theological discipline, is a fairly new enterprise. In both the Old and New Testaments, and throughout church history, there have been encounters between religions. However, never before in the history of Christianity has there been such constant and intense communication between religions as in the last decades of the second millennium.

1. Typologies of Views

2. Biblical Perspectives

3. Historical Development

4. An Examination of Contemporary Positions

5. Conclusion


 


1. Typologies of Views.

 

The study of theology of religions emerged first in the Catholic circles as a result of the Second *Vatican Council (1962) and soon spread to the Protestant sphere as well. No agreement exists yet about a typology of views. The most often used is that of exclusivism, pluralism and inclusivism. Exclusivists hold that salvation is available only in Jesus Christ and that there is a need for a personal response of *faith. For pluralists, other religions are legitimate means of salvation. The mediating group, inclusivists, hold that while salvation is ontologically founded upon the person of Christ, its benefits have been made universally available by the revelation of God even to those who have not heard the *gospel. The mediating position with various nuances has currently the largest group of followers and it cuts across confessional and denominational boundaries. This threefold typology, however, has been subject to serious critique because it tends to make exclusivism a pejorative term and because its sole focus is on the question of salvation. The value of religions—or lack thereof—for example, is a question not dealt with in this scheme. A similar typology is suggested by Jacques Dupuis (1998): “Ecclesiocentrism” suggests religions are not salvific in themselves, rather a personal response of faith is needed to the church’s proclamation of the gospel. “Christocentrism” refers to an inclusive approach according to which Christ is the Savior but the benefits of his saving work may be found outside the Christian church and Christian religion. “Theocentrism” is the pluralistic paradigm according to which Christ is one Savior among other savior figures and not an exclusive one.

P. F. Knitter (2000) has recently suggested a fourfold typology: The “Replacement” model contends that Christianity is meant to replace all other religions either totally (total replacement) or partially (partial replacement). The “Fulfillment” model teaches that while *salvation is available to followers of other religions, other religions are not salvific, only Christ is the Savior. In Christianity, because of Christ, can be found the fulfillment of religions. Pluralistic views in Knitter’s typology are represented by the “Mutuality” model, which posits a rough parity between religions. The most “pluralistic” of his models, the “Acceptance” model, differs from the Mutuality model in that it acknowledges real differences among religions. While more than one religion may be salvific—and probably is in this model—they are all salvific in their own distinctive ways. In this essay, I follow the typology of ecclesio-, christo- and theocentrism.



2. Biblical Perspectives.

 

One of the main reasons why there is such a diversity of views among Christian churches concerning other religions is the lack of consensus about the interpretation of biblical viewpoints. Without doubt, the mainstream of both testaments seems to deny the value of other religions and take for granted the superiority and uniqueness of the God of the Bible and of salvation in Christ. On the one hand, the roots of biblical religion went deeply into the religions of the cultures surrounding Israel; Judaism did not begin as a fixed and autonomous religion but borrowed elements from “pagan” religions. On the other hand, as Israel’s self-consciousness sharpened, other religions came to be judged during Old Testament times as worthless idolatries and challenges to the worship of Yahweh. In the New Testament, the context changes in that it does not explicitly address the challenge of other religions. There are only passing references to Greco-Roman religions. Overall, however, when the New Testament refers to other religions, the verdict is usually negative; other religions are regarded as futile.

The foundational biblical affirmation is the shema, Israel’s confession of faith (Deut 6:4) that calls for an uncompromising loyalty to Yahweh. At times other gods are either ridiculed for their nothingness or even their existence is denied. What complicates the picture, however, is the fact that at the same time Yahweh is depicted as the Creator and Sustainer of all (Gen 1—11) and that there are varying assessments of individual Gentiles, non-Jewish people who were outside the covenant community. For sure, there are hostile attitudes and even ridicule of the worship of idols. But there are also positive, even admiring appraisals of a number non-Jewish, non-covenant individuals both in the Old Testament and the New Testament (see Heb 11).

The biblical materials concerning the early church’s view of other religions and other gods are scarce. What can be said safely is that the early church adopted Jewish monotheism and held to the universality of God’s person and nature. At the same time, an intensive, aggressive evangelization of all people is evident, both toward Jews and Gentiles. Of the New Testament writers, Paul arguably had the most extensive exposure to other religions and adherents of other religions, but even his engagement is primarily with the Jews. On the one hand, the pessimism concerning other religions and their devotees in the first three chapters of Romans is well known. Paul’s harsh judgment of pagans and their futile gods, however, has to be read in light of his equally stern verdict of the Jews apart from faith in Christ (Rom 2—3). On the other hand, Paul believes that God “is not far from each one of us” (Acts 17:27), perhaps implying that religions do have their value as mediations of God’s hidden presence. And there is no doubt about the common roots of all people in Paul’s mind (Acts 17:28). There is thus both a continuity and discontinuity with regard to (other) religions between Romans 1 and Acts 17. The tension and ambiguity is well illustrated in contemporary difference of opinions concerning the right interpretation of passages such as Acts 4:12. Does the affirmation that there is salvation in no other name than Jesus mean that one needs to confess the name of Jesus to be saved or that whoever is saved, either by hearing or because of the universality of Christ’s work, will be saved by Christ? Ecclesio- and christocentric approaches differ in their interpretation. The theocentric, pluralistic views, however, seem very hard to reconcile with the main biblical orientations.



3. Historical Development.

 

The early church fathers, while taking for granted the superiority of the Christian faith, at times showed an openness toward other religions, and often welcomed non-Christian philosophical insights. Indeed they seemed open to the possibility of salvation by some adherents of those religions. It was only later, under the tutelage of Augustine, that the exclusive attitude gained the upper hand. Early Apologists such as Justin Martyr believed that the seeds of Logos were sown in the soil of the world. Origen taught universal salvation, and Clement of Alexandria acknowledged the value of pagan religions, and so on. Yet all of them firmly believed that only in Christ is there the fullness of salvation. The maxim extra ecclesiam nulla salus (outside the church [there is] no salvation), widely used from the early centuries beginning with Cyprian and others, was not at first targeted against religions but rather against schismatics who broke the unity of the church. Only later, by extension it was applied to other religions as exemplified by Pope Boniface VIII’s bull Unam Sanctam in 1302 or Vatican Council I (1869- 1870). Protestant Reformers basically agreed with the exclusivistic approach, yet Zwingli entertained some limited openness.

While the exclusivistic attitude was dominant, some Christians continued a more affirmative approach such as that illustrated in the letter of Pope Gregory VII (1076) to the Muslim King Anzir of Mauritania in which he correlated the Muslim worship of God with Christian worship; or in the opinion of the great twelfth-century theologian Peter Abelard, who in his Christian Theology proposed that the idea of the *Trinity was revealed not only in the Old Testament but also to pagan poets and philosophers; or in Ramon Llull’s (1232-1316) The Book of the Gentile and the Three Wise Men, in which an irenic interfaith dialogue is conducted by representatives from three main religions, Judaism, Islam and Christianity.

The radical shift and proliferation of Christian views happened as a result of the eighteenth century *Enlightenment. John Locke’s The Reasonableness of Christianity (1695) argued for a religion that could be defined within the limits of reason rather than revelation, and Matthew Tindal’s Christianity as Old as Creation, or, the Gospel a Republication of the Religion of Nature (1730) placed Christianity as “natural religion” among other religions with no real difference. The quest of the historical Jesus divested Christology of much of its traditional authority, positioning Jesus as an ethical teacher who—mistakenly—believed himself to be an apocalyptic figure. F. D. E. Schleiermacher’s locating of religion in the domain of “feeling” contested the traditional view of *revelation as factual and helped compromise the traditional claims to the uniqueness of Christ. Even when the (first wave of) the Quest came to an end in the beginning of the twentieth century, classical liberalism had sown the seeds of religious pluralism, and the cleavage between the traditionalists and others was irreconcilable. Ernst Troeltsch, “the first religious pluralist,” and the history of religions school sought to understand Jesus Christ in the context of the religious and cultural setting of the surrounding nations and emphasized the continuity between the Bible and ancient Near Eastern cultures, thus relativizing religions in general and Christian religion in particular. Arnold Toynbee argued strongly for the common essence among all religions, a favorite theme in later pluralism. A more reserved early twentieth-century approach to religions that helped pave the way to the full-blown Roman Catholic theology of religions was represented by John N. Farquhar’s The Crown of Hinduism (1913). He challenged his fellow missionaries to develop a positive appreciation for Indian culture and religion, and presented a case for Christianity as something complementary to rather than exclusive of Hinduism. Hinduism for him was not so much wrong as not yet fulfilled.



4. An Examination of Contemporary Positions.

 

4.1. Ecclesiocentric Views. Ecclesiocentrism is currently represented by fundamentalists, most evangelicals, and other conservative Christians. This view argues for the uniqueness of Jesus Christ and the triune God and the need for a personal response of faith to the church’s proclamation. While salvation may be extended to the Jews before the coming of Jesus as well as to unborn babies or the disabled, the basic rule is the necessity of faith. Karl Barth has often been invoked as the early champion of this view, but his legacy is ambiguous. On the one hand, Barth of course argued for the necessity of divine revelation, the uniqueness of Jesus as the center of all theology, and the primacy of faith. On the other hand, his doctrine of election and salvation bears strong universalist orientations and later in his career he was open to “other lights.” Ecclesiocentrists are strong critics of pluralistic views as illustrated by the recent work of Harold Netland (2001). The evangelical Millard J. Erickson claims that the Christian church has always endorsed the extra ecclesiam rule until the rise of contemporary pluralistic views and that without conscious response of faith the person is basically left without hope. Another evangelical, Vinoth Ramachandra of Sri Lanka, while critical of pluralisms of his own continent, is however less dogmatic about the destiny of those who never heard. Ramachandra argues that the problem of particularity should not be confused with the problem of the ultimate status of those who are not Christians (Ramachandra, 30).

Challenges to ecclesiocentric views include the exclusion of the most of the people of the earth from salvation, confusing the ontological necessity of Christ for salvation with our human epistemological necessity of knowing about it, regarding general revelation as sufficient for condemnation but insufficient for salvation, and leaving no hope for non-Christians beyond death. A typical counterargument by the advocates of this model is that the Bible does not seem to leave room for moving beyond these objections. In the evangelical movement, new developments are arising, illustrated by the recent work of Gerald McDermot, Can Evangelicals Learn from World Religions? (2000) and Winfred Corduan, A Tapestry of Faiths: The Common Threads Between Christianity & World Religions (2002). While these writers continue upholding the ecclesiocentric view, they also make great efforts toward a patient dialogue with other religions.

4.2. Christocentric Views. Some evangelicals are moving slowly towards a cautious christocentrism. The most well-known among them is the Canadian Baptist Clark Pinnock. In his A Wideness in God’s Mercy: The Finality of Jesus Christ in a World of Religions (1992), Pinnock argues that the two poles of the Christian message, the universal will of God to save all and the finality of salvation only in Christ, are to be handled in a way that does not discourage *evangelism, but on the other hand does not make salvation unavailable to most people. In keeping with christocentrism, Pinnock is uncompromising about high Christology, yet he contends that the traditional Augustinian-Calvinistic “fewness” view has led to a view of God who only grudgingly saves a few, whereas most are sent to hell. He points to the many examples of “pagan saints” in Scripture who were obviously saved and concludes that salvific faith is not as much about knowledge as it is about the authenticity of the response to the light given to them. While Pentecostals, by far the largest group within evangelicalism, in general support an ecclesiocentric approach, the Chinese-Malaysian, now American, Pentecostal theologian Amos Yong echoes some of the ideas of Pinnock and works hard in trying to develop a more inclusivistic, pneumatological understanding of religions.

The christocentric view has as its foremost representative the post-conciliar Roman Catholic Church. Building on the Thomistic doctrine of nature elevated by the grace of God (over against the Protestant idea of the juxtaposition of nature and grace), contemporary Catholic theology believes that the grace of God purifies, liberates and fulfills what is potentially in religions (Ad Gentes §9; Nostra Aetate §2). While firmly holding on to the fullness of salvation in Christ and the (Roman Catholic) Church, the official opinion is that Hindus, Buddhists, Moslems and followers of other religions may be saved provided they follow the light given to them in the structure of their own religions and seek to follow the moral precepts (e.g., Ad Gentes §7). They are not saved, however, because of their religions but rather because of Christ and his atoning work (e.g., Gaudium et Spes §22). According to Lumen Gentium (§16) world religions are related to the church—first *Judaism, then *Islam—as monotheistic religions, and finally other religions; even *atheists are not outside of God’s fatherly care. Still, mission is necessary (§17).

The most well-known post-conciliar Roman Catholic theologian of religions is the late Karl Rahner, who developed the contested concept of “anonymous Christian”: there is a state of being in which a person can respond positively to the grace of God—present and operative in religions—even before hearing the gospel, which has the purpose of evoking explicit faith. For Rahner, all religious traditions, albeit less than perfectly and often accompanied with error, potentially express truth about God’s self-communication in the Spirit and therefore are part of the history of revelation. In Christ there is the final self-revelation of God. The missionary proclamation of the gospel has the goal of making this implicit faith explicit. While Rahner’s overall idea is in keeping with the Catholic tradition, many have opposed his concept of anonymous Christian as something offensive to non-Christians: how would a Christian respond to a Hindu calling him or her an anonymous Hindu? In keeping with the Thomistic tradition, there is also Hans Küng’s idea of religions as “ordinary ways” of salvation whereas Christian faith is “extraordinary” because of Christ. The later Küng has come to emphasize the role of global ethics and social justice, and has also been engaged in the *Parliaments of World Religions.

The other two leading Catholic theologians of religions are the late Belgian Jesuit J. Dupuis, who spent several decades in Asia. His Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism (1998) is regarded as one of the most significant studies ever published on the topic. His goal was to negotiate between the Catholic inclusivism and religious pluralism in a way that would not compromise the uniqueness of Christ or trinitarian canons, yet take full theological account of the phenomenon of contemporary pluralisms. This search led him to a clash with the more conservative Roman curia during the last years of his life. Dupuis maintained that the Christian view of salvation history, based on the covenant, allows for a more positive appraisal of other religious traditions than has often been held. The existence of the “cosmic” or universal Noahic covenant, struck before the choosing of Abraham (Gen 7—9 and 12, respectively), testifies to the universal purpose of the covenants.

Gavin D’Costa, a British theologian with Asian descent (India) and upbringing in Africa (Kenya) has further developed a Catholic trinitarian understanding of religions. Critical of modernity’s pluralisms, whether of Christian origin (John Hick among others) or based on Asian religions (the neo-Hindu Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan or Tibetan Buddhist the Dalai Lama, among others), D’Costa argues for the integral relationship between the Spirit, Christ and the church in the world. Wherever the Spirit of Christ is in the world, there is also the presence of the triune God and the community which he has founded. While salvation is available for those outside the church, the church—unlike in the more kingdom-centered approach of Dupuis and others—cannot be bracketed out. In general, there is a debate among Catholic theologians about the salvific role of religions: the official interpretation of Vatican II teaching is that other religions are not salvific while followers of religions may be saved because of Christ. Pluralistically oriented Catholics such as Paul Knitter attempt to push interpretation toward acknowledging not only the possibility of salvation to adherents of other religions but also the salvific structure of those religions.

A number of mainline Protestant theologians also work with the concept of christocentrism in one form or another. For Wolfhart Pannenberg, the key question about theology in general and the theology of religions in particular is the question of the truth. While critical of pluralisms that compromise the search for the universal truth for the sake of dialogue, Pannenberg is open to the possibility of salvation outside the church. Differing from the conservative reading of history, Pannenberg contends that early Christian tradition was quite confident about the availability of salvation to many non-Christians based on 1 Peter 3:19-20 (Christ’s descent into hell), among other viewpoints. Pannenberg argues that Christ is the normative principle in the eschatological judgment but that those whose lives reflect the will of God as embodied in Christ can have the opportunity to share in salvation.

The former bishop of the Church of India, the late Lesslie Newbigin of England, became a leading critic of pluralisms of the West and the East in his later career. He accused the Christian church of having accommodated its faith under the Enlightenment’s pressure to give up all claims for public truth. Faith had to do only with personal values whereas the truth question was left to science and public discourse. Typical of christocentric views, Newbigin was open to the possibility of salvation for many, yet he issued a passionate call for the church to reclaim the “gospel as public truth,” which calls for humble yet confident sharing with the rest of the world, thus making Christian faith missionary by nature. The politically and socially conscious M. M. Thomas from Mar Thoma Church in India, and a World Council of Churches (WCC) leader in the 1970s, represents a more pluralistically oriented christocentrism in the service of equality and justice for all. Thomas attempted to develop a “Christ-centered humanism” that would be based on a more syncretistic view of religions. Thomas’s theology recognizes the presence of Christ in all struggles for *justice, whether Christian or not.

Being such an inclusive and broad category, christocentrism has encountered criticism both from the “right” and the “left.” More conservative counterparts wonder if the christocentric reading of the Bible is misguided, as the reference to Acts 4:12 above illustrated, and whether the long historical pedigree claimed by the christocentrists is really fair. Ecclesiocentrists are also wondering if the inclusion of non-Christians in salvation compromises the uniqueness of Christ and makes the church’s missionary efforts meaningless. More pluralistically oriented Christians, on the other hand, claim that christocentrism is not inclusive enough since it still holds on to the uniqueness of Christ. Indeed, for many theocentrists, christocentrism seems to be imperialist since it determines the salvation of even non-Christians in terms of Christian faith. D’Costa attempts to avoid the last charge by refusing to call his view “inclusivist”; however, his view is typical of mainline Catholic christocentric inclusivism.

4.3. Theocentric Views. The third main category in this typology, theocentrism, differs from ecclesiocentrism in that it claims access to salvation to adherents of all religions and from christocentrism in denying that salvation available in other religions can be attributed to Christ (alone). Theocentrism regards all religions as more or less valid ways of salvation. The dividing line among theocentric views has to do with how to account for the differences among religions: one camp of theocentrists argue for a “rough parity” among religions while another camp makes an effort to honor differences. Yet the end result is quite similar: according to all theocentric views, there is no one single Savior; rather, God can be reached via many paths. Hick’s “common sense” theocentrism is the most well-known at the international and ecumenical level. As a philosopher of religion with extensive travels especially in Asia, Hick came to question seriously the typical exclusivistic standpoint based on what he saw: the diversity of religions (Christians are the minority in many areas of the world), the tie between ethnicity and religion, the lack of missionary success, the quality of religious life in non-Christian religions and the phenomenological similarity of religions. His early work on the topic, God and the Universe of Faiths (1973), reveals the main agenda: using an astronomical model, Hick contends that all religions should make a shift from the “Ptolemaic” model in which an existing religion is at the center, to the “Copernican” model in which God/the divine is at the center and religions as human interpretations—and thus complementary to each other—revolve around it. This means revoking the claims to uniqueness of any religion and acknowledging the basic common ground of the world religions.

In 1987, Hick and Knitter jointly edited The Myth of Christian Uniqueness, which became a milestone in the dissemination of pluralistic viewpoints in the theological and ecclesiastical world. Instead of facts and history, religious language is about metaphors that are suggestive of something else. Whereas Jesus is the way for Christians, other ways to God/the divine are available for the adherents of other religions. Therefore, the incarnation of Jesus is not a historical statement, exclusive of other religions’ claims, but rather an intra-Christian statement inclusive of other views. As long as religious statements such as the story about Buddha’s flight to Sri Lanka, the creation story of the Old Testament, or the legend of the dance of Siva, are understood literally, conflicts emerge. Metaphoric and mythical understanding helps avoid impasse; thus, another title by Hick, The Metaphor of God Incarnate (1993).

In his main work, An Interpretation of Religion (1989), in response to the criticism that his pluralism is too closely tied to theistic religions and favors monotheistic views, Hick shifted from a God-centered to a Reality-centered approach. The Sanskrit term sat and the Islamic term al-Haqq are expressions of that Reality, as is also Yahweh and the Christian term God. In consonance with the Kantian distinction between phaenoumena (the way we see things) and noumena (the-thing-in-itself, which is unknown to us)—the divine/Reality includes that part totally unknown to us and that part about which we know at least something. The Hindu concept of nirguna Brahma, in distinction from saguna Brahma, is a reference to something that cannot be fathomed at all by human means of knowing. A similar distinction applies to Taoism’s eternal Tao and the expressed Tao. Nothing much can be said of the Ultimate Reality lest its inclusive nature be limited by a particular religion’s understanding. Yet this much can be said, Hick believes: love is the key feature. Salvation, available in all religions, means turning from self-centeredness to reality-centeredness and concern for others.

A more reserved theocentrism is represented by Stanley J. Samartha from India, a theologian and ecumenist, the first director of the WCC Dialogue Program. His One Christ—Many Religions (1991) issued a call to shift from the “normative exclusiveness” of Christ to what he calls the “relational distinctiveness” of Christ. The term relational refers to the fact that Christ does not remain unrelated to neighbors of other faiths, while distinctive denotes the recognition of the distinctiveness of the great religious traditions as different responses to the Mystery of God. For Samartha, all human claims to knowing God need to acknowledge that essentially God, the Divine, is a mystery; various names of God among religions are but ways of trying to say something of this Mystery.

Not all theocentrists are convinced that the basic thrust in the pluralistic views should be the affirmation of the common essence of all religions. One of the most creative and prolific theologians of religions, Raimon Panikkar, a Catholic priest from India and the United States whose father was Hindu and mother a Spanish Catholic, has critiqued Hick and like-minded proponents for continuing the “universalizing” tendency, typical of Western modernity, which ends up denying genuine differences. Based on the Indian advaita (literally “non-two,” i.e., non-dualistic) philosophy, this multicultural and multitalented thinker presents a “cosmotheandric” vision of reality, meaning union of the divine, cosmic and human. Panikkar offers a unified vision of reality—named “trinitarian” in Christianity, the coming together of God and humanity in the incarnation, embracing the whole cosmos—according to which different religions are honored for their uniqueness; yet at the end of the day there is a vision of a convergence, a unity-in-diversity. In this mystical, advaitic vision, one knows in the “cave of the heart” more than what propositional statements of religions express. Doctrinal conceptions create differences and conflicts, whereas the meeting of hearts fosters unity, “ecumenical ecumenism.” Speaking metaphorically, Panikkar refers to three rivers: the Jordan represents Judeo-Christian faith with a traditional exclusivism, the Tiber the imperial expansion of Christianity into an inclusivist faith, and the Ganges, the emerging pluralism of religious faiths. Like Samartha and many other pluralists, Panikkar wants to release Jesus Christ from the strictures of historical particularity, thus the distinction between the “universal Christ” and “particular Jesus.” The universal Christ, while the way to Christians, has parallels in the Hindu Isvara and saviors of other religions.

A more radical affirmation of real differences among religions is offered by the Protestant S. Mark Heim who has presented the novel claim that the diversity in the triune God of Christian faith bespeaks the diversity of religious ends. Whereas communion with the triune God is the desired religious end for Christians, for Muslims the God-willed goal is paradise, and for Hindus it is nirvana, thus his 1995 title Salvations (in the plural). Utilizing the classic concept of eschatological plenitude, Heim surmises that positing more than one religious end expresses God’s bountiful richness more aptly than only one.

Another stream of pluralistically minded theologies of religions that are respectful of differences among religions comes from the religious studies paradigm. The Jesuit Francs X. Clooney, having spent many years in Nepal and India, takes his point of departure in the careful study of existing religions and from there moves to a comparative method. Clooney is skeptical of the theology of religions and encourages Christians and followers of other religions rather to seek more data about religions as they exist and then try to understand more accurately who we are and who are the other. Comparing notes leads naturally to a friendly dialogue, the advocates of comparative method believe. The book by the feminist *Process theologian Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki (2003) is yet another example of pluralism in support of diversity. In general, the celebration of diversity and difference lies at the heart of much of postmodernism, and it is to be expected that new forms of difference-honoring pluralistic approaches will yet appear.

Another gateway to a theocentric interpretation comes with a social, political and ecological agenda. Knitter moved from a typical theocentric Christology to an eco-liberationist view. In his One Earth, Many Religions: Multifaith Dialogue and Global Responsibility (1995), Knitter contends that it is not the doctrines that matter about religions but rather their capacity to elicit a proper response to the urgent social, ethical and ecological problems of our planet. Jesus’ uniqueness means his unique capacity to inspire such a response. In this view, religion is necessary to overcome society’s selfishness and injustice. Consequently, the liberation movement requires not merely religion but religions. Hick’s view means nothing less than yet another “turn,” namely from ecclesiocentrism to christocentrism to theocentrism, and finally to “kingdom-centrism” or “soteriocentrism.” “Suffering has a universality and immediacy that makes it the most suitable, and necessary, site for establishing common ground for interreligious dialogue.” (Knitter 1995, 89). Aloysius Pieris, a Sri Lankan Jesuit, social activist and participant in the Christian-Buddhist dialogue, agrees with Knitter in emphasizing that what is essential about religions in general and Christian faith in particular is liberation.

Theocentric views have encountered several challenges and criticisms. Nonpluralists complain of the lack of biblical background, denial of the Christian tradition’s insistence on the uniqueness of Jesus, and the obvious non-appeal of this kind of view to the believers in the pews. Hick has been accused of offering yet another “religion,” incompatible with all existing religions rather than a “neutral” scholarly view. It has also been suggested that the commonsense pluralism is not necessarily more tolerant than other models since it denies the right for the adherents of religions to argue for the uniqueness of their religious convictions; rather, followers of all religions are advised to leave behind the idea of uniqueness and move to a modernist idea of a rough parity of religions. Furthermore, the “rough parity” view has been critiqued by both fellow pluralists as well as others for its denial of real differences. Those theocentric views that honor differences have been challenged by the question whether many salvations can really save our world (Knitter 2000, 229). In other words, is it reasonable to believe that there are a number of “salvations” and that therefore no unified, shared end is to be awaited? How can this be reconciled with the basic conviction in Christianity about all men and women being created in the image of God and thus sharing the same divine destiny? How different are the religions? Comparative method adherents need to convince others that it really is possible to study religions without trying to do theology. Or, even if it would be possible, wouldn’t that in itself be a reductionistic exercise?



5. Conclusion.

 

As the previous survey has revealed, beginning in the mid-twentieth century there has been a series of turns in the theology of religions from ecclesiocentric to christocentric to theocentric. Currently, all these views find support within Christian churches. Convictions cut across the ecumenical spectrum. In recent years, a highly popular way of trying to negotiate the impasse has been a pneumatological approach. Pneumatology has been looked upon as the way to get around the limitations of earlier approaches. The Spirit should be seen to work broadly in all religions. However, a counterargument was quickly raised: While the Spirit-oriented approach is a valid and needed corrective, it can hardly work alone; too easily it may lead to a view in which trinitarian contours are being compromised and the Spirit becomes separated from the Son and Father. Therefore, the latest turn in the theology of religions is represented by fully trinitarian approaches. Trinitarian theologies of religions carry the potential of helping avoid the typical pitfalls of either theo- or christocentric models as well as giving proper attention to the roles of Father, Son and Spirit in the economy of salvation. Yet, even within trinitarian approaches no unanimity exists and more work needs to be done to clarify the basic issues (compare, e.g., D’Costa, Dupuis and Heim; for a critical discussion, see Kärkkäinen 2004).

See also BUDDHISM; CHINESE RELIGIONS; FOLK RELIGION; HINDUISM; ISLAM; JUDAISM; POPULAR RELIGIONS; UNIVERSALISM.
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RESURRECTION

 

Paul writes that “if Christ has not been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and your faith has been in vain” (1 Cor 15:14). Christ’s resurrection is an issue on which the church stands or falls. The bodily resurrection of Jesus was central to the early church’s proclamation. It provided hope for a future bodily resurrection, and it promised a foretaste of aspects of that “eternal life” now. While in the modern West, the question of whether Christ had been raised was the center of debate and work on the resurrection, contemporary questions in all regions of the world focus more on the significance of Christ’s resurrection and its implications for the Christian hope of life after death, the future of all creation, and the shape of individual and corporate life now.

1. Biblical Meanings

2. Reception in Modernity, Global Cultures and Christian Traditions


 


1. Biblical Meanings.

 

New Testament interpretations of Jesus’ resurrection give authoritative shape to Christian understandings of the meaning of God’s action in raising Christ and its implications. The disciples and authors of the New Testament interpreted this act of God through the Scriptures and traditions of Israel and in conversation with the surrounding ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman cultures.

1.1. Ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman Understandings of Life After Death. While in the cultures of the ancient Near East, different gods were held to have had a death and then a new kind of life, such as Osiris of the Egyptians or Baal of Ugarit, humans had no hope of life in a resurrected state. It was commonly understood that after death, a person’s spirit went to a subterranean kingdom where it would dwell with other human spirits. The Persian writings of Zoroaster (c. 1000-600 BC) are exceptional in that they speak of a judgment of human spirits after death, but it is only in later writings of Zoroastrianism, the Avesta (c. 6th cent. AD), and the Bundahishn (c. 9th cent. AD), that a bodily resurrection of the dead and a final restoration are spoken of.

In Greco-Roman culture, there was likewise no hope of resurrection of the body after death, either for gods or humans. Humans after death led a shadowy existence either in their graves or in an underworld.

1.2. First-Century Jewish Beliefs About Resurrection. There are very few passages that speak of the resurrection of the dead in the Old Testament, and it appears that most Israelites up until the late Second Temple period (second to first centuries BC) believed that after death, humans existed as “shades” in the underworld of Sheol. However, writings during that period suggest most Jews had come to believe in a judgment and resurrection after death. Two themes characterized that belief: vindication and restoration from exile. The future resurrection was first of all seen as the vindication of the righteous, those who followed in the ways of wisdom (Dan 12:2-3), or who were righteous martyrs (2 Macc 7). The future general resurrection was also understood to be the final restoration of Israel from its long “exile,” in which God’s covenantal purposes, not fully realized in this life, would be realized. This trust and hope is reflected in, for example, the allegorical images of Ezekiel 37 and more explicit passages such as Isaiah 26:19 (cf. Is 25:7-8), and draws deeply from creation and exodus imagery. These understandings, contrary to the surrounding ancient Near-Eastern religions, are more fully developed in intertestamental literature.

1.3. New Testament Interpretations of the Resurrection of Christ. The early Christian believers, confronted with the risen Christ, understood what had happened in light of the beliefs of first-century Judaism. Several aspects of their interpretation of Jesus’ resurrection are in direct continuity. First, Christ’s resurrection is understood to be a vindication of his righteousness and faithfulness, and his exaltation as the Messiah and representative of Israel by God, in contrast to his rejection, trial and crucifixion (Acts 5:30-31; Phil 2:9). Second, Jesus’ resurrection, his “exodus” (Lk 9:31), is a sure sign of the inauguration of the new age, the promised kingdom of God, in which Jesus rules as Lord and Savior (Lk 20:35-36; Acts 5:30-31; Rev 11:15).

Other important meanings and implications are present in the New Testament writings. Christ’s victory over death shows that the resurrection does not only concern the soul but points to life lived in a resurrected and transformed body (1 Cor 15:49-53; Phil 3:21), in marked contrast with Greco-Roman beliefs. Resurrection hope is not limited to humans but involves the renewal of all creation (Rom 8:19-25). This future bodily life is also a transformed and qualitatively different life. Jesus is the new Adam; he is the prototype and first fruits of a new humanity; in him is “eternal life.” As a result of the resurrection, the form of this renewed humanity is communicated to followers of Christ through the Holy Spirit even now (Jn 7:38; 14:19; Acts 4:32-37; Rom 5:12-18), and living this new life is the content of discipleship (Jn 3:34-36; Eph 2:5-10) and the future hope of glory (Eph 1:14; Col 3:4). In this way Jesus’ life, death, resurrection and ascension represent a victory over sin and evil as well as death and corruption, a victory in which followers of Christ participate. In hope of the resurrection followers of Jesus must “take up their cross” (Mk 8:34) and live faithfully to God just as Jesus was faithful in the face of persecution even to the point of death (Phil 2:8-9; 3:10-11; Rev 1:5; 17:14). The resurrection of Christ and these implications were central to the early church’s proclamation of the gospel (Acts 2:22- 36; 3:17—4:2).



2. Reception in Modernity, Global Cultures and Christian Traditions.

 

In recent times various aspects of this New Testament proclamation have been questioned or neglected, reflecting the questioners’ different contexts.

2.1. The Modern West and Modern Culture. Modern culture, shaped by the Enlightenment, has contested the resurrection of Christ. In academic theology as well as popular culture, the resurrection has not held a central place. In the eighteenth century, deists raised questions about the factuality of the resurrection. Given a Newtonian-shaped conception of the world as a tightly constructed machine, the idea of God interrupting the laws of nature in a miraculous intervention such as the resurrection seemed unreasonable. Christianity was often reinterpreted as a matter of morality. In the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, the writings of David Friedrich Strauss, Friedrich Schleiermacher and Rudolf Bultmann interpreted Jesus’ resurrection in ways that either dismissed or decentered the importance of its factuality, and focused instead on the subjective experience of the disciples—their Easter faith in the saving power of Jesus.

Many conservative responses to Protestant liberalism and the questions of deism sought to establish the historical truth of the resurrection event as a proof of the truth of Christianity as a whole. Ironically, however, the resurrection often did not play a determinative role in their theologies. In modern dispensational theology springing from the work of John Nelson Darby and C. I. Scofield, Christ’s resurrection is strongly affirmed, but its eschatology tends to focus on the rapture and its timing and on interpretations of apocalyptic texts.

In the middle of the twentieth century, however, the larger significance of Christ’s resurrection for theology was recovered both in Protestant and Roman Catholic theology. For Karl Barth, the resurrection completes and fully reveals the reconciliation of humanity with God that occurs in Jesus Christ—both the self-abasement of God and the divine exaltation of humanity. Jürgen Moltmann’s Theology of Hope focuses on Christ’s resurrection as God’s raising of the crucified One and as the sign and promise of the future life of the *kingdom of God (see Hope, Theology of). This eschatological hope also shapes the mission of the people of God, what he calls the “Exodus Church.” These same emphases are found in Vatican II documents, such as the “Constitution on the Church in the Modern World.” Recent work in biblical studies and Christian ethics has emphasized the importance of Christ’s resurrection in the New Testament and its significance for the shape of Christian life and mission (see O’Donovan). Finally, in contrast to the besetting Western mind-body dualism, hope in the resurrection of the body and the renewal of all creation has informed Christian reflections on human identity and sexuality, and promoted movements of Christian ecological awareness and advocacy.

2.2. Latin America. In Latin and South America, the way resurrection is received is shaped less by Enlightenment concerns than by the legacy of Spanish and Portuguese Roman Catholic missionaries, indigenous religious practices, and the poverty and oppression of many of the people. In popular Christianity, for example, the resurrection is often overshadowed by images of the suffering and dead Christ, just as the festivals and processions surrounding Good Friday dwarf Easter Sunday. Christ’s resurrection is often seen as a guarantee of his divinity and the effectiveness of his sacrifice, but it seldom influences speculations concerning the end times, heaven, hell and purgatory.

Many theologians in Latin and South America combat these understandings by focusing squarely on the true humanity of Christ—the Word present in history—and the resurrection of Jesus as vindication of his life. For Leonardo Boff, the resurrection is first a vindication that the human life Christ lived is the true way of human life that God wills, the kingdom of God embodied, and second, a bringing of humanity to its definitive and eschatological state (see Liberation Theology).

Jon Sobrino, in Jesus in Latin America, speaks against the “universalization” of the meaning of the resurrection—that God will rescue humanity from death—and instead points particularly to the resurrection of the cross-shaped true humanity of Jesus of Nazareth. For Sobrino, Christ’s resurrection is not simply a rescue from human death and suffering, it is the triumph of God’s justice over the injustice and sin that led to the crucifixion of God’s Just One. Christ’s resurrection thus gives hope primarily to those who themselves are “crucified” and calls us to follow in the way of the cross of Christ—being just and obedient to God even when persecuted, living in solidarity with the poor, and unmasking the mighty.

2.3. Southeast and East Asia. As in Latin and South America, understandings of Jesus in Southeast Asia often do not center on the resurrection but rather on the cross. Given the suffering and poverty of much of the population, theologians are wary of emphasizing the resurrection because it can be easily misunderstood as promoting a theology of worldly glory or promoting a theology of escape from this world rather than its transformation.

The largely Catholic Philippines is characterized by practices and beliefs that focus on the cross, such as devotion to the cross-carrying Black Nazarene, and the Pasyon, the reenactment of the sufferings of Christ during Holy Week. Christ is seen as the one who has gone through, understands and accompanies us in our sufferings. While the resurrection is often seen as Christ’s final victory over sin and evil, seldom are the themes of transformation and renewal emphasized. Similar emphases are noted by theologians in China, Japan and Korea. Confucianism tends to limit the political overtones of Christianity, while Buddhist and Hindu worldviews push toward understandings of religion that center on escape from this world of maya, illusion, and dukkha, suffering. In such contexts, the transcendent nature of Christ’s resurrection is not questioned, but its bodily and transformative aspects are neglected.

C.-S. Song, in his well-developed East Asian theology, reacts to those tendencies and stresses that the resurrection is not a denial of the past with its tears, pain and death, but rather the transformation of human life into the life of God’s reign. As such, it calls us to live into that reign even now. Still he warns against a stress on the resurrected, “gold-crowned” Christ who seems distant from the suffering of the people.

Reflecting on the Japanese context, Kosuke Koyama is sensitive to the modern mindset that seeks control and prides itself in the ability to “handle” life. Koyama argues that our views of resurrection life and the resurrection mindset must be informed by the cross—which reminds us that we are not able to control the saving power of God.

2.4. India. India is home to a host of diverse religious viewpoints, but most contextual Christian reflection on the resurrection in India has developed in conversation with *Hinduism. Postcolonial Indian theologians are also sensitive to the fact that Christianity and the British empire came hand in hand (with the notable exception of the St. Thomas Christians); the resurrection is thus often seen through the eyes of the oppressed and, especially in the case of Dalit theology, the poor and the outcastes.

Given the background of what Sister Vandana calls the Hindu’s idea of “Creation-Avatar-Realization,” the idea of resurrection as the culmination of Christ’s incarnation resonates well, as does the “logos” theology of the Gospel of John. Some Hindu appraisals of Christianity, typified by Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1774-1833), even affirm the virgin birth and resurrection of Christ while denying his deity. Here, the resurrection functions as a vindication of Christ’s teachings and points to Christ as a guide to truth.

However, the bodily resurrection of Christ calls into question themes in traditional Indian religions. P. Chenchiah emphasizes that the resurrection counters the doctrine of maya, the belief that the world we experience is an illusion. Both Christ’s incarnation and his bodily resurrection show God’s love for material creation—not simply for spirits. This theme is taken up powerfully by Surgit Singh in Christology and Personality, which argues that life after death is not an absorption into God but an embodied life—consistent with the visions of the Christian mystic Sadhu Sundar Singh.

This dialogue between Indian thought forms and Christology gains even greater precisiion in the work of Raimon Panikkar and Stanley Samartha. Samartha sees Christ’s resurrection as the “clue to the future consummation” of the entire cosmos and the seed of a redemptive movement begun even now. This emphasis on the resurrected life of Christ as the first fruits of the life of the kingdom of God, in which the powers of death and oppression are overcome, is brought out strongly by M. M. Thomas, as well as in Dalit and “subaltern” theologies, such as the liberation theology of S. Kappen.

2.5. Africa. The postcolonial situation, traditional African beliefs, poverty, suffering and the AIDS crisis all shape the context in which the resurrection of Christ is proclaimed in Africa.

Given the history of colonialism and widespread suffering in Africa, theologians such as Kwesi Dickson and Jean-Marc Ela are suspicious of any kind of theology of glory implied by the resurrection. They speak against any understanding of the victory of the resurrection or Christ’s lordship not linked to the vindication of the way of Jesus as seen in the cross, or any understanding that would allow us to bypass the suffering of the people of Africa. The resurrection is rather understood as God’s vindication of Christ’s struggle for liberation and an inauguration of a new world order.

Theologians who seek to relate Christ’s resurrection to traditional African beliefs find much resonance with beliefs surrounding ancestors and initiation practices. Bénézet Bujo writes that God has established Jesus as the unique Ancestor, as “proto-ancestor,” from whom all life flows for his descendants. In his unique role Christ opens up the future which the ancestors had sought to secure, but he also leads us on the way of the cross, which means solidarity with the poor and marginalized. Anselme T. Sanon similarly sees Jesus as a master of initiation. In Jesus’ resurrection, he has moved into the final stage of human life and can thus help us through. He becomes the head and forerunner of those who follow after him.

2.6. Eastern Orthodoxy. The rich history of Eastern Orthodox reflection on the resurrection is evident in its liturgy, iconography, spiritual practice and theology. The great vigil of Easter is the highpoint of Holy Week and the Christian year. The practice of *baptism during the vigil celebration shows Christ’s resurrection opening up “resurrection life” as the believer is baptized into Christ. Typical icons of both cross and resurrection highlight their intertwined meanings: Christ rules from the cross, scepter in hand, and the resurrected Christ is clearly portrayed as the one who was crucified. In some icons of the resurrection, the risen Christ takes the hand of sad and supplicating Adam and Eve, highlighting Christ as the new Adam. However, reflection on the implications of the resurrection has not often linked it strongly to social action and ecological concern. In contrast to these tendencies Sergius Bulgakov in The Bride of the Lamb, shows how resurrection counters history-denying “Platonic-Buddhistic” worldviews, but it also shows the limits of human dreams of progress. And John Chryssavgis highlights how in the work of the “green patriarch,” Bartholomew I, care for the earth is bound up with our hope for the future cosmic resurrection.

See also CHRISTOLOGY; EASTERN ORTHODOX THEOLOGY; ESCHATOLOGY; HEAVEN.
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REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE

 

Two key concepts for Christian theology are revelation and Scripture. If God is to be known by limited, sinful humanity, God must “reveal” or communicate the divine self in ways that humans can understand. This “uncovering” of the God who is hidden, beyond human perception or understanding, is a disclosure of the divine. Christian theology has referred to the act or process of this divine disclosure as revelation. Chief among the means of God’s revelation is Holy Scripture. Christian theology maintains that through the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament, God is known. The Bible is the means God uses to communicate with humanity. In and through the history of Israel and climaxing in the person of Jesus Christ, who is God incarnate, and then through the biblical writings of the New Testament, the Christian church and Christian theology have perceived Scripture as God’s divine revelation. While Christian theologians can agree on the basic dimensions of revelation and Scripture, there have been many ways by which these two topics have been understood. The following account indicates the emphases of particular theological traditions and movements on the nature of revelation and Scripture.

1. The Nature of Revelation

2. Theological Interpretations of the Nature of Scripture

3. Emerging Contextual and Intercultural Views of Scripture and Revelation

4. Asian Contextual Perspectives


 


1. The Nature of Revelation.

 

Understandings of revelation and Scripture involve not only those topics but also issues of canon, authority, inspiration and the work of the Holy Spirit (see Pneumatology), as well as the disciplines of *hermeneutics and biblical interpretation. In considering global Christian theology we are called to recognize the wide variety of ways by which these terms are understood and the many ways in which culture shapes and affects theological perspectives about how God is revealed and the how the Bible is to be interpreted.

Historically, theologians have spoken of “general revelation” and “special revelation.” General revelation is God’s self-disclosure and communication in the universe and created world (Ps 19:1-6; Rom 1:19-20). This is sometimes called “natural revelation.” Whether “faith” is specifically needed to perceive this revelation and the extent to which it is accessible to sinful humanity have been questions with a number of answers. Special revelation is God’s self-disclosure and communication in specific times and places, particularly in the events of Israel’s history and, for Christians, in the person of Jesus Christ. The Bible is considered God’s special revelation, to be received in faith and interpreted appropriately.

1.1. Models of Revelation. The theologian Avery Dulles has provided a typology or assortment of models to indicate ways in which Christian theology has understood the nature of revelation and the implications of these views.

1.1.1. Revelation as Doctrine. One view of revelation is that God’s revelation is given through words (of Scripture) that have a propositional content and can be understood. This type of revelation is necessary for salvation, for the proper *doctrine or understanding of God must be attained. Faith is a firm assent to the revealed truths in the sources of revelation that are authoritative. This faith may be prepared for by acts of human reasoning, which establish the credibility of the propositional revelation.

1.1.2. Revelation as History. A second view sees God’s revelation as focused on God’s actions in the events of history, which show who God is. The Bible provides the “story of salvation” (Heilsgeschichte), with its climax in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, which was anticipated in the Old Testament and the full effects of which will ultimately be displayed in the future kingdom of God. The right response to revelation is faith, which interprets history in light of God’s saving activities. Faith is thus trust in the God who fulfills promises and who displays goodness, kindness, power and mercy.

1.1.3. Revelation as Inner Experience. A third view is an experiential approach to revelation. Here, God is inwardly experienced in a direct, unmediated way. This experience unites one with others in the biblical and Christian tradition, particularly the Old Testament prophets and Jesus himself. It is not truth to be believed, or significance to be perceived, but rather God in God’s own self who is lovingly communicated to one’s soul, that defines faith. The experience of revelation produces a “union” with God which is eternal life and which thus shapes the attitudes, outlooks and actions of those who receive the revelation.

1.1.4. Revelation as Dialectical Presence. A fourth view is that it is Jesus Christ who is the Word of God and that the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament point toward, or “witness” to, him. Faith is “encounter,” or the recognition of who Jesus Christ is, and faith comes through the witness of Scripture. But Scripture must always be held in tension with the Christ who is the Lord of Scripture. Thus revelation occurs when in the event of faith one recognizes the reality of Christ as attested in Scripture. The dialectic is between revelation and salvation, God’s Word (Christ) being conveyed through the biblical words, which witness to the Christ—and all this is perceived by faith. The Bible, in a sense, “becomes” the Word of God insofar as it is the means God uses to witness to Jesus Christ, as God’s Word.

1.1.5. Revelation as New Awareness. A fifth view is of revelation as the breakthrough into a higher human consciousness so that the self is seen as constituted and empowered by the divine presence. Revelation occurs through paradigmatic events which—when remembered—stimulate one to view reality in a new way. Revelation does not have a fixed content, but is an ongoing experience that moves toward integration, freedom and self-understanding. Revelation continues as one continues to reinterpret perspectives in new ways. This experience of revelation enables one to participate in God’s creative and redemptive activities that lead toward reconciliation and fulfillment. Faith is a new consciousness that arises from revelation.

1.1.6. Revelation and Symbolic Mediation. A final view (held by Dulles) sees revelation as symbolic mediation. In the Scriptures, revelation comes through or is mediated by symbols, which are multivalent realities. They function to bring many experiences, meanings and memories into a focus. The symbols point us to the fullness of meaning, which they symbolize but can never fully capture. Because the meanings are so rich, only symbols can convey them meaningfully. The Bible is the document of revelation that mediates the symbols of God’s revelation, supremely mediating the symbol of Jesus Christ. Dulles believes that seeing revelation and the Bible in this light enables the positive dimensions of the five positions to be strengthened and their liabilities lessened.

1.2. The Centrality of Revelation. Theologically, without a revelation of God, there could be no Christianity. The differing models of revelation proposed by theologians all acknowledge the centrality of this concept. In many ways, theology itself is the elucidation of God’s revelation. As Dulles put it: “As the joint meaning of all the clues and symbols whereby God communicates himself, revelation is the source and center, the beginning and the end, of the theological enterprise” (Dulles, 283).



2. Theological Interpretations of the Nature of Scripture.

 

While theologians agree that the Bible holds a central place as a means of God’s revelation, the nature of the Bible has been variously understood. The term “Word of God” is used to designate this special standing of Scripture, but the concept is understood and articulated in an array of ways. These theological formulations have provided foundational directions for theological viewpoints that are characteristic of the traditions and movements that turn to the Scriptures as a way of encountering God’s revelation.

2.1. Roman Catholicism. Roman Catholicism has traditionally looked to the church as the guarantor of the biblical canon. The church authenticates Scripture by recognizing the authority of the biblical books, but ultimately Scripture is authoritative because it is inspired by God and is what God has intended to reveal to the church. With the development of the papacy, Catholicism also stressed the authority of church tradition as interpreted by the magisterium, or teaching office, of the church. The pope, as the vicar of Christ, is the prime interpreter of Scripture in the church (see Papacy). Since *Vatican II, contemporary Roman Catholicism has focused on the binding together of Scripture and tradition, with the emphasis on their close communication and common goals. Church tradition helps ensure that Scripture is interpreted correctly. Scripture and tradition coinhere as the means by which God guides the church.

2.2. Conservative Protestantism. A number of theological movements classify themselves as conservative Protestant in their view of Scripture. Generally, this means a firm adherence to Scripture as the authoritative Word of God. Some contemporary adherents to the major confessional traditions of the sixteenth-century *Reformation—whether *Lutheran or *Reformed—look to their historic confessions on Scripture. For Lutherans these formulations are found in The Book of Concord, while a variety of confessional standards have been significant for churches in the Presbyterian and Reformed tradition.

The Lutheran tradition has stressed the supreme authority of Scripture as the source and judge of all doctrine, though its confessions are silent on the doctrine of the inspiration of Scripture and the activity of the Holy Spirit in forming the canon. Many Lutherans have argued that the stress of their confessional heritage is not on Scripture as a book, but on its redemptive content.

The Reformed confessions likewise emphasize the supreme authority of Scripture, but are more explicit in their definitions of the extent of the canon and the role of the Spirit in inspiration, illumination and interpretation. These confessions often begin with an article on the Bible to highlight its status as the means of God’s revelation and to establish its formal authority for the church and for Christian believers.

Traditional *Anabaptists have also maintained the supreme authority of Scripture, yet always in direct association with the inner working of the Spirit in the lives of true believers. This “hermeneutic of discipleship” has been a chief distinction between Anabaptists and the confessional churches of the Reformation.

Today, conservative Protestant views often fall into the categories of fundamentalism, scholasticism and evangelicalism.

2.2.1. Fundamentalism. American fundamentalism, as it arose in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, has emphasized Scripture as proposition. The Bible contains divinely inspired and inerrant propositional truths that God has revealed. Fundamentalists have emphasized the full inspiration of all parts of the Bible, stressing the verbal inspiration of Scripture in their belief that God has directly inspired each word of the biblical text. In addition, inspiration is “plenary,” meaning “full” or “complete,” and embracing the entire Protestant canon of sixty-six books. Fundamentalism not only upholds the “infallibility,” or reliability, of Scripture in all it addresses, but the “inerrancy” of Scripture, indicating its freedom from falsehood, fraud or deceit of any kind. Fundamentalism has argued that since God is true (Rom 3:4) and God has “breathed out,” or “inspired,” Scripture (2 Tim 3:16), therefore the Scriptures must be true in all that they teach. What they teach as the revelation of God is revealed in the statements or propositions of Scripture—so characterized because they are directly inspired by God. Often fundamentalism has emphasized a literalistic reading and interpretation of biblical texts.

2.2.2. Scholastic Theology. The prominent theologians of Princeton Theological Seminary in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries stressed Scripture as doctrine. Charles Hodge, Archibald A. Hodge and Benjamin B. Warfield presented seventeenth-century Reformed scholastic theology to America. Their emphasis was on Scripture’s complete authority arising from its divine inspiration. In this they drew on the work of Reformed scholastic theologians of the seventeenth century, such as Francis Turretin. This means every word of the writers is, in a sense, divine and human. Since inspired writers cannot err, all that the Bible teaches as religious and moral truths, as well as all statements of fact, are without error. Princeton theologians spoke of the “original autographs” of Scripture as being “absolutely infallible when interpreted in the sense intended.” For this to be disproved, A. A. Hodge and B. B. Warfield argued that two discrepant passages must be shown to have existed in the original autographs, that the interpretation of the apparent discrepancy is the one intended by the passage and that the true sense of the autographic text is “directly and necessarily inconsistent with some certainly known act of history, or truth of science, or some other statement of Scripture certainly ascertained and interpreted” (242). In this view, the Bible functioned as a source for teaching and a system of doctrine for the church.

2.2.3. Evangelical Theology. Evangelical theology (originally called neo-evangelical) tends to speak of Scripture as message. This movement arose in the United States in the late 1940s as a reaction to American fundamentalism and stressed the need for more Christian involvement in societal problems. Fifty years later the term has described a transdenominational movement that has, among other things, emphasized Scripture’s authority and primary purpose as centering on faith and salvation in Jesus Christ. Scripture is the Word of God known by the work of the Holy Spirit. In this view, the central theological purpose of Scripture is stressed. Scripture is a religious document with a theological purpose. It is infallible in that it is completely trustworthy in the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ. Scripture will not deceive or lead one away from the theological truths God intends to convey. While all evangelicals agree on the infallibility and trustworthiness of Scripture, the use of the term inerrancy has become an issue of debate, particularly in the United States. Conservative evangelicals (represented by the Evangelical Theological Society, among others) continue to use the term (appealing to its definition in the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy of 1978, which is more nuanced than fundamentalism’s), while other segments of evangelicalism (including many European evangelicals) argue that infallibility does not demand inerrancy on matters such as the details of history, science or geography, particularly when these are understood within their ancient cultural background. Scripture is God’s divine message revealed in inspired human words. The Bible is intended to guide people to salvation and instruct them on how to live the life of Christian faith.

2.3. Liberal Theology. Liberal theologians in the early twentieth century emphasized Scripture as experience. Standing in the tradition of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), Albrecht Ritschl (1822-1889) and Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930), these theologians sought to reconstruct traditional orthodoxy to meet the challenges of the modern world. They viewed the Bible as an ancient document written by fallible, human writers who were “religious geniuses.” These inspiring writers produced a literature that conveys religious experience to its readers as it brings them into contact with the great questions of human existence. Thus the liberal pulpiteer Harry Emerson Fosdick spoke of the Bible as presenting “abiding experiences and changing categories.” This means the basic human experiences of which the Bible speaks will be the same in any age, though expressed in various concepts and frameworks at different periods of history. Theologians must search out the abiding experiences that underlie biblical categories and express them in ways appropriate to the present times. For liberal theology, God is revealed in the events of history and especially in Jesus Christ. Humans may open themselves to this revelation and find the ring of truth in Scripture as biblical experiences coincide with their own religious experiences.

2.4. Neo-Orthodox Theology. The Swiss theologians Karl Barth and Emil Brunner are associated with neo-orthodox theology, a movement that characteristically speaks of Scripture as witness (see Barthianism). Barth, reacting strongly to the liberal theology in which he was schooled, developed a dialectical theology that in its early stages stressed the great contrast and distance between the transcendent, holy God and finite, sinful humanity. In Jesus Christ, this gulf was bridged. Christ is God’s self-revelation so that to say “revelation” is to say “the Word made flesh.” Barth spoke of the threefold Word of God as the Word revealed (Jesus Christ), the Word written (Scripture) and the Word proclaimed (preaching). Scripture “becomes” God’s Word when, through its proclamation, it witnesses or points to the Word made flesh, Jesus Christ. The inspired writers of Scripture were witnesses to God’s revelation. Barth could speak of “verbal inspiration” in the sense that the witnesses to God’s revelation recorded their witness in words. But these were fallible words of humans, having “the capacity for errors,” yet nevertheless used by God to accomplish his own purposes. Scripture gains authority insofar as the Holy Spirit takes human witnesses and through their witness creates faith and obedience to Jesus Christ.

2.5. Existential Theology. Paul Tillich and Rudolf Bultmann—two scholars who were heavily influenced by twentieth-century *existentialism—viewed Scripture as living encounter. Tillich in particular taught that humans are estranged from the ground of being (God) and that salvation can come only by God’s revelation. This revelation is Jesus the Christ, who reunites humans with the ground of being. God’s revelation consists of that which is our “ultimate concern.” The Bible is the source for God’s revelation and participates in that revelation itself. Its words point to God’s revelatory events, which are conveyed in Scripture through religious symbols. The Bible is the catalyst for revelation, so contemporary people can enter into the power of the original revelatory events and share the same ecstatic experiences as the biblical writers. The Bible presents a collage of religious symbols expressing God’s revelation. The supreme symbol and God’s final revelation is the biblical picture of Jesus as the Christ. In Jesus the Christ, the power of a new being is present as nowhere else. In the living encounter with this symbol of the Christ through Scripture, humans receive God’s revelation and the wholeness and health, which is their salvation.

2.6. Process Theology. Process theologians view Scripture as unfolding action. *Process theology is built on the process philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead, who viewed all reality and all experiences as related to each other. Charles Hartshorne, Whitehead’s student, spoke of God as having two poles or aspects. One is God’s abstract essence, which is God’s eternal and unchangeable aspect. The other is God’s concrete reality, which is God’s temporal, changing aspect. In process thought, religious doctrines should be accepted only if they are self-evident and conform to human experience. The Bible is the source of doctrine in that it describes the actions of God in leading the world to what it can be. Scripture also presents possibilities that go beyond normal societal experience and open new possibilities of relationships. For process philosophy and the Bible, reality is becoming rather than being, in process rather than static. Scripture has authority in that it concurs with one’s own self-evident experiences and becomes the source for seeing the unfolding action of God in the world—God as evolving along with creation into future possibilities. Scripture presents this God who is changing along with the world and who responds in love to humans.

2.7. Narrative Theology. *Narrative (story) theology sees the Bible as the medium for *metaphors. The emphasis in this movement is on the importance of narratives and the power of stories in human experience. Metaphoric thinking, a basic feature of human life, is the ability to spot continuities between two dissimilar objects. The parables of Jesus are prime examples of this type of metaphoric thinking, where common objects, such as lost coins or buried treasure, are compared to the kingdom of God. In story theology, language is seen to have a shaping and participatory power which draws people into narratives in personal ways. In stories people are confronted with their own possibilities and see their lives in light of their visions of what life can or should be. The Bible provides a central set of metaphors by which one’s vision of life can be shaped. Its narrative genre is prominent so it gains authority by calling forth new visions of life. The goal of Scripture is not to find a set of beliefs but to find a way to belief. The Bible is a poetic classic. It is the medium for metaphors in that it invites people to set their own life story in relation to its story. Scripture gives new visions of reality that are validated as they are lived out.



3. Emerging Contextual and Intercultural Views of Scripture and Revelation.

 

3.1. Women’s Views.

3.1.1. Feminist Theology. In many forms of *feminist theology, Scripture serves as the mother of models. Those who identify themselves as feminist theologians often speak of the patriarchal biases found in the Bible. On this basis, these theologians ask how the Bible can be used as a source for understanding life and how it can serve as a positive resource, especially for women who have been oppressed. Some feminist theologians have sought to reclaim Scripture by reinterpreting biblical texts in light of contemporary feminist consciousness. Some have looked to theological perspectives such as the prophetic tradition to find a central theological theme of liberation for the oppressed. Others have worked on historical reconstructions that document movements away from egalitarianism toward patriarchalism. For many of these theologians, Scripture is the mother of models in that it serves as an open-ended paradigm to set experiences in motion and to invite life-changing transformations. The Bible can give a new vision of reality—especially in conveying the life and ministry of Jesus. Scripture can be the place where feminist critical consciousness can find congruence with certain of the biblical witnesses.

3.1.2. Womanist Theology. *Womanist theology refers to theology as done by women of color. Womanist theologians share with feminist theologians concerns about oppression, *sexism and the ways in which women—especially women of color—face difficult problems in patriarchal societies. The issues of racism, sexism and classicism provide the starting point for theological reflection as they focus on issues of justice in relation to the oppressions they encounter. The Bible provides stories of poor oppressed women who had a special encounter with God through the presence of divine messengers or emissaries. The biblical prophetic tradition empowers womanist theologians to claim resources for their own liberation from patriarchal oppression, as well as to claim models for transforming the patriarchal church. The Bible is the mother of models in that it holds forth the possibilities of transformation by setting human experiences in motion. The Bible is the means God uses to show women their own oppressed conditions and yet also to hold out a vision and promise of a “new heaven and new earth,” where wholeness and well-being will be found.

3.2. African American and Black Theology. An important form of liberation theology in the United States has been *black theology, which sees Scripture as liberation for the oppressed. The oppression of African Americans in the United States has meant that black theology has always been intrinsically related to their struggle for liberation from white oppression. Major black theologians from the 1960s such as James Cone, J. Deotis Roberts and James H. Evans Jr. have focused attention on the recognition that in the Scriptures, God’s revelation occurs in the context of liberation. Revelation is a “black event” (Cone) in the sense that it is what blacks are doing about their liberation. A “direct relationship through faith exists between God’s acts of liberating Israel and the freedom struggle of blacks” (Roberts). Scripture prevents a privatization of religious experience or a purely personal quest for religious ecstasy because it deals with the actions of God in history, especially in the exodus and in Jesus Christ, to liberate those who are oppressed in their communities.

3.3. Latin American Liberation Theology. This form of *liberation theology views the Bible as providing the foundation for freedom. Since 1965 liberation theology has taken on an increasingly prominent theological place. From origins in the Latin American context, liberation theology now can describe a number of theological orientations identified by geographic location (African, Asian) or special concern (black theology, feminist theology). The starting point for liberation theology is the poor and oppressed of the world. It emphasizes not the priority of theories but of praxis, the practical point “where the pain is.” Theology is defined as critical reflection on praxis. As such, liberation theologians argue that the Bible shows God on the side of the poor of the world (see Preferential Option for the Poor). The poor have an “epistemological privilege” since they can perceive the realities of the world better than the rich. In Scripture, the exodus liberation event is a paradigm of God’s desire to give freedom to the oppressed. The prophetic message of justice and Jesus’ proclamation of the *kingdom of God confirm this orientation. In liberation theology, Scripture functions as giving a foundation for freedom by providing the paradigms and goals of human liberation and presenting the ultimate human liberator, Jesus Christ.

3.4. Asian Theology. Asia features many theological voices that understand Scripture as providing stories for freedom. The distinctive history and traditions of Asian nations are stories of the nations’ encounters with Western nations and cultures. Thus Christian theology is very localized, stressing the culture, history and particular people who are doing theological reflection. Asian theologians such as Kosuke Koyama and C.-S. Song stress the contextual nature of theology. The Bible is the narrative account of a God who liberates and who calls believers in Jesus to participate in Asia’s ongoing struggles for self-identity and human dignity. God is present in everyday life, here and now. The human context and God’s revelation—expressed in Scripture—are the elements that give the stories of Scripture their power to become parables of God’s kingdom and human life. Stories drawn from everyday life in Asian contexts can become stories for freedom in the present day to empower Asian Christians to experience the freedom given by the compassionate God of the Bible.

The variety of classical and contemporary views of the nature of Scripture have many implications for the ways other dimensions of Scripture are understood. The “authority” of the Bible will be construed in differing ways, depending on what one understands the Bible’s essential character or nature to be. The ways in which Scripture will function for faith and for Christian life will be understood differently when the Bible is perceived as a certain kind of book. The “inspiration” of Scripture, a term long used to describe the unique character of Scripture as having in some way originated from God, even as it was written by human writers, will be understood as having varying importance as the different views of the nature of Scripture are articulated. A “high doctrine” of inspiration is crucial, for example, if one believes the Bible is composed of propositional truths, whereas if Scripture is seen as being primarily a book that provides narratives to shape lives, or as being focused primarily on the message of freedom or liberation, then a more formal doctrine of inspiration will be less important. Similarly, on issues of hermeneutics or biblical interpretation, the methods deemed appropriate can be directly related to what the interpreter believes about the essential nature of Scripture. The history of biblical interpretation in the church displays the many approaches to biblical texts and range of interpretive principles that have been employed.

The centrality of the doctrines of revelation and Scripture insure that theologians across the globe will continue to wrestle with these basic issues. As revelation is probed and Scripture is interpreted, the tasks of theologians will be always to explore and to listen to the “Word of God” as revealed in and through Holy Scripture. D. K. McKim



4. Asian Contextual Perspectives.

 

An Asian theology can be seen as a way of contextualizing or inculturating the gospel, as a theological way of thinking, and as an interpretation of Scripture. Here a critical and contextual reflection on Scripture and revelation is undertaken in terms of an Asian cultural particularity and its multi-religious horizons. Asian evangelicals follow the theologically conservative pattern of the West and its confessional and doctrinal commitment regarding the relationship between revelation and Scripture (see 2.2 above). However, those we may call Asian contextual theologians attempt to locate and integrate Asian cultural religious uniqueness into their own self-theologizing imagination and interpretation of revelation and Scripture. Because of the diverse perspectives in Asian contextual theology, we shall focus on the views of several representative theologians.

Kazoh Kitamori, in his book The Theology of the Pain of God, appropriated the Japanese term tsurasa (“bitterness”) to highlight God’s pain in which God embraces the non-embraceable or forgives the unforgivable. Taking seriously tsurasa pain, Kitamori interpreted the idea of Deus absconditus (hidden God) in terms of God in pain. From this perspective, Kitamori’s concept of the analogy of pain functions as a counter-proposal to the Roman Catholic concept of the analogy of being (analogia entis) or the Barthian concept of the analogy of faith (analogia fidei). According to Roman Catholic teaching of analogy, there is a natural way to come to God through an ontological capacity (analogy of being), apart from the revelation of God. However, Karl Barth argued that God can be known only through the revelation of Jesus Christ. Emphasizing this grace of God, Barth employs the term analogia fidei from Romans 12:6, because faith comes into right relationship to God.

In contrast with the Western theological discourse of analogy, Kitamori argues that God’s pain can be known by the analogy of human pain. At this juncture, the focus shifts from the relation between revelation and Scripture to the specific issue of a human experience of pain and suffering, that is, a Japanese theology of the analogy of pain (analogia doloris). God and the pain of the people comes into focus beyond the doctrinal relation between revelation and Scripture.

Influenced by his teacher Kazoh Kitamori, Kosuke Koyama, one of the most important Japanese American theologians, argued in his creative book Waterbuffalo Theology that “it is wrong to say that we must produce an indigenous theology. It is not necessary to produce one. It is there!” (Koyama, 84). According to Koyama, Luther’s teaching of *justification by faith (a symbol of Wittenberg) needs to be contextualized and transformed to relate it to a place such as Bangkok, a city steeped in Buddhist culture and wisdom. God is God both of Scripture and of the monsoon rains. Koyama’s theology of contextualization is well articulated in his reading of Psalm 121 in the following way: “I listen to the marvelous music of the monsoon frogs. From whence does my help come? My help comes from the Lord, who made the monsoon frogs” (Koyama, 33). Koyama’s hybrid of the biblical concept of history and the nature orientation of the Thai people, features a contrast between the “once-for all” character of revelation in Scripture and the “many-time-ness” of the monsoon frogs every rainy season. God the Creator works through the monsoon and the Thai people.

Thus, within the discussion of revelation and Scripture, Koyama affirms a specifically Asian natural theology as an expression of God the Creator’s mind. Koyama’s concept of “waterbuffalo theology” is, in fact, understood as a way of witnessing to Jesus Christ in terms of actualizing points of contact between what he calls Aristotelian pepper (philosophy) and Buddhist salt (wisdom). In this endeavor Koyama believes that Christ speaks to non-Christian Asian people without becoming the Christ of colonialism to them. Christocentrism remains valid for both Kitamori and Koyama in their constructive dialogue with the theology of the Reformer Martin Luther.

Minjung theology in South Korea, however, challenges the Japanese theology of God’s pain by taking seriously the han of suffering people of God. The han feeling is the victim’s cumulative and corporate feeling. In fact, tsurasa faces a resistance in han. Minjung means a mixed crowd of the poor in the Christian and the non-Christian community. Minjung theology sets its agenda by listening to the outcry of those who are alienated, oppressed, suppressed and marginalized in society. For minjung theology, a theology of God’s pain would be meaningless unless there were a commitment to victims.

A pioneer of minjung theology, Ahn Byung-Mu, took issue with Luther’s teaching of justification. In Ahn’s interpretation, Luther’s teaching of justification in its forensic and quietist sense is inadequate unless it is related to Jesus’ faithfulness to the ochlos (Gk. “the crowd”) in the Gospel context. In Ahn’s hermeneutical imagination, the laos, the people of God, became the ochlos, the wretched people of God’s land under the Roman authority. In the context of the Hebrew Bible, according to Ahn, the Hebrew term ʿām hāʾāreṣ (“people of the land”) is etymologically connected with the Apiru, who were bonds-men in Egypt. They settled there as free herds-men, and were later enslaved. God listened to the misery and outcry of these people (Ex 3:7). Later, ʿām hāʾāreṣ became a derogatory term in rabbinic usage, referring to people of the countryside who refused to follow rabbinic laws. Ahn Byung-Mu translates the Apiru, ʿām hāʾāreṣ and ochlos into the Korean term of minjung.

According to Ahn, a great multitude (ochlos) from Galilee followed Jesus, so that Galilee became a central place of Jesus’ mission and ministry with the ochlos. Jesus is no longer the Christ of the church with his golden crown. Rather, Jesus should be seen from the angle of the forsaken, naked and castigated. God speaks to the church through the face of those who suffer. The Reformation principle of justification by faith should be reinterpreted and contextualized in Jesus’ faithfulness to the ochlos in light of God’s reign. Thus the relationship between revelation and Scripture in the Western framework is not adequate unless it takes into account God’s speech event in Christ through today’s minjung, who bear the burden of the superpowers in the world. Revelation is, in fact, an on-going event of God in human history, and Scripture must be read from a perspective “from below.” Thus God’s dynamic involvement in history for the poor becomes the subject matter, awakening the socio-theological existence of Christians to understand and contextualize a relationship between revelation and Scripture.

Regarding Scripture and revelation, we see a shift from christocentrism to theocentrism among Asian pluralist theologians. A discussion of revelation and Scripture can take on a new accent in the context of inter-religious dialogue. Several Asian contextual theologians who are committed to promote inter- (or intra-) religious dialogue follow an approach of sheer relativism. Aloysius Pieris, a representative of Asian liberation theology, articulates Jesus’ struggle to be poor and to be for the poor. Jesus’ struggle to be poor, seen in terms of reunification of mammon, corresponds to the Buddhist idea of sunyata (self-emptiness). In Pieris’s view, Christology does not need to contradict buddhology but complements it. Buddhist detachment comes to terms with the agape of Christianity in a struggle for the liberation of the poor. Complementarity plays an important role in carrying out inter-religious dialogue to express human intimate moments with the Ultimate Source of liberation. Hence, revelation is not merely confined to Jesus Christ, but related to the historical Buddha. Buddhist sutras and experiences complement Christian Scripture for witnessing to the Ultimate Source of liberation.

Mahatma Gandhi once used the analogy of a river: One may drink out of the same great river with others, but one need not use the same cup. Raimond Panikkar symbolizes the history of Christianity in relation to other religions by way of three sacred rivers. The Jordan stamped Christianity indelibly with its Jewish origin and with its historical ties to all the particular events in Israel. Jesus also stands for exclusivism. The Tiber in Rome exercises influence on Christianity with its medieval crusades and its imperial mission. It stands for the Western mentality of Christendom, in which all rivers lead to Christianity as all roads lead to Rome. Panikkar uses the mother river of the Ganges as a symbol for recognizing the pluralism of all religions. At issue for Panikkar is readiness for adopting a relativistic-pluralist attitude, flowing peacefully, plunging into the Ganges. At this juncture, the relationship between revelation and Scripture in Christianity is radically relativized by recognizing pluralistic truth claims, so that God appears as God without a particular manifestation with Israel and Jesus Christ. God has many names and rivers. Panikkar’s metaphor of three rivers is exemplified by calling for a pluralistic plunge into the river Ganges. His poignant question runs like this: Does one need to be spiritually a Semite or intellectually a Westerner in order to be a Christian?

An Asian theology of story (C.-S. Song) reads the biblical text differently by taking seriously narratives of the poor and marginal in the East Asian context. In this light, Song points to the story of Lady Meng as a narrative that develops a theology of resistance, and Song maintains that we should be attentive to God’s revelation in these experiences and stories. Thus, God’s revelation is not confined to Christian discourse of revelation in Jesus Christ. Here, Christocentrism is relativized.

Asian American representatives of minjung theology in “fourth eye formation” propose a theology of divine speech event in conversation with rabbinic Judaism and other religions. The character of “fourth eye formation,” which comes from the praxis of socially engaged Buddhism, actualizes God’s act of speaking which can be heard outside ecclesial walls. They have attempted to hermeneutically combine political minjung with the cultural religious life-world of minjung as they encounter the wisdom of Asian religions. Here one might propose a theology of divine speech in action in a post-foundational and hermeneutical way (Chung). This theological way of thinking takes seriously God’s dynamism in the speech event in every way and direction. God spoke to Moses on Sinai (God’s covenant with Israel), in Jesus Christ (revelation), and is speaking in an on-going way through the Word and the Sprit. Beyond the ecclesial sphere, God may speak in a completely different manner, making the wisdom of other religions an extraordinary means of divine communication. The investigation of God’s different ways of speaking is thought to promise profound learning from other religious literature, such as Buddhist sutras, and Taoist and Confucian writings.

For instance, Bodhisattva’s vows and compassion might be recognized as an extraordinary way of God’s communication. Bodhisattva’s compassion may analogically witness to the mystery of God alongside Christian teaching of justification. This compassion helps theologians of minjung in fourth eye formation to propose a hermeneutics of the other, a reading of the biblical text that is unsaid, repressed and unproblematized in the biblical text in light of compassion. For instance, in Western biblical exegesis of Lot’s wife, focus is given to her disobedience. However, in Asian analogical imagination, the story of Lot’s wife may be seen as her compassionate solidarity with those who perish. Here, a hermeneutical strategy is to decipher what is marginalized and unproblematized regarding the subject matter of God’s act of justification, compassion and recognition of the other in the biblical narratives.

This reading strategy highlights ethical imperatives of the church for the marginalized, especially in opposing the violence of a totalizing pluralism or universalism, which is vulnerable to the ideology of the powerful. A new wave of minjung theology in fourth eye formation is critical of theology of religions or pluralist universalism which tends to totalize the unique, different and particular narrative of the others into the sameness of the metanarrative of universalism or pluralism. A pluralism or universalism, when disengaged from the difference of the other, is vulnerable to the ideology of the powerful in the status quo of society.

In summary, the relationship between revelation and Scripture in the Asian contextual theological imagination represents a broader spectrum than traditional Western theology by including the dynamism of divine speech, solidarity of Jesus with the poor, the suffering of God’s people, the life stories of people and the wisdom of other religions. Narratives and wisdom from Asian non-Christian religions meet the narrative account of God in the Bible. The hope is for a fusion of horizons in which the relationship between revelation and Scripture is contextualized and enriched by Asian struggles for self-identity and human dignity.

P. S. Chung
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REVIVALISM, REVIVALS

 

Waves of global revivalism in the twentieth century have breathed new life into what many regard as an old and outmoded folk ritual. Problems with the term revival are multiple: Beyond a modern distaste for the emotionalism and fanaticism associated with the term are more serious concerns. Some note how deeply the term is embedded in American cultural history (Long; Crawford). Revivalism as a tradition is deeply rooted in the trans-Atlantic Great Awakening of the eighteenth century. Recurrent revivals such as the Second Great Awakening in early nineteenth century America, the prayer revival of 1858 and the revivalism of North American evangelists from D. L. Moody and Billy Sunday to Aimee Semple MacPherson, Jimmy Swaggart and Billy Graham link the term with American folk religion. The ritualizing of revivalism in the early twentieth century through pre-planned revival meetings succumbed to the law of diminishing returns as more and more local revivals produced less and less renewal. Missiologists associated with Donald MacGavran and his school of church growth disparaged the concept of revival as too inward looking and impotent. They preferred to strategize about mass movements of evangelism and church planting. Social scientists use the term in a popular sense to talk about a number of new religious movements that spring from older religious traditions, but otherwise they avoid the term. Historians are more likely to use the term even in relation to non-Western revivals but have difficulty seeing it as a force for cultural change.

1. Revivals as Global Phenomena

2. Historical Perspectives: Revivals in the Global South

3. Biblical and Theological Perspectives

4. Anthropological and Sociological Perspectives

5. Missiological Perspectives

6. Conclusion


 


1. Revivals as Global Phenomena.

 

Despite problems with the term revival the phenomenon itself refuses to go away. The rise of the new world Christianity over the course of the twentieth century presents at least two challenges to historians and students of Christian history. First is the need to explain the large number of new converts to Christian faith from the majority world and the consequent shift of Christianity from the Global North to the Global South. Second there is the need to explain the new varieties of Christianity that have sprung up in the non-Western world. Revivals have been associated with both aspects of Christian resurgence. During global revivals non-Western Christianity expands and grows. At the same time, non-Western revivals are often led by local leaders who reenvision Christianity in ways that address local issues. This helps explain the growing diversity within global Christianity. Revivals play a central role, therefore, in explaining the growth and diversity of new world Christianity.



2. Historical Perspectives: Revivals in the Global South.

 

Though some scholars believe that revivals are largely an American or north Atlantic affair, increasingly historians are taking seriously new Christian movements that have been locally termed revivals. The Welsh revival of 1904 triggered a series of revivals in Los Angeles, India and Korea. The Azusa Street revival saw its participants travel throughout Latin America, Asia and Africa within a decade to spread the fervor of this awakening.

African revivals of the twentieth century include several associated with the Watchtower society and American *Zionism, before World War I; the Babalola revival of 1930 in Nigeria, which gave rise to the Aladura churches of West Africa; and the East Africa Revival, which spanned the decades from 1930 to the 1970s. Neo-Pentecostalism since the mid-1980s has been associated with a wide variety of revivals that have produced thousands of new churches in almost all parts of anglophone Africa and beyond.

Latin American revivalism, like African revivalism, had nineteenth-century precedents but nothing like the explosion that has occurred in the twentieth century. Azusa Street missionaries arrived in Brazil, Mexico and Chile within five years of the 1907 revival in Los Angeles. Movements of revival came in several massive waves during the twentieth century in much of the continent. Brazil saw Pentecostal and evangelical revival sweep over the nation in three distinct waves in the 1910s, the 1950s and the 1980s. Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal revival movements have been the most important variety of renewal throughout much of Latin America.

Asia has seen a series of large revival movements stimulate growth and mission. The Indonesian revival of 1965, centering in West Timor and Java, saw several million Muslims and traditionalists come to Christian faith. The Korean revival of 1907, while involving significant missionary input, was largely indigenous and set a precedent of periodic renewal that continues to characterize Korean Protestantism. A large revival in Shantung, China, in the 1930s gave birth to many of the larger house church networks which experienced enormous growth after the failure of the Chinese cultural revolution that ended in 1976. A wave of evangelical and Pentecostal revivals under key figures such as Pandita Ramabai and Bishop V. S. Azariah accounted for mass movements into Christianity in India prior to World War II. Numerous Pentecostal and evangelical revivals, especially among the Dalit population, have accounted for significant growth in Indian Christianity since World War II. Revivals also are part of the Christian story of Southeast Asia and Oceania as well as a continuing though diminished aspect of the story of Western Christianity.



3. Biblical and Theological Perspectives.

 

The prevalence of revivalism around the world is not confined to Christianity. Religious resurgence within other world religions has been part of what is called the “desecularization” of the world. But the pattern of spiritual decline and renewal is one deeply ingrained in the very nature of biblical faith and accounts for unique aspects of Christian revivalism. The phenomenon of revival is prevalent throughout the Old and New Testaments. The covenant structure of biblical faith from Abraham first and more fully under Moses plays a central role in this twofold pattern. Generations who are faithful to the covenant are often followed by generations who treat covenant demands and promises with contempt and neglect, often leading to bondage to the surrounding culture. This pattern continues through the centuries of the judges and the kings as well as the period of exile and return in which prophetic renewal occurs with regularity. The first-century Jesus movement, as we will see, bears many marks of a revitalization movement in which a prophetic leader reenvisions the ancient covenant between God and his people and points the way forward to covenant obedience and blessing in changing times.

Luke-Acts treats early Christianity as a revival movement that reinterprets and renews messianic Judaism in light of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The new covenant in Christ radically reinterprets Abrahamic, Mosaic and prophetic covenant renewal and presents a final form for relating to God, creation, the self, sin, death and the world. The gospel of Jesus Christ thus becomes the new sacred covenant. The movement that is empowered by the Holy Spirit during Pentecost and through successive waves of renewal becomes a missionary movement that eventually penetrates Greco-Roman civilization on its way to the nations. The pattern of decline and renewal is discernible as well in the epistles of Paul, Peter, James and John as well as in the book of Revelation. Decline of individual Christian living and communal Christianity is attributed largely to aspects of fallen human nature (the flesh), a hostile culture (both Judaism and Hellenism as aspects of the “world”) as well as radical evil (Satan and the demonic).

The pattern of decline and renewal moves into the longer and wider story of historic Christianity, yet biblical perspectives on revival are never entirely lost. In medieval global Christianity both popular and monastic renewal continues the covenant renewal pattern. Beginning with the Protestant *Reformation a more evangelical understanding of covenant renewal begins in which Old Testament theocratic elements are minimized (although not eliminated) and elements of the new covenant stressed in Luke-Acts and in the writing of the apostles receive new emphasis. This newer pattern of Protestant renewal continues through various waves of decline and resurgence into the twentieth-first century, defying *Enlightenment predictions of the eventual decline and extinction of religion (the secularization thesis).

This Protestant pattern of renewal, particularly in light of the Great Awakening of the 1740s, prompted deeper theological reflection on the nature of revivals. In North America, the writings of Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) represent a unique achievement in this area, but popular theologies of revival by Charles Finney (1792-1875) and a host of Pentecostal writers in the twentieth century have influenced modern perceptions. One of Edwards’s most distinctive contributions was his concept of the role of the Holy Spirit in revival as one of inner enlightenment in which the truths of the new covenant (e.g., the triune God, the centrality of Christ, the cross, the Bible, heaven, hell, salvation, mission and the coming return of Christ in triumph at the end of history) become vivid in the worldview of the renewed individual and community, explaining both the power behind revival and the essential aspect of evangelical conception of normative religion. The Edwards-Finney theological spectrum presents different answers to the role of divine and human agency in revival, but by the end of the nineteenth century a consensus had been achieved at least in North American circles that “true revival” must involve large quantities of both. This revival theology, taken by several generations of North American and British missionaries around the world, played a large role in heightening expectations and normalizing revival as a necessary part of corporate Christian experience.

While global revivals cover the theological spectrum, most are characterized by a creative use of several elements of early Christianity, typically from the book of Acts. Four recurring themes in global revivalism include existential liberation in which a new birth experience unites believers with God in new ways and frees them of guilt and anxiety, eschatological vision in which time and history is reinterpreted in light of the messianic identity and action of Jesus Christ, radical community in which newly revived members enjoy charismatic gifts and powers which they use for mutual empowerment, and evangelical activism in which the new community seeks to heal what is broken in their world through varying combinations of evangelism and social action.



4. Anthropological and Sociological Perspectives.

 

The modern study of revival begins with the publication of Anthony Wallace’s article on “Revitalization Movements.” Wallace saw new religious movements in a variety of cultures as sharing broad similarities and a common pattern. Such movements, of which Christian revivalism was one variety, were defined as “revitalization movements,” which were “deliberate, conscious, organized efforts by members of a society to create a more satisfying culture” (Wallace, 10). Wallace defined distinct phases for such movements, which can be summarized under three headings: decline, renewal and revitalization. The stage of decline occurred when the cultural systems were no longer working and people’s needs were not being satisfied. A second stage of renewal began with the rise of a “new light” prophet who experiences “a satisfying relationship to the supernatural” and outlines “a new way of life” for others to follow. The final stage of a revitalization movement occurs when the new community engages in a wider mission to transform lives, values and structures. So common is this phenomenon in history, argued Wallace, that the “historical origin of a great proportion of religious phenomena has been in revitalization movements” (Wallace, 13) The work of L. Gerlach and V. Hine on Pentecostalism in Latin America adjusted Wallace’s model to account for the expansion of that movement even where cultural distress was minimal.

Paradoxically, colonialism and *globalization have played a key role in producing conditions favorable to revitalization movements in general and Christian revivals in particular. Roland Robertson’s concept of “glocalization” sheds light on why modernity itself has encouraged the resurgence of religion. Even as the modernizing forces of globalization cruise along the global highway they are passed in the opposite direction by a long line of thriving local traditions and movements heading west. “Globalization,” says Robertson “has encouraged tradition” and accelerated “the promotion of traditional culture.” He calls this renewal and revitalization of the local, “glocalization.”



5. Missiological Perspectives.

 

Missiology is by nature interdisciplinary. It is not surprising therefore that it provides the ideal approach for weaving together many of the above strands in the study of global revival. From a missiological point of view, global Christian revivals can be defined as indigenous movements of cultural change that creatively use the resources of early Christianity. This definition suggests that revivals are movements shaped by three interacting dynamics. The first is *contextualization (the justice factor concerned with cultural change), which both gives rise to the revival initially and is the revival’s goal and outcome. The soil of revival is a collective sense of need and a discontent with the status quo. The fruit of revival is a change in the social system (when the movement is successful). The transformation that a movement of contextualization seeks may be one of status (e.g., a change of identity from colonized victims to liberated sons and daughters of God) or a more systemic change whereby actual political, economic or sociocultural power shifts from the status quo to the renewed people of God.

The second dynamic is indigenization. This is the leadership factor, defining the key actors in the revival drama. If contextualization answers the “what” question (e.g., what are revivals?) then indigenization answers the “who” question. In global revivals leadership tends to arise “from below,” from the ranks of the oppressed. This revival leadership is often plural rather than singular and inspires movements drawn from the young and the marginalized.

The third dynamic is inculturation. This is the faith factor concerned with a return to a classic truth from which the church has drifted. This dynamic answers the “how and why” questions by pointing to the theological vision at the heart of revival movements. Inculturation is concerned with a new interpretation and application of early Christianity, often as described in Luke’s book of Acts or Paul’s epistle to the Romans. Inculturation calls for faith to return, not just to tradition but to a golden age in the Christian past when the power of God was manifest and Christian experience vital. Typically this rediscovery is about “life in the Spirit” and the need to restore this life in the church of the day. This “new light” of a freshly reconceived Christianity penetrates deeply into the consciousness of leaders and followers during times of revival, producing a paradigm shift in the worldview which in turn inspires a host of changes in the social and cultural systems. Though the three dynamics of indigenization, contextualization and inculturation overlap, they are in fact distinct forces unleashed during times of revival.



6. Conclusion.

 

Whether the term revival will survive or give way to expressions such as “indigenous movements,” “popular Christianity” or “awakenings,” the phenomenon of revival will remain. Jonathan Edwards once predicted that it is “not unlikely that this work of God’s Spirit, that is so extraordinary and wonderful, is the dawning, or at least a prelude, of that glorious work of God, so often foretold in Scripture, which in the progress and issue of it, shall renew the world of mankind” (Goen, 353).The rise of the new world Christianity and the role that global revivals have played in that resurgence indicate the Reverend Edwards’s prediction was not far from the mark.

See also CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS; CONVERSION; EVANGELISM; MISSIONARY MOVEMENTS; MISSIONS, THEOLOGY OF; PENTECOSTALISM.
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SACRAMENTS, SACRAMENTALITY

 

The Christian principle of sacramentality is rooted in the incarnation, whereby the divine Jesus Christ is the visible Word of God. Sacraments are visible, sensible signs mediating invisible realities. They are externalized in worship (*liturgy), are a means of holiness and part of God’s economy of *salvation. Sacraments are presently understood differently in the various Christian denominations. Therefore, an understanding of the development of sacrament from apostolic times to the present is crucial in order to grasp some of the critical and sometimes dividing contemporary issues among Christians.

1. Historical Understanding of Sacrament

2. Contemporary Issues

3. Further Observations


 


1. Historical Understanding of Sacrament.

 

From apostolic times until the twelfth century there was a broad understanding of sacrament. During this time there was an acceptance of the main or most important rites and gestures as sacrament (e.g., baptism and Eucharist), as well as many other rites, gestures, festivals, events and so on being considered sacrament (e.g., fasting, preaching, almsgiving, footwashing, vows and promises). By the twelfth century this broader notion had narrowed to include only the seven defined sacraments still accepted today by the Roman Catholic Church.

1.1. New Testament. Not the Latin word sacramentum but the Greek mysterion is the reference point for the New Testament, especially in the Pauline corpus. “Mystery” is rich, indeed, and Paul unfolds it in three ever-deepening meanings. First, mysterion refers to the divine plan of God for salvation (1 Cor 2:7), which is now disclosed (Rom 16:25-26) by the Holy Spirit (Eph 3:3-5). Second, mysterion refers to Christ himself, who is an incarnation of the mystery of God (Col 1:27). Third, Paul alludes to the mystery in terms of our common celebrations together (“liturgy,” leitourgiā). In Romans 6:1-11 Paul makes clear that those who are baptized are baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus; in 1 Corinthians 11:26 he notes that “as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”

At this very early time, mystery cannot be separated from the life of those who are grafted onto Christ and live it. Although other actions had some approbation and use in more than one community (e.g., care for the sick and “authorization” of ministers), clearly there was no “sacramental system” at this time. Central to the life of the community was initiation into the community (*baptism) and a shared meal (Eucharist or the *Lord’s Supper). At this time, too, ānāmnesis of the Lord’s actions was a constitutive element of the Christian community gatherings, as was a proclamation of the Word. References to sacraments generally are to particular sacraments rather than to a general, developed notion of sacrament.

1.2. Second Through Twelfth Centuries. The Latin writer Tertullian was the first to use the term sacramentum, for example, in De speculatus, where he calls Eucharist a sacrament (3.10). In his The Five Books Against Marcion he calls baptism a sacrament several times, as well, of course, in his On Baptism. However, Tertullian does not limit his understanding of sacrament simply to initiation acts. For example, in Of Patience he calls charity “the highest sacrament of the faith” (12.133-34), and in Scorpiace he uses sacramentum in relation to martyrdom (see esp. chap. 9). For Tertullian the sacraments are sacred objects that make people holy.

By the fourth century the use of mysterion or sacramentum increases greatly because of the growth of the church and the flowering of the catechumenate after the peace of Constantine. Almost exclusively, though, the emphasis remained on the initiation rites and incorporation into Christ’s mystery through them. In his “Second Sermon on Baptism,”Ambrose makes clear that baptism is essentially trinitarian (§§10-15) with the effects of baptism (§§16-19) including entry into death and new life as a way to end sin and “reform our nature” (§17). Ambrose understands grace to be a gift of baptism (§18). He makes a distinction between “the matter and the consecration, between the action and its effect” (§15) or, to put it another way, between the sign and the reality it signifies. Ambrose locates the effect of the sacrament with the descent of and consecration by the Spirit.

Cyril of Jerusalem has a rather developed theology of the Eucharist. In “Sermon 4” he talks about the bread and wine being truly changed (§§1, 9); his validation is not to appeal to theological arguments but simply to Scripture itself: Jesus said, “This is my body,” and so it is (§§1, 6). Cyril does emphasize that by partaking in Christ’s body and blood “we become bearers of Christ, since his body and blood spreads throughout our limbs” (§3). In “Sermon 5” he locates the sanctification and transformation of the bread and wine at the epiclesis (§7), and in the next paragraph calls Eucharist a “spiritual sacrifice” since there is no blood shed in worship; this “spiritual sacrifice” has a propitiatory import. In §20 Cyril makes the distinction between the bread and wine as sign (typos), which still tastes like the bread and wine even after the transformation, and the reality (āletheiā), which is Christ’s body and blood. He tells his hearers not to trust human judgment but to judge the reality by faith.

Theodore of Mopsuestia makes a similar distinction between typos and āletheiā in his second baptismal homily, where he calls the blessings of baptism something received now “in symbol and in anticipation” (§15; emphasis added) whose reality will only be realized after death. One critical question between Catholics and Protestants on the meaning of sacrament lies here: rooted in their notion of *justification, some Protestants take the position that the reality of a sacrament is not realized until one’s final experience of justification after death.

Augustine also uses the language of sign and reality (e.g., City of God 10.5), with the key phrases “visible form” and “invisible grace.” He refers to the sacrifice of oneself in order to be united with God; one makes oneself holy and acceptable by the sacrifice of good works. Thus in the “sacrament of the altar” the church herself (that is, all those members of the body of Christ whose lives are truly self-sacrificing) is offered “in the offering she makes to God.” In the tradition of the earlier Fathers, Augustine places the full realization of the effects of the sacraments only after death (City of God 13.4); in this he is protecting faith, which he says would lack energy and vitality without hope in what is yet to come.

Augustine makes a distinction between sacraments of the Old Testament (e.g., circumcision [City of God 16.26] and sacrifice [City of God 10.5]) and those of the New Testament, chief of which are baptism and Eucharist, but he also names others (e.g., the five loaves in Jesus’ miracle of multiplication [Tractates on John 24]). In Tractates on John (12, 80) Augustine mentions that one is born by Word and sacrament and in the latter reference talks about the word being united to the element in a kind of “visible” Word, reinforcing sacramentality resting on the incarnation.

Augustine had an enormous influence on theologians’ thinking up until the major philosophical shifts of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and even beyond. What takes place and is new during the time between Augustine and the twelfth century is an increase in the officially accepted actions the church called sacrament. After Augustine, confirmation or chrismation is temporally separated from baptism; reconciliation ceases to be a public, communal event and becomes privatized under the aegis of the clergy; marriage becomes increasingly an event officially witnessed by the clergy and mandated by the church as a sacrament; holy orders is a sequence of four minor and three major orders; and ministry to the sick becomes a sacrament for the dying.

1.3. Twelfth Century Through Sixteenth Century. During the time from Augustine to the twelfth century a distinction developed between sacraments in particular and other sacred rites and actions, and number becomes an issue. Thus by the twelfth century seven sacraments had become the norm (baptism, confirmation, Eucharist, penance, extreme unction, orders and matrimony).

The twelfth century is key for another reason: by the twelfth century theology becomes an increasingly systematized and cognitive endeavor largely separate from or even grounded in the rites of the church. Twelfth-century Peter Lombard is a key figure whose Book of the Sentences accents sacraments as seven external signs expressive of invisible grace. His (and Augustine’s) influence on Aquinas is unmistakable.

Aquinas includes his treatise on the sacraments immediately after his treatise on the incarnation in part 3 of the Summa theologica, demonstrating his close association of sacraments with the person and ministry of Christ because, as Aquinas says, they “derive their efficacy from the Word incarnate Himself.” For Aquinas, a sacrament is a sign which effects what it signifies. Three considerations are part of signification: (1) Christ’s passion which is the cause of sanctification, (2) the form of sanctification is grace and virtues, and (3) the ultimate end is eternal life. Grace is an instrumental cause bringing about the sacramental effect; “sacramental grace” is a grace proper to each sacrament; and the sacraments of the old law could not have caused grace on their own because that would have rendered Christ’s passion useless.

Aquinas’s use of the language (e.g., matter and form) and categories (e.g., substance and accidents) of Aristotelian philosophy gave him the heuristic tools to systematize sacramental theology to an extent and in a way that had never been done in the twelve centuries of Christianity prior to his time. Catholic theologians of subsequent centuries built on his synthesis.

1.4. Sixteenth Century to Vatican II. The sixteenth century was fraught with more problems than those presented by sacramental theology; the high Middle Ages were filled with abuses and distorted practices of the way salvation comes to humanity. The Protestant Reformers sought to return to sola Scriptura and the patristic insights. Consequently, they emphasized the two dominical/scriptural sacraments (baptism and Eucharist), the Word proclaimed and preached, and the centrality of faith. In general, the Reformers denied that the sacraments conferred grace in themselves, but were the promise of grace to come in eternal life, consistent with the earlier patristic tradition. Luther’s 1520 Babylonian Captivity of the Church was a scathing diatribe against the Catholic Church’s sacramental practice, which has had an enormous effect on Protestant understanding of the sacraments.

Stimulated by the pressure exerted by the Protestant *Reformation, the Council of Trent was convened and dealt with sacraments in a number of sessions (see Counter Reformation). It is important to understand, however, that Trent was not concerned with nor did it produce a *systematic theology of sacrament, but rather its statements dealt with contemporary sixteenth-century sacramental challenges and practice. Trent definitively set the customary number of sacraments at seven, issued detailed rubrical mandates (“codified” in the 1570 Missal of Pius V) to correct abuses, dealt with the Eucharist in terms of Real Presence, and decreed transubstantiation as the official explanation of how bread and wine are changed into the real body and blood, soul and divinity of Christ. Trent clearly defined the main lines of sacramental theology for the Roman Church, which meant that theologians had to develop sacramental thought in areas other than those defined by Trent (e.g., sacramental causality and the nature of Christ’s institution of the sacraments). After Trent the *spirituality and practice of the laity continued to move in the direction of devotional *prayer, so their participation in the sacraments remained limited, an issue of serious concern for the Protestant Reformers.

With the nineteenth-century beginnings of the liturgical movement and its impetus given by Pius X at the beginning of the twentieth century, the door was opened for sacramental theology to return to the patristic practice of focus on the rites. Out of this the discipline of liturgical theology has come to be recognized as a study different from (but complementary to) sacramental theology. Dom Odo Casel’s mystery theology opened the door for discussion of sacraments and liturgy more richly in terms of New Testament theology and Christ’s paschal mystery, thus bracketing scholastic approaches and ushering in a new era; historical studies began to glean once again the riches of patristic theological practice in both Roman Catholic and Protestant circles.

In 1963 Edward Schillebeeckx published his landmark Christ, the Sacrament of the Encounter with God, which challenged sacramental theology within the Roman Catholic Church beyond the seven sacraments themselves to return to the New Testament and patristic understanding of Christ and Church as sacrament. All this paved the way for the vision and renewal of the Second *Vatican Council.

1.5. Vatican II. Vatican II was convened to renew and update the Roman Catholic Church and prepare it for the dawning new millennium. The Council promulgated no constitution or decree on sacraments as such, but rather a constitution that deals with the liturgy (Sacrosanctum Concilium), clearly continuing the work of the liturgical movement and also signaling a return to patristic sources. Building on the work of the decades immediately preceding the Council, there is a firm ecclesial foundation to what is said about the sacraments in the Council documents. The very first chapter of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium §1) asserts that the light of Christ “shines out visibly from the Church” and that the “Church, in Christ, is in the nature of sacrament—a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with God and of unity among all [humanity].”

Chapter three of Sacrosanctum Concilium is titled “The Other Sacraments and the Sacramentals” and begins with a number of paragraphs reiterating the sacramental consensus to that time: “The purpose of the sacraments is to sanctify men [sic], to build up the Body of Christ, and, finally, to give worship to God” (§59). Sacraments instruct; presuppose, strengthen, and nourish faith; and confer grace (§59). All aspects of life are sanctified by the sacraments (a point developed by Aquinas in that sacraments parallel in the divine order what takes place in the human order) and this flows from the baptized person’s participation in the paschal mystery (§61). The Council acknowledged that features have crept into the sacramental rites, which need updating (§62). The overriding import of Sacrosanctum Concilium has been to renew the liturgical rites so that the faithful can come to full, conscious and active participation (§14). The major thrust of Vatican II on sacraments, therefore, was toward ritual renewal. Most of the mainline Protestant churches have studied well the Vatican II documents and have undertaken their own extensive revision of their rites.



2. Contemporary Issues.

 

Vatican II’s call for renewal spawned unprecedented ecumenical dialogues. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, the 1982 World Council of Churches’ Faith and Order Paper No. 111, witnesses to remarkable agreement among major Christian traditions. Some issues, however, continue to be open to discussion and remain unresolved by ecumenical consensus. Examples of such issues include modes of Christ’s saving presence; how sacraments effect what they signify; ex opere operato; the efficacy of the word; the relationship of sign and word; whether there are two, seven or more sacraments; validity; how and if Jesus Christ and the church are sacraments; and the ministers of sacraments. Individual sacraments raise yet other and myriad issues.

Already beginning with the Reformers in the sixteenth century, sacramental theology had entered into serious dialogue with other disciplines, and this is even more evident today. The language sciences (particularly with respect to sign and symbol), ritual studies, *anthropology, *liberation theology, pastoral theology, psychology, and cultural and human sciences have all contributed to renewed thinking about sacraments and sacramentality. Sacramental theology today tends not to begin with theory but with praxis and a sense of cosmology, history and humanity.

J. A. Zimmerman



3. Further Observations.

 

The question of sacramentality, as identified in J. A. Zimmerman’s sections above, is the question of presence. All Christian communities have identified the work of Christ as one that has—and in some way continues to—manifest the presence of God in the world. The models of this presence have varied across time, geography and theology. This essay hopes to supplement Zimmerman’s work, revisioning some of her material and adding to her contribution.

3.1. History of Presence. Part of the challenge of defining God’s presence in the world is that cultural understandings of what is meant by either “real” or “presence” changes over time, not to mention between cultures. To understand the shifts that have taken place, I propose four general epochs of Christian sacramental thought: Platonic, transformative, transportative and communication.

3.1.1. Platonic. The Platonic paradigm was one used by the subapostolic church, particularly the apologists. A Platonic worldview invites one to see the world as a two-tiered universe. The real world of forms exists in the upper realms of heaven. “Real” is determined by the quality of permanence and changeless-ness. Over time the physical world of matter changes, while the eternal forms remain steadfast (or at stasis), and so the world of forms was understood to be spiritual, not physical. This led to the Christian embrace of an immutable God, one who does not change. The physical world is merely an image—an imperfect reflection—of the world of forms.

What is important about the Platonic paradigm is that everything on earth is simply a referent to what is truly real in heaven. Therefore the “real presence” of anything is dependent upon its ability to present an eternal reality in an earthly context. A sacrament, then, is different from an ordinary substance in that its eternal referent is divine. Whereas the earthly matter of bread may refer to the eternal form of bread in heaven, the consecrated bread of the Eucharist refers to the form of the eternal Christ, the Word made flesh. The result is the presence of God and its spiritual benefits. As Augustine preached, “these realities are called sacraments because in them one thing is seen while another is grasped. What is seen is a mere physical likeness; what is grasped bears spiritual fruit” (Sermon 272, PL 38:1246-48).

The Platonic worldview was the first model of sacramentality embraced by the church—one that has persisted in some form or another throughout its history. As R. Duffy demonstrated, the demise of education after the fall of Rome led to what he describes as the “loss of symbolic competence.”

3.1.2. Transformative. The first evidence of the dissolution of a symbolic worldview is the dispute over eucharistic presence in the ninth century between the monk Ratramnus and his Abbot Paschasius. Here we see Abbot Paschasius promoting a literal, carnal understanding of the presence of Christ in the Eucharist, while his monk fought to retain the Platonic understanding of sacramental presence.

The next evidence of this shift was the Synod of Rome (1059-1079). Here the thought of Berengar(ious) came under scrutiny. Berengar was concerned by the growing literalism surrounding the sacraments. He promoted the more Platonic theology of Ratramnus. Berengar was forced to sign statements in 1059 and again in 1079 that he believed that Jesus of Nazareth was present in the eucharistic elements, not only sacramentality but also truly or physically. The physical body of the earthly Jesus was now understood to be present within the bread and cup of the eucharistic species. This synod serves as the mile marker for transformative sacramental thought.

The philosophical model that undergirded the transformative model was Aristotelian. Whereas a Platonic paradigm understood physical matter to be transient representations of eternal forms that resided in heaven, Aristotelian thought divided physical reality into inner and outer realities. The outer, transient reality known as “accident” was experienced by our senses, while the inner, eternal reality was the reality that gave the object its existence and its meaning. This was known as “substance.” A piece of bread, for example, could have the accident—or external characteristics—of pita, rye, whole wheat, pumpernickel and so on; yet all bread has the substance of bread. This is the reality that defines the essence of the object as bread and makes it recognizable to us as bread.

Thomas Aquinas, for example, understood that a transformation took place in the consecration of a sacrament. However, he did not believe that the accident of the water, wine, oil or bread changed. In consecrating a sacrament, the substance of the sacramental species was transformed into the substance of Christ, or “trans-substantiation.” Yet most people in the pew, Protestant and Catholic, hear “transubstantiation” and think “trans-accidentiation”!

The Reformation did not eliminate this model from Protestant thought. Luther, for example, maintained sacramental transformation through consecration, but found transubstantiation an illogical explanation for the transformation. Luther suggested that instead of a substance being replaced, a second substance (that of Christ) was added to the already existing substance. Luther’s theology is often referred to as consubstantiation, which in the end differs little from transubstantiation in its effects. Presence is still spatial, if not physical, and is the result of a transformation of the inner reality of the sacrament.

The Synod of Rome had left the Reformers with two options, either Christ was locally present in the sacrament or Christ was not present. The latter was the option exercised by Ulrich Zwingli. For Zwingli, “Do this in remembrance of me” implied Christ was not present anywhere but in the hearts and memories of the faithful. Truly this was the beginning of the reformation of the sacraments, as for the first time an argument for the absence of God’s presence in the sacraments was widely accepted within an ecclesial tradition.

3.1.3. Transportative. John Calvin attempted to reconcile the impasse between Luther and Zwingli’s theologies using a theology of the Holy Spirit. For Calvin, the presence of Christ is physically and spatially in heaven. It is the Holy Spirit who resides in and among the faithful. Through the invocation of the Holy Spirit, the faithful are ushered into Christ’s heavenly presence. This understanding of the sacraments suggests, in the words of James White, that sacraments are “divine escalators.”

Although Calvin’s systematic approach to sacraments is highly regarded, it never became a dominant understanding even in the Reformed tradition. The Protestant options are best described by the text engraved into Protestant altar tables, either “Holy, Holy, Holy” (physical, spatial presence) or “Do This in Remembrance of Me” (present in our hearts and/ or memories). In the main, a sacramental or symbolic presence was lost.

3.1.4. Communication. As pointed out in Zimmerman’s essay above, a turning point in this conversation was the work of Edward Schillebeeckx and his theology of transignification, in which sacraments are events which occur within a community and are done by the community. Although Schillebeeckx’s thought is rigorous and not uncomplicated, it is possible to boil it down to an analogy. If I were to give my wife flowers as a sign of love, I have given more than flowers. I have given her an expression of my love and commitment to her. The meaning and significance of the flowers have been transformed from signs of God’s beauty to an expression of my love for my wife. It is not the object that has been transformed, but the action that communicates presence for one person to another becomes a transforming act of communication. For this reason marriage and reconciliation can be said to be sacraments in the Catholic tradition even though there is no object being transformed. This also allows Protestants, who limit sacraments to those acts instituted by Christ, to see sacramentality in many other pastoral acts and religious rites. The communication model seeks to go behind the Synod of Rome without returning to a Platonic dualism.

3.2. Cultures of Presence. Not all Christians would maintain that either actions or objects are sacramental. Often these traditions have “ordinances” rather than sacraments—or nothing at all in the case of Quakers. Most Protestants have an implicit sacramentality of the Bible, as the Scriptures are seen as communicating God’s presence. The dominance of preaching in Protestant churches is an indication of this assumption. Recently some have observed that music is playing an increasingly sacramental role in worship, as some people experience a palpable presence of God in the extended singing of some traditions.

3.2.1. Models of Mediation. For others however, God’s presence need not be mediated by anything, not even God’s Word. It is possible for the Holy Spirit to speak directly to an individual, for God’s presence to be immediately accessed. Although these traditions would look very different, both traditional Quaker worship with its emphasis on waiting upon the Spirit and the much more aggressive experience of *Pentecostals and *charismatics and their tradition of being consumed by God’s Spirit both speak of an unmediated sacramentality.

As Christianity expands globally, questions of presence change quickly. For example, one may agree that one mode of God’s presence is through other Christians. However, this is a bit more complicated when one proclaims the gospel in a culture with a strong cult of the dead or *ancestor worship. To what extent is God’s presence manifest through the eternal communion of saints, not just the living church? Likewise, some cultures have concerns about symbolic representation through either *art or *technology. For some Christians, visual representations of Christ or Christians are appropriate means of conveying God’s presence, but for some Native American cultures, images are too dangerously intimate to convey a loving presence, and instead invoke a response of fear. This has an interesting corollary in technologically centered cultures where the proclamation of the Word is done not live but on video screens with no live preacher present. Many have argued that this diminishes the incarnational character of the ministry of the Word, which as Zimmerman pointed out, is the touchstone for sacramentality.

3.2.2. Sacramentality and Trinity. I believe the key to conversations that can unite churches who have long been divided by this issue is to begin with the question of how God is present in the world, rather than specific instances of presence in traditional sacraments or ordinances. This will lead ultimately to questions of the *Trinity and presence. Is God’s presence primarily through Christ or the Spirit? How are Christ and the Spirit understood in relationship to each other and presence? Further, is God present in creation, or is creation so fallen that it is unable to communicate grace directly? Is God’s presence experienced in the arts? In any art or only Christian art? These are among the questions currently being discussed in sacramental theology. It is a time that holds much possibility and promise. May God’s presence be found even in these conversations.

T. E. Johnson

 

See also BAPTISM IN WATER; LORD’S SUPPER.
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SALVATION

 

The Bible presents a tapestry of images and narratives that communicate the breadth and depth of salvation. That breadth and depth becomes more evident through observing the efforts of Christians from other settings who have intentionally sought to understand the meaning of salvation in their context. We write as a North American and an African, but our perspectives on salvation, and thus this article, have been enriched through interaction with Christians from other contexts. The article will explore the topic of salvation through addressing five questions.

1. Who Saves?

2. Saved from What?

3. How Is Salvation Accomplished?

4. Personal or Corporate Salvation?

5. When Is Salvation?


 


1. Who Saves?

 

God is the one who saves. Repeatedly in the Old Testament we read, “I am the LORD your God who brought you out of Egypt,” and in the New Testament it is explicitly stated that salvation is not our doing but a gracious gift from God (Eph 2:8). The Bible does more than state this fundamental truth that God is the one who saves. It also portrays God as a saving God. We see that rescuing, liberating and *healing are central to the character of God. In addition to the central saving work through the cross and resurrection we observe God acting in saving ways in relation to Israel as a whole, to individuals in the Old Testament, and through Jesus as he brings healing and liberation to many he encounters.



2. Saved from What?

 

The Bible portrays God’s saving action as wide and deep. We observe God saving people from many things, including anxiety, slavery, oppression, displacement, injustice, disharmony, hunger, illness, discrimination, guilt, shame, danger, idolatry, death, hopelessness and demonic oppression. In other words, God’s saving activity is directed against that which threatens or seeks to compromise the experience of life in all its fullness. It embraces the manifold spheres of human existence such as the religious, mystical, political, social, economic and societal realms. God demonstrates an interest in what we might call an integral salvation that leaves out no part of our lives.

To observe that “creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay” (Rom 8:21 NRSV) broadens the scope of salvation beyond humans. Therefore to simply state that God saves us from sin can lead to too narrow a concept of salvation. Still, when we answer the question “saved from what?” it is appropriate to focus in on our state of sin which can be described as the broken relation between humans and their Creator. When we look beneath the surface of the things listed above that we are saved from, our exploration eventually gets back to the disruption of relationship described in Genesis 3. At that moment of listening to the lie of the serpent and failing to trust and obey God, Adam and Eve became alienated from themselves, from each other, from God and from creation. The ripple effect of that alienation has spread out through history and all of creation.

African Christian accounts of salvation emphasize the nature of salvation as concerning notions of the human good. Some underline it as a change in the condition of individuals (anthropological), others refer to it as affecting the common good (social), with both highlighting salvation as effecting transformation in human beings in their individual and corporate existence. Others point to changes in and implications for identity and belonging (cultural), to its impact on structures of reality in reflecting a more desirable vision (ontological), or to its nurturing of life in all spheres (vitalistic). In this way it becomes clearer that the nature of salvation is a particularly important question for many societies around the world.

2.1. Personal and Social. To view *sin and salvation from sin as solely personal ignores the reality that human evil essentially takes social forms, and that the principalities and *powers take on a social and structural character. A society is more than just the sum of its members; it is a complex network of interpersonal, cultural and institutional relationships. It is not just individuals who rebel and sin, but institutions and nations. Individuals suffer the effects of social and structural sin. Yet to view sin and salvation from sin as purely social or structural ignores the reality that people bear responsibility for their actions and that individuals commit sins and suffer effects of sin that cannot be addressed simply through repairing corporate or structural realities. Therefore we recognize that sin is both personal and social in nature.

2.2. The Devil, Evil, and Principalities and Powers. In identifying the fundamental problem that salvation addresses as the broken relationships between God and humans, we must take care to recognize that in our fallen state forces of evil are intertwined with our alienation. The previous mention of the serpent is evidence of this reality. Jesus’ confrontation with demons and temptation by the devil, and Pauline writing about principalities and powers (Rom 8:38; 1 Cor 15:24; Eph 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col 1:16; 2:8- 23) and description of sin as an enslaving force (Rom 6:12; 7:14) are other examples that point to our need of salvation from forces of evil.



3. How Is Salvation Accomplished?

 

Sin is the great disorder that has disrupted the work of God, and salvation is the overcoming of the alienation and disruption and the reconstruction and transformation of all realities affected by the powers of evil. Jesus’ entire life, especially his death and resurrection, are at the center of God’s saving work, as he came that all might have life, life in all its fullness (Jn 10:10).

To offer one single explanation of how the incarnation, cross and *resurrection of Christ provide salvation would fail to capture the depth and breadth of meaning communicated through the variety of images used by biblical authors. One reason the biblical authors used multiple images to proclaim the saving significance of his life, death and resurrection is because they sought metaphors that their audience would best understand. So, for instance, the writer to the Hebrews used imagery of priesthood and sacrifice, whereas Paul, writing to a more Gentile audience, utilized metaphors from their world.

To only use the one metaphor or explanation that people in a given context most easily understand would be wrong for two reasons. First, the New Testament metaphors are not simply interchangeable. They are not various ways of communicating the same thing. Rather the biblical writers used multiple images to help communicate the multifaceted nature of God’s saving activity. Second, the biblical evangelists sought to not only connect with but also challenge their audiences. The explanation of how Christ’s life, death and resurrection save that connects best with the felt needs of a particular context may fail to communicate aspects of the gospel message that confront that cultural setting in saving and liberating ways. It is imperative that we seek to use the full range of biblical imagery, and also seek to interact with Christians from other contexts who will add to our understandings of those biblical images. Therefore, this third section will offer a number of explanations and metaphors of how salvation is accomplished through the incarnation, cross and resurrection, while it should be kept in mind that God’s salvific action is also discernible through works of the Holy Spirit in various ways (e.g., the church, sacraments, cosmos).

3.1. Jesus Suffered, in Our Place, the Ultimate Consequences of Our Sin. How did God act to save us? Perhaps the simplest answer is the biblical statement that Jesus died for us; he died for our sins (Rom 5:6; 1 Cor 15:3; 1 Thess 5:10). One way of understanding the meaning of these phrases is to recognize that those who killed Jesus acted out a tragedy in which we all are involved. Jesus proclaimed a message of radical graciousness, acceptance and abundant life that contrasted with a culture of exclusion, oppression and death. Jesus lived out the message he proclaimed. Many, however, resisted and rejected the *kingdom of God as lived and proclaimed by Jesus. In response Jesus spoke words and parables of *judgment. In doing so, however, he did not retract his message of unconditional love or his invitation to all to join him at the table with others sharing food and fellowship. Rather, out of loving concern he warned people of the consequences to themselves, and others, of rejecting God’s graciousness and rooting themselves ever more firmly in a society of tit-for-tat reciprocity, in a religiosity of status seeking and drawing lines of exclusion and, fundamentally, in a paradigm that mistakenly imagined a God of conditional love.

Jesus warned them they would suffer, as well as cause others to suffer, the very real punishments of that religiosity and society and live in fear of the “God” they believed in. The religious and political systems of the day punished and killed Jesus, and Jesus took on himself the judgment that he had warned others about. Jesus had not sinned, but he bore the ultimate consequences of our sin, of our lack of trust and communion in God. The alienation described above leads to death. It is the wages sin pays (Rom 6:23). Jesus’ death was the consequence of an alienation that was not his but ours. His death had a substitutionary character. He suffered in our place to save us from experiencing the ultimate consequence of our sin.

3.1.1. Penal Substitutionary Theory of the Atonement. In contrast to some explanations of the substitutionary nature of Jesus’ death, the previous subsection (3.1) did not portray God as the one demanding or delivering the punishment. Although over the centuries Christians have agreed that the salvation of God comes through Christ’s life, death and resurrection, there have been significant differences about how the cross provided salvation. For more than a thousand years most theologians rejected the notion of the cross being a payment to appease God and instead saw it as a victory over the devil. For the last thousand years many affirmed the opposite, that Jesus’ death was a penalty that had to be paid to satisfy God. Anselm (1033- 1109) was a key figure in this shift. In his medieval era if a vassal did not fulfill his oath or if he offended his lord, he had to offer something to satisfy the debt to the lord’s honor. It would be unbefitting for a lord to not demand this. Anselm explained that God was like a medieval lord and Jesus offered the satisfaction that humans owed but could not give God.

In later centuries this explanation was stripped of its medieval garb and situated in a courtroom. Rather than an offense against God’s honor the problem became juridical. Theologians stated that for God to be a just God he must demand that justice be satisfied. They saw Jesus’ death on the cross as paying the penalty that was required before there could be *atonement, or restoration of the relationship with humans. This explanation is called the penal satisfaction or penal substitutionary theory of the atonement. Many theologians view it as the one correct explanation, and view all the biblical images of atonement through this lens. Others consider it as one of a number of biblical images of atonement. A third group questions whether penal satisfaction is in fact biblical. (For more information on these positions see the writings on atonement in the bibliography.)

3.1.2. Traditional Atonement Theories and Contextual Images of Atonement. While there are similar ways in which Christ’s life, death and resurrection is meaningful for people in differing contexts, there are certainly distinctive ways in which the saving work of God through Christ is anticipated, experienced and articulated by people within these same settings. There are numerous images of Christ emerging from various contextual settings that offer a rich cultural resource for understanding the saving activity of God through Christ’s life, death and resurrection. These include such models of Christ as life-giver, traditional healer, mediator, ancestor, elder brother, mother, chief, liberator and master of initiation. In similar fashion, these models are rooted in the history and experience of communities that discern within their relationship to God through Christ the fulfillment of specific human needs as good news for the integrity of their individual and corporate life together. For example, Christ may be embraced as fulfilling the conditions of being a perfect member of community through such rites of passage as his birth, baptism and death, serving as such as a true leader or mediator in community and solidarity with others. All that he is and does contributes to the experience of life in all its fullness for human community and well-being.

Traditional atonement theories seemingly do not always find as meaningful and effective a reception for their distinctive concrete situations in life. The problem is that the images of Christ within these models more often than not reflect an American or European Christ, who provides more of an answer to the deepest questions and longings of Americans or Europeans, than of Africans, Asians or Latin Americans. As a Swedish Christ, for instance, he cannot be embraced by an African in a way that offers Africans no meaningful connection. Greater reception of Christ as Savior is secured through greater cultural equivalency. For example, as Africans increasingly come to know and appreciate Christ as a victorious transformer of past hostilities and divisions, or as an effective and trustworthy prophet or mediator in community life, the possibility of Christ’s saving power will be closer in view.

We must also be sensitive to the need, even in the same setting, to constantly *contextualize the gospel. Contextual images of Christ as Savior are always as dynamic as culture and context itself. For instance, in South Africa, it may have been important to embrace Christ as the great liberator of established evil structures in a previous era, but the current need may demand that they embrace him as the great transformer in a new society. Some settings may require a new appreciation of Christ as liberator rather than mediator. Others may necessitate a new regard for Christ as mediator rather than elder brother.

3.2. God Raised Jesus from the Dead and Triumphed over Death. Jesus suffered the ultimate consequence of sin and alienation—death. But death did not have the final word. The most common explanation of the means of salvation in the early centuries of the church portrayed God defeating death and the forces of evil through the cross and resurrection. Similarly to the substitutionary nature of Jesus’ death, we are united with him in his triumph over sin and death (Rom 5—6). It is true that one expression of God’s wrath, similar to what is described in the previous subsection (3.1), is turning people over to suffer the consequences of their sin (Rom 1:18-32). In this victory, however, we see God’s wrath expressed as an active and holy opposition to sin and death.

As important as the resurrection is, it does not overshadow the significance of his death. In various cultural settings, such as those in Africa, death can be embraced as meaningful and fulfilling important roles in community life. The reality of death may draw attention to the factors and conditions that caused it, whether these be physical or ancestral, since life is for many a causative existence. Death also points to the eternal nature of the human community that transcends spatial and temporal categories, locating an important place for *ancestral roles as well as indicating the continuing life of individuals beyond the grave. Communion is not confined to the living on earth but includes the living-dead as well. Death also affects the entire community as a universal reality and binds up relationships in society. In many cultures death is not relegated to the individualistic and peripheral dimensions, but is rather central to relational and primary affairs within the society.

On these bases, Christ’s death can be celebrated as meaningful and effective in life and death: The cross draws attention to the factors and conditions that brought it about (e.g., community strife, political oppression, spiritual ignorance). It underlines the role Christ fulfills in maintaining the bond with the human community. It became a critical basis for the formation of a new community participating in a process of spiritual wholeness, relational healing, social solidarity and societal transformation. There is no church and no new being without the cross of Christ.

3.3. God Offers Forgiveness. At the cross God experienced the worst that humans could do. Jesus suffered a humiliating and painful death, and God the Father suffered the loss of his son. Yet on the cross Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” (Lk 23:34). When Jesus forgave those who crucified him, he forgave them not just for the specific act of crucifixion but also for the attitudes and behaviors that had led to the cross. Of course God had forgiven before, and Jesus had previously demonstrated a forgiving stance to his disciples and others, but the depth of the offense at the cross means that God’s forgiveness of that offense also penetrates to the very depth of human sin. God has and will forgive the worst we can do. We are freed from the burden of guilt.

God, however, does much more than decree forgiveness and place a human in a different column in a legal ledger in heaven. Forgiveness is a precursor to reconciliation. God responded to the cross with restorative forgiveness bringing people back into right relationship. We observe this concretely when the resurrected Jesus returned to the disciples as a forgiving presence not intent, on scolding or seeking revenge for their betrayal and desertion, but on reaching out in love and restoring relationships. The powerful waves of that forgiveness extend to us today as the living Jesus Christ continues to respond to human betrayal and rejection with forgiveness.

3.4. Jesus Frees Us from Shame. Through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection God liberates not only from guilt but also from *shame. Whereas we feel guilt for an act that transgresses a boundary, we feel shame in relation to others for being inferior and not meeting expectations. We feel guilt for making a mistake, we feel shame for being a mistake. The objective consequences of an act of disobedience are accusation and punishment or retaliation; the objective consequences of failing to meet expectations and being inferior are disapproval, ridicule, rejection and often exclusion. Forgiveness or pardon frees us from guilt. The remedy for shame includes removing disgrace, offering a new identity, restoring honor and overcoming exclusion through reincorporation (see Face).

Societies, distorted by sin and influenced by powers of evil, often shame people inappropriately. In the Gospels we repeatedly observe Jesus liberating people from the shame of being labeled unworthy, unclean or inferior. He embraced and included the excluded; he freed them from shame by honoring them and giving them a new identity. These actions by Jesus threatened the status quo and those who had done the shaming. They sought to stop him through the ultimate act of exclusion—death—and not just any death but the extremely dishonorable and shameful death of public crucifixion.

Jesus’ death on the cross and resurrection adds to the liberating work already seen in his life. First, it adds weight and significance to the new identity he had offered to the shamed. He was so committed to their inclusion he was willing to die rather than accept the norms and practices of those who shamed them. Second, through the resurrection God validates Jesus and thus also his actions of loving acceptance. Third, through Jesus’ death on the cross God has fully identified with humans in our experience of shame and has experienced the shameful exclusion we fear. The cross, however, offers more than a promise of God’s solidarity and God’s knowing what it means to experience shame. The cross exposes false shame and breaks its power to instill fear. On the cross Jesus was inappropriately shamed, and the cross and resurrection exposed the powers and the lies they used to falsely shame Jesus (Col 2:15). Jesus’ death and resurrection invite and enable us to live in freedom from this dehumanizing shame that he disregarded on the cross (Heb 12:2; 1 Pet 2:6).

At the same time, however, there are things for which humans should feel shame. What could be more shameful than crucifying God incarnate? Those who sought to shame Jesus were in fact the ones who behaved most shamefully. Jesus’ disciples and followers also acted shamefully by betraying, denying or abandoning Jesus. Yet God did not respond by shaming them, but by taking actions to heal the shame they felt and to restore relationships. Love banishes shame. Jesus responded with relationship-restoring acts of love and acceptance. In exposing the misplaced shame and lovingly revealing and responding to the true failure of us all, Jesus, the “friend of sinners” (Lk 7:34), removed the stigma and hostility which alienates us from each other and God.

Jesus’ delivering people from shame is particularly meaningful in societies where new sources of stigma such as HIV/AIDS have emerged with full negative force in compromising the experience of life in all its fullness for HIV-positive persons. Other examples include the feelings of shame imposed through societal standards on the aged, the unemployed, the poor, and ethnic or nationalistic identities (see Race, Racism and Ethnicity). The freeing power of saving grace affirms the human dignity of those shamed by new lines of societal exclusion and inclusion.

3.5. Saved by Jesus’ Blood. In one sense to say we are saved by the blood of Jesus is a general statement and another way of communicating we are saved by Jesus’ death. The saying does also, however, have a more specific meaning even though if it is difficult to fully comprehend when one is not from a society that has practiced blood sacrifice. In many traditional religions and societies, however, sacrifice is a common theme and practice. Based on various theories, sacrifices are understood as concerned with such ideals as gift, communion, substitution and reconciliation, but at the heart of all sacrifices lies its fundamental meaning and value: its commitment to life and its efficacy to restore wholeness.

In the Old Testament blood sacrifice had a variety of uses. The Old Testament gives little explanation of the mechanics of sacrifices; it communicates more what the sacrifices accomplished than how they accomplished it. One common use of blood sacrifice in the Old Testament, as well as in other cultures, was in making and sealing a covenant. So Jesus’ blood, shed on the cross, is described as the “blood of the covenant” (Mk 14:24; Heb 10:29). It can be seen as God’s commitment to keep the new covenant established by Jesus Christ (Col 1:20). This meaning is a central aspect of the Lord’s Supper. To drink the cup of wine is to participate in the covenant offered to us through Jesus’ blood (1 Cor 10:16; 11:25). Through his sacrificial death, Christ identified fully with human reality but transformed it through a once-and-for-all covenant that provided the possibility and promise of eternal life, life in all its fullness.

Another common function of blood sacrifice is to cleanse and purify. Jesus’ shed blood is described as having this cleansing action (Heb 1:3; 9:12-14, 22; 10:19-22; 1 Pet 1:2; 1 Jn 1:7). Jesus’ blood wipes away the stain of guilt and shame and thus enables restored relationships.

3.6. Justification Through Jesus’ Faithful Obedience. “Justification by faith” has been a central doctrine for Protestant theology. It interprets Paul as using a courtroom metaphor to communicate that our guilt has been wiped away and we are declared innocent. This was Luther’s experience. His striving did not alleviate guilt or bring him peace with God; peace came when the Spirit led him to understand and experience that divine grace through faith brings *justification and peace with God

Without contesting the authenticity of Luther’s experience, we must ask if we err by reading Paul through the lenses of Luther’s personal experience and a European/North american understanding of justice. In European/North American-based legal systems an impersonal code of laws provides the means for the judge to weigh the case. Crimes have victims, yet in criminal cases the central issue is how the accused measures up against the legal code. Restitution to and reconciliation with the victim are not the focus. With this understanding of justice we quite naturally think that for God to justify an individual is to pronounce him or her “not guilty”—that is, to view the person as if he or she had met the standard of the justice.

In contrast, the Hebraic concept of justice seen in the Old Testament has a relational foundation. The basis of judgment is how faithful one is to agreements, obligations or covenants with other people and with God. To act justly is to be faithful to the people one is committed to by agreement or covenant. The relationship, not an impersonal law, is central. Old Testament law is relational in the sense that God gave it within a covenant relationship as an expression of God’s intention for life and relationships within Israel. Therefore, a person would be seen as just by God if he or she lived in a way that demonstrated faithfulness to Israel’s covenant with God.

As Paul makes clear, we have all sinned or failed to be just in our relationships with God and others (Rom 3:23). Jesus, however, was obedient, faithful and just at every point and in every way that we have failed—faithful even to the point of death. Paul proclaims that we are justified not by our actions but by God’s grace through the faithful actions of Jesus (Rom 3:24-26; Gal 2:16). Therefore, in contrast to our failing to be just, God proves to be just by being faithful to God’s covenant commitment to bless and save Israel, and through them save others.

Both Romans and Galatians address the issue of salvation within a broader discussion of the relationship between Gentile Christians and Jewish Christians. In Galatians Paul specifically addresses questions about the role of Jewish laws and traditions in defining one’s inclusion within the people of God. In this broader context of Galatians and Romans, and through the lens of a Hebraic relational understanding of justice, it is clear that to be justified is not simply to be declared innocent of having broken laws and thus to be placed in proper relationship with standards recorded in an impersonal code. Rather, to be justified is to be placed in proper relationship to God—to be made a full participant in the community of God’s people. (Justification is only one of the metaphors that Paul uses to describe this act of inclusion by grace; for example, he uses adoption in Gal 4:5 and Rom 8:15.)

Understood from the relational Hebraic perspective the verb “to justify” includes a sense of making straight or straightening out or restoring relationships that have been twisted or broken. In the Old Testament God provided a system of sacrifices to restore and straighten relations between God and the people of God. In Galatians Paul affirms that he, Peter and the other Jewish Christians agree that this straightening out of relationship comes through Jesus. Therefore, as a metaphor of salvation, to say that someone is justified communicates a sense of inclusion within the community of faith and a straightening or rectifying of relations with God and others in the community of faith.

To argue that Paul interpreted words related to “justification” from a Hebraic perspective does not mean that the classical Protestant understanding of justification as addressing a person’s burden of guilt is wrong; rather it points to it being too limited. A clear example of justification dealing with guilt, but not only guilt, is found in Leviticus 6. Clear directions are given on using an offering to deal with the guilt, one feels for stealing something from a neighbor. The offender was instructed, however, not just to go to the priest and make an offering but also to make acts of restitution to the neighbor with the aim of restoring the relationship. A more Hebraic perspective of justification adds breadth, depth and actuality to our understanding of justification.

Various cultures and contexts attest to this understanding of justification that places a high premium on relational and communal integrity of life: the overcoming of past hostilities and divisions, the humanization of the rejected and forgotten, the inclusion of the excluded and marginalized, and the participation of the most vulnerable in maintaining life in all its fullness. These aspects make up the lived dynamics of God’s gracious gift of justification in life today.

Returning to the issue of penal satisfaction, we can affirm that Paul does use a legal metaphor for atonement, but not necessarily one that pictures God demanding punishment as a condition for salvation. A key question to ask is what courtroom we imagine as we read in Romans 3 that through Christ Jesus’ sacrifice of atonement God proves to be just. Those who read this through the lens of a European/ North American courtroom understand Paul to be saying that God has met the standard of justice by demanding punishment. Through the lens of a Hebraic “courtroom” we understand Paul to be saying that God is considered just because God was being faithful to a covenant, to the divine promise to provide salvation.

3.7. The Cross Stops the Cycle of Violence. Humans have often sought to increase their status and security through violence, oppression and labeling others as inferior. This has led to whirling cycles of violence and tit-for-tat actions. Jesus challenged this way of life, and his refusal to spin along in the same direction as others created tension and hostility. This came to a head at the cross when alienated people caught up by the principalities and powers attempted to put a stop to Jesus once and for all through bribery, falsehood, humiliation and a violent and shameful death. Jesus did not react violently against those forces, but instead acted like a rock in a river that absorbs the energy of the whirlpool and stops it. In a definitive way the cross broke the cycle of increasing alienation and violence because it absorbed the worst act of violence in the world—the killing of God incarnate.

God did not respond to this by lashing out with a vengeful counter blow, but with forgiving love, thus responding to the root causes of a violent society. The ultimate act of hatred was answered with the ultimate act of forgiving love as a commitment to the principle of life in all its fullness. Jesus’ life and his death on the cross broke the cycle and extend the liberating, healing and humanizing love of God in a way that made newness of life and transformation of all reality a real possibility and a promise for all creation. Christians know that whirlpools of sin are not ultimately the most powerful force and that, enabled by the Spirit of Jesus, they can resist their drag and stand together as a rock that stops these whirlpools.

3.8. The Cross Disarms the Principalities and Powers. Using principality and power terminology (Rom 8:38; 1 Cor 15:24; Eph 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col 1:16), Paul writes of Jesus: “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross” (Col 2:15 TNIV). The earthly leaders and institutions, as well as the spiritual powers that used them, certainly thought they had won the day when Jesus breathed his last breath. Yet they had not conquered Jesus. Not only had Jesus broken the cycle of violence, but also, until his last breath, he refused to cower, to be shamed and give in to their pressures to live life according to their values and priorities. The cross opens up the possibility that one does not have to obey the powers. The resurrection was not only a defeat of the powers in the sense that Jesus came back to life, but also a validation for Jesus’ way of living. Thus the powers are exposed both as failures and liars. Their way is not the way of God, and they can be resisted. Ironic as it may seem, the New Testament proclaims that in the weakness of the cross the power of God is revealed (1 Cor 1:18- 25; 2:6-8). The cross reveals other powers to be pseudo-powers.

Today powers and forces of evil that oppose the experience of life in all its fullness continue to act. They range from demons and evil spirits through mammon and enslaving religiosity to institutions used by the powers, from economically oppressive to culturally repressive principalities. They act as if humans have no choice but to follow and obey, but their claim is a false one. Jesus has triumphed over the powers. The lie of the powers has been exposed by the cross. Therefore, humans can be freed from their influence when they come to recognize and to treat the powers as the mere “things” they are.

3.9. The Cross Judges. Some mistakenly view judgment as the opposite of salvation, and view God’s punishment as only retributive and not corrective. That is, however, too narrow a view of judgment because judgment is essentially speaking the truth about and rectifying a situation. For those who are being oppressed, judgment is good news. Judgment shines a light on and exposes the unjust actions of their oppressors with the aim of changing the unjust situation. The cross acts as perhaps the brightest light of judgment. It makes starkly clear the error of the ways of the powers who killed Jesus. As we have seen, they are exposed, and a rectification which began at the cross and resurrection will be consummated when Christ returns.

The cross also, however, speaks truth about us and shines a bright light on our sinful ways. In Jesus the powers and people of his day crucified God incarnate, crucified a fellow human, not just any human but one who lived authentically as the human we were created to be. We too have turned our back on and rejected God. We too have hurt and lashed out at our fellow humans, and we too have hid, covered up and hence rejected the human God created us to be. Thus we are all crucifiers as individuals and as communities, through our cultures and structures of life together. As crucifiers we stand exposed by the judging light of the cross. The cross of Christ confronts communities in their respective settings with the nature of their leaders, institutions and customs. To the extent that leaders in societies do not reflect the quality of salvific leadership, judgment is laid at their feet. The same can be said about their cultural practices and worldviews, or about their local economic structures of life together.

How can this judgment be saving good news? Having a wrong exposed is painful, but it is also a step toward living in an alternative way. Even so, this judgment would be condemnation if not for the fact that the cross is not just an instrument of judgment but also a place of forgiveness. Our repentance and salvation are rooted in experiencing both.

3.10. The Cross Reveals. Jesus’ life and death on the cross reveal to us what it means to live as authentic human beings created in the image of God. The scandal of God-incarnate hanging on the cross in weakness, nakedness and humiliation is a moment of salvation for us. It invites us to be the finite and limited humans God created us to be. It invites us to recognize, embrace and truthfully represent ourselves in all our fleshly physicality, our emotional complexity and our frightened vulnerability.

The resurrection vindicates and affirms the life Jesus led. In a sense through the resurrection God says to us, “this is the life to imitate.” It is an invitation to live in freedom from the voices and powers that tell us we must mask our true humanity. God does not promise that if we will live as the true human we were created to be we will not suffer; quite the contrary, Christian existence as authentic loving humans in the midst of evil invites reviling, suffering. But the resurrection is a promise that in an ultimate sense Jesus has died for us, in our place, so that we are no longer enslaved to masking and hiding our humanity as a way to protect ourselves. We can freely live as authentic humans without fear. Life, not death, has the final word.

The cross also underscores what Jesus’ life reveals: to be authentically human is to be for others. Rather than a self-oriented lifestyle of grasping, lording it over others and resolving conflicts through force, Jesus models a lifestyle of sharing, service and nonviolence. Jesus reveals not only true humanity, but also is the fullest self-revelation we have of God. Jesus clearly reveals God’s loving commitment to save. Jesus healed, liberated, confronted oppressing powers and communicated love and acceptance to those experiencing rejection and marginalization. He was so committed to these saving actions that he did not waver from them even when they led to his death. God’s love for us was so great that Jesus was willing to die, and God the Father was willing to let his Son die, to provide salvation. The cross reveals to us a God who is unrelentingly for us (Rom 8:31-39). This revelation saves us from living with mistaken concepts of an accusing vindictive God that we must appease (Jn 3:16-17).

This section has sought to point to the meaning of the death and resurrection of Jesus. It has not, however, exhausted it. We could add other metaphors and explanations of the saving significance of Christ’s life, death and resurrection, and we could delve deeper into the meanings of the ones listed above. The cross and resurrection exceed our attempts to explain them.



4. Personal or Corporate Salvation?

 

The Bible presents examples of corporate salvation, the prime example being God liberating Israel from slavery and oppression in Egypt. Therefore we should not dismiss those who, because of contextual, cultural or theological influences, talk of salvation in corporate terms. Yet it would be an error to conceive of salvation only in corporate terms. The Bible teaches and displays personal experiences of salvation. So, even when using a metaphor like justification, which, as described above, has a corporate dimension and contains a strong emphasis on God’s gracious action, Paul states the centrality of personal belief or faith. Jesus’ faithful obedience does not automatically cause all to be included in the people of God; each person must believe or trust in Jesus’ faithful obedience as being what brings him or her into God’s family (Rom 10:9-10; Gal 2:16).

Belief is much more than giving mental assent to the fact that Jesus’ life, death and resurrection provides salvation. Repentance is integral to belief in God. The invitation to repent is central in Jesus’ and the apostles’ preaching (Mk 1:14-15; Acts 2:38; 11:18; 20:21). Individuals appropriate salvation through this turning around, or conversion. Repentance is a response to God’s loving initiative. Zacchaeus provides an example. He experienced Jesus’ loving acceptance and he reoriented his life (Lk 19:1-10). God’s loving initiative can take other forms. In the case of Paul for instance, Jesus, motivated by love, spoke words of confrontation which also led to repentance (Acts 9:1-22). To trust in God and to confess Jesus is Lord (Rom 10:9) is to turn away from putting our trust in other “lords” and idols. It is to trust in the saving work of the cross and also to entrust one’s life to God and become an ally in God’s cause on earth.

To emphasize personal repentance and *conversion is appropriate and necessary. In reality, however, salvation always has a corporate dimension and therefore we must guard against truncating the biblical concept of salvation by overly individualizing discourse about salvation. To be reconciled with God is also to be brought into fellowship with others in the family of God. Just as alienation from God brought alienation into human’s relationships with others and creation, so also, to have one’s alienation with God healed brings healing into one’s relationships with others and creation. Reconciliation with others is not just a byproduct of salvation but is integral to salvation. Part of being fully human, living as the humans God created us to be, is to be in authentic relations with others.



5. When Is Salvation?

 

How might one respond to the question, When were you saved? Many, appropriately, would respond by stating the time of their conversion. One could, however, just as appropriately say, “I was saved two thousand years ago,” or “I am being saved,” and in a certain sense we can say, “I look forward to being saved.” Salvation has a past, present and future dimension.

5.1. Past. Salvation is a past event in the sense that all Christians look back to a time, even if not a specific moment, of encountering God’s love, repenting and being reconciled to God. It is also, however, a past event in the sense that God acted to save us before we believed and appropriated that salvation (Rom 8:24; Eph 2:5, 8). To state we were saved two thousand years ago through the cross and empty tomb not only emphasizes that the foundational and central act of our salvation is God’s, not ours; it also highlights that salvation is bigger than our personal appropriation of it. Something occurred through the cross and resurrection that fundamentally changed the world and its history.

5.2. Present. Salvation is present because people are encountering Jesus and experiencing God’s salvation for the first time, in the present, and because those who repented in the past continue, today, to experience the reality of that past reconciliation. Salvation, however, is also present because it is ongoing. We are “being saved” (1 Cor 1:18; 15:2). One’s initial experience of salvation is not the totality of salvation but the beginning. Our healing and transformation continue and our freedom grows. The ongoing sense of our salvation is not, however, just about what we receive. We are not only saved from but also saved for. We are saved from sin and forces of alienation and death. We are also saved for a new life of restored relationships and service in God’s mission in the world with others from the family of God. Jesus not only models the life we are saved for but also enables it. Through the cross and resurrection Jesus provides not just a means of reconciliation and freedom from powers of evil, but also the possibility of receiving the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit.

Earlier, in response to the question of what we are saved from, we focused in on our broken relationship with God. Now may be a moment to open up the lens to a wider angle and observe the fruits in the present of a restored relationship with God and freedom from the powers of evil that oppose life in all its fullness. Salvation is not limited to the spiritual or the future but touches every area of our lives: social, economic, physical, emotional and so on. We experience this integral salvation through the ripples flowing out from our restored relationship with a loving God that penetrate every aspect of our individual lives. Also, however, we have been saved into the family of God, and God uses others in the family to contribute to our ongoing experience of integral salvation.

Pauline exhortations capture, in specific ways, what the previous two paragraphs point to. Through the work of Christ and the transforming power of the Spirit churches have the possibility of being communities of people saved from envy, fornication, strife, enmities, greed, dishonesty, vengeance seeking, repaying evil with evil, practicing racial discrimination and other evils. And we are saved for compassion, humility, patience, gentleness, self-control, peacemaking, helping the needy, bearing each other’s burdens and so on (Rom 12; Gal 5:13—6:10; Col 3:5-15). To be rescued from a context characterized by the first list and placed in a setting characterized by the second is part of our salvation. We are being healed and liberated through experiencing the loving actions of a group that, even if less than perfectly, is living out what is described here. As members of God’s family, however, we are not just recipients. We are saved for saving. Each member is an instrument of salvation in the lives of others. Participating in God’s saving activity contributes to the realization of life in all its fullness for all people, for all creation and for all spheres of life. In word and deed the body of Christ is called to share the gospel of God’s salvation with those who are not yet reconciled and part of the family of God.

Salvation, however, is not complete. In our own lives and in the world around us we continue to see the effects of sin and powers of evil—exposed yet still active. In relation to this reality, an aspect of salvation we experience in the present is the hope of a future time when the work that began in the incarnation, cross and resurrection will be completed.

5.3. Future. We “have been saved” (Eph 2:8); we “are being saved” (1 Cor 15:2); and surely “will we be saved” (Rom 5:10). We hope and await a full and total salvation—“new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at home” (2 Pet 3:13); death will be no more, crying and pain will cease, and we will eternally be with our God (Rev 21—22).

The past, present and future aspects of salvation come together at the Communion table. Jesus often used table fellowship, both through actual meals and parables about meals, as a way of displaying God’s radically inclusive love. Our eating the Lord’s Supper together celebrates the past liberating act of the cross and resurrection as well as releasing the powerful current of God’s love and acceptance today. The embrace and joy shared by members of the body of Christ joined around the Table continues in an ongoing way in the life of the body. Our Communion meal today also is a foretaste of a feast to come when our salvation will be complete (Rev 19:9) and life will be experienced as it was meant to be.

See also ATONEMENT; CHRISTOLOGY; DEIFICATION /THEOSIS; HEALING AND DELIVERANCE; JUSTIFICATION; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; RESURRECTION; SHAME.
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SANCTIFICATION

 

The Christian doctrine of sanctification grows out of the revelation of a God who is holy.

1. Holiness

2. Justification and Sanctification

3. Sanctification and Virtue Ethics


 


1. Holiness.

 

In the Old Testament God is often addressed as the Holy One (Is 10:17; Hos 11:9; Hab 1:12; 3:3), or the Holy One of Israel (2 Kings 19:22; Ps 71:22). God’s name, which stands for everything that he is, is holy (Lev 20:3; 22:2). Rudolf Otto describes divine holiness as mysterium tremendum et fascinans. It is both fearful and captivating, both transcendent and immanent. The God who is wholly Other, separate from what is not-God, yet seeks out fellowship with humanity. Beyond this phenomenological description, the Christian doctrine of God speaks of God’s special initiative in choosing a person to be the means of realizing his eternal purpose of bringing all people into communion with himself. Holiness is the “common ground” on which communion between God and his people is actualized. This is encapsulated in the oft-repeated phrase: “Be holy for I am holy” (Lev 19:2; 20:7; cf. 1 Pet 1:14-16).

Holiness is often seen as something “contagious,” that is, humans and things become holy from contact with the holy God. For example, vessels associated with the ark of the covenant are described as holy (1 Kings 8:4; 1 Chron 22:19). Persons consecrated for service to God, such as priests and Levites, are considered holy. This idea is perhaps most fully elaborated in the Nazirite (nāzîr, “holy one”), whose holiness is marked by certain objective signs and purification rituals (Num 6:1-21). This objective aspect of holiness can be found in the New Testament in such passages as Hebrews 10:10 and 1 Peter 1:2, where sanctification as an accomplished fact is tied to the sacrifice of Christ.

Holiness as objectively accomplished provides the foundation for an ethical or subjective concept of holiness. The person who is consecrated or set apart to serve the holy God is also expected to be holy, as seen, for example, in Psalms 24:3-4: “Who shall ascend the hill of the LORD? . . . Those who have clean hands and pure hearts, who do not lift up their souls to what is false and do not swear deceitfully” (NRSV). The ethical demands of holiness are most fully developed by the prophets to such an extent that it is sometimes set in opposition to ceremonial or cultic holiness (Is 1:11-17; Mic 6:6-8).



2. Justification and Sanctification.

 

*Medieval theology, while making a distinction between the forgiveness of sins in *justification and the infusion of grace in sanctification, nevertheless sees the two as closely related. The relation could be summed up by Thomas Aquinas as follows: The infusion of grace is the first requirement for justification; the other requirements are “a movement of free choice directed towards God by faith; a movement of free choice directed towards sin; and the forgiveness of sins” (Summa theologiae 1a/2ae, Q.113, a.6; cf. a.8). The infusion of grace is an instantaneous act and could be called in Protestant parlance instantaneous sanctification (Summa theologiae 1a/2ae, Q.113, a.7 r.4). Grace is conceived of as a power at work in the soul to give the person freedom to choose God and against sin, and this is the ground of justification (Summa theologiae Q.113, a.8).

Protestantism, however, has tended to separate sharply justification and sanctification. This is due to the fear that if justification and sanctification were too closely identified, it would lead to a doctrine of justification by works. In classical Protestantism justification is God’s forensic act of declaring the sinner righteous on the basis of Christ’s righteousness, apart from any righteousness in the believer. The believer is justified by faith alone. The result has been the creation of tension between these two aspects of the *ordo salutis, which became apparent in the subsequent history of Protestantism. In Lutheranism it led to the conflict between Lutheran scholasticism, which upheld the traditional Lutheran formularies on justification, and *Pietism, which put greater emphasis on living the sanctified life. Similarly, in England tension arose between the Antinomians and the Puritans. The former were seeking to preserve the teachings of the sixteenth-century Reformers, especially the teaching of Calvin on justification, while the latter were seeking for a more “experiential” religion, in which, among other things, conversion was believed to be evidenced by certain signs of grace. What we see in both Pietism and Puritanism is basically an attempt to relink justification and sanctification, and in so doing they found themselves returning to the medieval doctrine of grace as the divine infusion of power to enable the soul to do good works. While the forensic character of justification is still affirmed, the doctrine of grace as an infused habit became more prominent practically. Grace is understood more in substantial than in relational terms. For the Puritans grace is also seen as working mediately through nature leading to the development of an ascetically oriented piety, whereas for the Antinomians grace works immediately, as a direct witness of the Spirit in the heart to bring assurance of justification. The latter appeal to Calvin’s doctrine of the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit (testimonium internum spiritus sancti).

The emphasis of the Pietists and Puritans finds its fullest expression in the subsequent century in John Wesley’s teaching on Christian perfection or entire sanctification. Christian perfection is “loving God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength. This implies that no wrong temper, none contrary to love, remains in the soul; and that all the thoughts, words, and actions are governed by pure love” (Wesley, 42). The key phrase is “governed by pure love.” Christian perfection does not free one from “mistakes,” which are conditioned by one’s background and education, but from sins understood as thoughts, words and actions that are motivated by anything less than pure love. It was this distinction which partly explains Wesley’s openness to learn even from those who held views different from his own (since these differences could be a result of “mistakes”) (see Wesleyanism, Wesleyan Theology).



3. Sanctification and Virtue Ethics.

 

Contemporary ethics focusing on virtue, and virtue formation has a significant bearing on one aspect of the doctrine of sanctification, namely, the outworking of the sanctified life. In Paul, it is the indwelling Holy Spirit who actualizes the new creation in Christ (Rom 8:2). The fact the Christians are raised with Christ to a new life calls for a new way of living; that is to say, the fact of sanctification should lead to living a sanctified life in a new community (Col 3:1-11). This new community is marked by specific virtues called the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22) in contradistinction to “the works of the flesh,” which are the marks of the fallen world.

The sanctified life as a life of virtues has much in common with virtues in other faith communities and nonreligious communities. What distinguishes Christian virtues from those of other communities is the Christian story, which provides the basic motive for these virtues and gives them their distinct Christian configuration. Thus for Christians *love is the cardinal and defining virtue because the ultimate reality is the triune God who is eternally Persons-in-loving-communion, whereas for *Buddhists, whose vision is dominated by a suffering world, the chief virtue is compassion. Similarly, in the Confucian vision of an ordered society, the overriding virtue is filial piety, which forms the basis for all other human relationships (see Chinese Religions). In short, while there are points of convergence between different ethical communities, the different ways in which virtues are ordered makes it highly questionable to speak of a general morality. The Christian saint is different from the Confucian gentleman at critical points, even while sharing certain moral qualities. For example, Jesus’ call to would-be followers to forsake and even hate parents for the sake of the *kingdom of God would be perceived as a highly unfilial act from the viewpoint of Confucian ethics. Christian sanctity in itself requires the relativizing of filial piety. As a result, Christian converts are often accused of being unfilial on account of being Christians. This is one of the greatest challenges of sanctification as a Christian practice in a Confucian society.

See also JUSTIFICATION; ORDO SALUTIS; PNEUMATOLOGY; SPIRITUALITY.
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SATAN

 

Satan is a biblical figure of mythical proportions. Aside from being blamed for the Fall of humankind, attempts to solve the perennial question of *theodicy often blame Satan for evil and suffering. In Western Christianity, many Christians understand the presence of evil, and the existence of demons and demonic forces, in metaphorical or structural terms rather than as a substantial, present reality. By contrast, *Pentecostal and *charismatic Christians, as well as the majority of Christians in the Two-Thirds World understand and experience evil, the devil and the demonic to be literal biblical truths and a reality to be contended with every day.

1. Views of Satan During the Biblical Epochs

2. Views of Satan Throughout History

3. Satan and Evil in Culture

4. Satan and Theodicy


 


1.Views of Satan During the Biblical Epochs.

 

1.1. Satan in the Old Testament. Satan, which means “accuser” or “adversary,” appears infrequently in the Old Testament—though many equate the first appearance of Satan with the serpent in the garden. The most noted passages with Satan are Zechariah 3:1-2 and the first two chapters of Job, where the “Satan” is a celestial figure. Additionally, the term Satan as a “generic” adversary is found in Numbers, Samuel, Kings, Chronicles and Psalms. In Job and Zechariah, Satan is in no way a contender for God’s sovereign rule. Satan plays the role of an accuser who, within the context of Old Testament, is consistent with a strict monotheism, wherein everyone and everything in creation obeys God. This more modest role of Satan is reflected in Islamic thought as well.

1.2. Satan in Intertestamental History and Literature. During the intertestamental period, the Jewish people underwent a great deal of distress and destruction. Seeking to renew the legacy of Alexander the Great, Antiochus Epiphanes sought to spread the message of the greatness of humans and the human as master of his or her destiny. The Jews, rejecting this message and holding to monotheistic faith, were subjected to the wrath of Antiochus Epiphanes (167 BC), who sought to eradicate their faith. Specifically, he desecrated the temple, slaughtering pigs there and rededicating it to Zeus. Additionally, he murdered priests, fathers and newborn sons involved in the practice of circumcision, and forced mothers to carry their dead sons. The Jews, in response to this suffering, refused to attribute it to God. It is plausibly argued that these events served as a catalyst for Jews to more fully develop their view of Satan, and that they borrowed from other sources (e.g., Zoroastrianism) as they did so.

Three groups emerged in response to this situation: The Sadducees practiced assimilation, adopting Greek practices in order to survive. The Pharisees fought and suffered to uphold their Jewish faith. The Essenes fled to the barren depths of the Dead Sea region, perceiving the world to have been taken over by evil forces. As the Sadducees assimilated and were given power by the ruling government, intragroup conflict arose among the Jews who felt betrayed by their own. Hence, one finds in this period not only the attribution of evil to Satan, but, as Elaine Pagels notes, an understanding of Satan as an “intimate enemy,” who was once a trusted member of God’s court and then betrayed that intimate relationship—reflecting the Jew’s feeling of betrayal by their own people. Books such as Enoch and Jubilees, characterized as apocalyptic literature, spoke of war in heaven and the fall of Satan. It is possible that while some schools of Jewish thought assumed that the fall of Satan had just taken place during the present persecution, others argued that Satan fell before time began, accounting for previous suffering—hence the association of the serpent in Genesis to Satan. However, the overarching emphasis of such literature and schools of thought was not when Satan fell but that Satan—not God—was the ultimate author of suffering, tragedy and evil in the world. Hence the suffering of the Jews led to a distinct transition from the views of Satan found in the Old Testament, and shaped and informed views of Satan found in the New Testament.

1.3. Satan in the New Testament. In contrast to the Old Testament, where Satan is part of the heavenly court, the New Testament suggests a view that the whole world has come under the control and power of the evil one (2 Cor 4:4; Eph 6:10-12; 1 Jn 5:19). Additionally, sickness, hunger, famine and death could all be attributed to Satan (Lk 13:16; Rom 8:35; 2 Cor 12:7; Heb 2:14). Jesus, as the Son of God, breaks in to the cosmos to contend with the “Prince of the air,” Satan. Jesus further confronts and overcomes all of the evil attributed to Satan: healing the sick, raising the dead (Lazarus), providing food for the hungry; and overcoming death itself through his resurrection.

In keeping with the view of Satan’s dominion over the earth, the New Testament, particularly the Synoptic Gospels, portrays a great deal of demonic activity. This attention to demonic activity appears to be, among other things, an attempt to answer the question, How could God allow pain and suffering, especially undeserved suffering? This emphasis on demons, the demonic, and questions of evil and suffering reflect the suffering experienced by Jesus and his followers, both in the Gospels and in subsequent books. Revelation, like the book of Enoch, also mentions war with Satan and anticipates the return of God’s complete and sovereign rule after Satan’s defeat.



2. Views of Satan Throughout History.

 

In the light of the continuing suffering of the Jews and the nascent church, views of Satan in early church history were generally in continuity with those of the New Testament era. As the period progressed, church fathers, including Ignatius, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement and Augustine, wrestled with issues of martyrdom, Gnosticism and internal division. And in these contexts they developed diversity regarding the details of their views of Satan. However, they continued collectively to view the devil as a created being who fell by his own free will, was the chief evil force in the universe, and whose defeat began with Christ’s work and will be completed at the end of time. Throughout the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the *Reformation, it was thought that both God and the devil were immanently involved in all human affairs—from court cases to the work of witches. In particular, witches were believed to have renounced Christ and relinquished their autonomy in order to be under the devil’s power in exchange for magic powers. Meanwhile, the Reformation emphasis on sola scriptura returned focus to the New Testament and its emphasis on Satan and demonic activity.

The *Enlightenment of the eighteenth century represented a major shift in understanding of the devil and evil. The emerging influence of science and rationality led to a decline in belief in the immediate involvement of God and Satan in daily human affairs. Instead, God was seen as distant and benevolent, and belief in hell and the devil diminished.



3. Satan and Evil in Culture.

 

Within popular culture in the West, Satan has long been treated in literature and film. The most influential among these cultural treatments are works based on Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s Faust. Goethe’s work and the subsequent Faust stories are loosely based on the book of Job. The legends often depict Satan as an ominous character whose true nature is sometimes not fully known—suggesting humanity’s simultaneous desire and inability to understand the nature of evil. C. S. Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters is a well-known fictional correspondence between two demons, the older of which teaches his nephew how to effectively serve their “Father below.” Lewis notes the two errors often employed by Christians with relation to the devil or devils: to either believe they do not exist or to give them much more attention and power than they merit. Additionally, Satan is often treated in cinematic works ranging from cartoons, with benign devils or evil angels that appear on one’s shoulder, to horror films with graphic depictions of evil spirits and their activities. Theologically, the popular fascination with Satan and evil suggests our culture’s continuing quest to wrestle with the wrongs that humans commit against each other and which we can control, as well as the evil that seems beyond our control, such as natural disasters and global epidemics.



4. Satan and Theodicy.

 

Broadly speaking, *theodicy seeks to answer the question, If God is good and all-powerful, why is there evil and suffering in the world? As the Jews sought to reconcile beliefs in retributive justice and monotheism with the suffering they experienced under Antiochus, their view of Satan changed. Similarly, throughout history people and communities have sought to understand who is in control as a way of understanding their own suffering. Their understanding of evil and the devil has always been formed in the light of the concrete evils they face. The Jewish Holocaust, African slavery, the Armenian genocide and the suffering of Darfur have been attributed variously to religion, evil people, God’s judgment or other causes. Ultimately, there is plenty of responsibility to go around: the Scriptures suggest that while Satan is at work in the world causing some evil, humans bear critical responsibility; they also can be cruel to one another rather than fulfilling God’s desire for them. There are no easy answers to the question of theodicy. To simply blame Satan for the presence of all evil and suffering in the world seemingly removes human responsibility for the suffering of others. Conversely, to make humans fully responsible for the presence of evil in the world would suggest that God doomed humans to a fate of suffering simply by creating them with free will. Rather than apportioning blame, Christians emphasize the hope that is represented in Jesus Christ, who redeems humans both from our own propensity to hurt others and delivers us from the power of Satan, the adversary.

See also EVIL, PROBLEM OF; HEALING AND DELIVERANCE; POWER, POWERS; SPIRITUAL WARFARE.
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SCIENCE AND THEOLOGY

 

A universal characteristic of all peoples is an inherent sense of the numinous, a sense that there is more than what can be directly experienced, a sense of the infinite. All are stirred to make a response to this inner awareness. This response may be a desire to be in relation with the infinite, to try to determine why it is that we have been given our existence, to seek to achieve a wholeness that brings us into harmony with the infinite and the rest of the created universe. Hence, each culture throughout the history of the world has experienced the rise of religion as an expression of this quest.

One aspect of religion is to focus on the elements that comprise the culture’s or individual’s outlook on that which constitutes life—that gives a comprehensive picture of the world—that gives meaning, integration and coherence to one’s life. This is known as worldview constructing.

Another human characteristic is the desire to know, to understand what one experiences or can experience—what one can see or touch or imagine. As a result, in each culture, from the earliest through contemporary times, people have studied their surroundings—what has been accessible to them in nature—and have developed certain tools like mathematics that aid in the systemization and understanding of this study called science. Science makes an important contribution to worldview building, for a person’s or a community’s complete understanding of its world requires a truthful scientific understanding of the world. A problem arises because it is not always easy to accommodate scientific understanding in building a worldview, since at least a portion of current scientific understanding includes concepts such as chance, uncertainty, chaos, slow and blind evolution—for the universe, our earth and life—and the eventual heat death of the universe. This complicates the relationship between science and religion, sometimes resulting in considerable tension between the two.

In this article this relationship between science and religion and theology is explored in terms of five major world religions and their relationship to science, with emphasis on the contemporary situation.

1. Buddhism

2. Hinduism

3. Islam

4. Judaism

5. Christianity


 


1. Buddhism.

 

1.1. Buddhist Attitudes Toward Science. *Buddhism and science are generally thought to be compatible, especially when compared to the Abrahamic religions where conflicts with science continue. The supernatural along with revealed truth are not a part of Buddhism. As a consequence, Buddhism encourages a free and open spirit of inquiry and supports the search for truth in a reasoned and objective way. It also encourages a spirit of tolerance, allowing the seeker of truth to use any number of means to that end, both through Buddhist thought and also through science.

The Buddhist commends science for its ability to expand our knowledge of the physical world, and maintains that scientific discovery needs to be taken seriously by every religion, even to the extent of occasioning religion to modify some of its ancient beliefs. However, the Buddhist attitude toward suffering and its release will never be modified. Buddhism regards science as a partner where each party respects boundaries between the two enterprises. Buddhism rejects any sense of scientific imperialism.

But there is a sense in which the interests of Buddhism and science differ. The contemporary scientific enterprise limits itself to the study of the physical world as it tries to discover principles by which it operates, principles whose validity can be investigated by experimental data-collecting methodologies. In contrast, Buddhism, like many other religions, focuses on the personal or inner life in order to find moral and spiritual principles that humans can use for their spiritual development. Buddhism is sometimes called a science of enlightenment.

Nonetheless, certain interests of Buddhism fit in a natural way with some scientific areas such as psychology, evolutionary biology and studies of consciousness. And some have seen a natural connection between Buddhism and certain aspects of physics, such as quantum theory and cosmology; Buddhism even goes so far as to declare that if we want to grasp the true nature of reality we must engage more fully with the problematic philosophical implications that arise from quantum mechanics. In addition, it is instructive to note other principles that are shared between contemporary science and Buddhism.

1.2. Further Interests of Buddhism and Contemporary Science.

1.2.1. Rejection of Materialism. Buddhism does not accept the scientific view of reducing all phenomena, including the mental, to the physical idea of simply atoms in motion. Studies in neurophysiology (including scientific studies of meditation) along with certain developments in quantum mechanics have provided evidence that the strictly materialistic concept of nature may not be the entire story and may even be incorrect. The Dalai Lama has shown particular interest in pursuing neurobiology and the blurring of traditional boundaries separating science from ethics along with reappraising the fundamental concept of the mind, including macroscopic effects linking quantum phenomena to the consciousness.

1.2.2. Rejection of Reductionism. Scientists are realizing that not all physical or scientific phenomena are amenable to a bottom-up or reductionistic analysis, and that top-down or whole-part causality provides an important component to the understanding of nature. Buddhist thought also rejects any simplistic reductionism, especially that which would eliminate human moral and spiritual freedom.

1.2.3. Interconnectivity and Causality. While it is true that one of the great twentieth-century advancements in physics has been the development of quantum mechanics (the physics that accounts for microscopic phenomena), the question of the philosophical implications of the theory remains an open one. Scientific mainline interpretation of the theory suggests that the strict deterministic causality as implied from Newtonian mechanics has been replaced by a somewhat less deterministic version of causality, characterized by the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle. In addition, interpretation of experimental investigations related to the EPR effect has led to the idea that there exists a deep interconnectedness within the physical world. These developments in quantum physics resonate with Buddhist thought, in concert with the idea of free will, without which Buddhist liberation from the life cycle is impossible. In addition, physical interconnectedness is consistent with the Buddhist holistic belief that emphasizes the interrelationship of all levels of reality and that sees the universe as a complex of causal relationships, with each human being dependent on others.



2. Hinduism.

 

2.1. Hindu Perspectives as They Relate to Science. A distinguishing characteristic of *Hinduism that leads to its perspective on science is that Hinduism does not depend on holy books or prophetic messages, and not even on claims that its own perspective is superior. Rather, it depends on insights that are accessible to anyone who would seek. And hence the Hindu quest is not unlike the scientific quest in that the Hindu vision transcends race, religion, geography and culture. A central precept in Hinduism is that truth is one. There is one Ultimate Absolute Reality responsible for the origin, survival and ultimate decay of everything, including space, time, matter, energy, forms, ideas and laws. But any understanding of the Absolute Reality of necessity will be paradigm dependent. As a result, Hindu scientists recognize that science, religion and mythology are simply broad paradigms, and the Hindu feels no necessity to justify any particular paradigm as true to the exclusion of others.

While there are some Hindus who maintain that Hindu thought has little relevance to science, there is also specific Hindu interest in a number of contemporary scientific areas, for example, in cosmology, issues of nonlocality and philosophy in quantum physics, and issues of duality and nonduality in philosophy and theology. In addition, there is Hindu interest in consciousness and the role of the Upanishads and Yoga. A mark of Hindu science is not only active engagement in current scientific thought and progress, but also its pursuit with an eye on ancient Hindu writings. Some find that Hindu spiritual literature as well as the spiritual literature from the teachings of Jesus, Krishna, Buddha, Muhammad and even contemporary spiritual leaders may contribute to a synthesis of all religions and to the advancement of science itself, even leading to the integration of science and religion.

2.2. Hinduism and Vedic Creationism. The Vedas are the primary sacred text of the Hindus. Recently a creationist movement has arisen among certain Hindus, in particular among the Hare Krishnas, based on their reading of the Vedas. This form of creationism goes under the designations “Krishna creationism,” “Hindu creationism” or “Vedic creationism.” Vedic creationism is receiving support from Christian creationism and the Intelligent Design movement, also mainly a Christian movement.

The main idea of Vedic creationism is to deny that different species of living beings, including humans, have evolved from simpler organisms as Darwin claimed. Instead all species, including humans, have come down from a highly evolved super-intelligent being, a form of pure consciousness. Different species of plants and animals are simply material forms adopted by pure consciousness (or Atman) as it transmigrates in endless cycles of births and rebirths over billions and billions of years. A signature doctrine of Vedic creationism is that ancestors of humans have existed for billions, even trillions of years. In order to accommodate the needs of spiritually evolving beings throughout the endless cycles of time, there must always have been the physical vehicles—such as humanlike bodies—necessary to reach the very highest stages of consciousness. Vedic creationists derive their beliefs from a literal reading of the Vedas, and claim scientific support using data from UFO sightings and from psychics.



3. Islam.

 

3.1. Islam, Science and History. *Islam is a religion whose importance to science lies principally in the past. With the rise of Islam, established by Muhammad in the seventh century AD, a cultural revolution of unprecedented scope took place as Islam spread to include North Africa, the Middle East and parts of Spain. As the Western world entered the Dark Ages, this new religion’s scholars collected and translated scholarly Greek manuscripts into Arabic, thus preserving the knowledge of antiquity, including ancient science and mathematics. The Qurʾan and the sayings of Muhammad instructed Muslims to study and learn from the world around them. They were urged to examine their environment so that they could develop an understanding of the created order and their place within it, and Muslims understood this to be an invitation to engage in scientific inquiry. By the ninth century Arab science had been established and had risen in importance.

The golden age of Islamic science was the seventh through the thirteenth centuries, and in a real sense paved the way for the birth of the modern sciences in Western Europe. Scientific inquiry was widespread in the Muslim world, and Muslims led the world in the study of medicine, astronomy, mathematics, geography, chemistry, botany and physics.

Muslims exported their studies to the West, where their work was built upon and further spread. Some of the most significant works of translation and discovery took place in Spain between the eighth and fifteenth centuries as Muslims, Jews and Christians lived together and learned from each other. During this time remarkable achievements were made in science, art, literature and architecture. Members of the three faiths coexisted in an environment of tolerance and respect that benefited all, and this era stands as an example of what is possible when people of different faiths come together in a spirit of trust and cooperation.

However, as the rise of science began in the West, all regions of Islam were witnessing the decline of science and of scientific communities. There has been much commentary regarding the cause. The sad fact is that Islamic science has not as yet regained the prominence it once had. But it is clear that the West profited from Muslim advances in science, and the rise of science in the West in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is at least partially due to its heritage from Muslim science.

3.2. Contemporary Islamic Science. In recent times the non-Muslim world has generally surpassed the Muslim world in areas of science and technology. Muslim reaction to this situation ranges from regarding this as evidence that the people of the West have become too secular to maintaining that the Muslim world needs to become more like the West and recover its commitment to scientific inquiry. But many Muslims are convinced that despite the significant challenges that now confront so many Islamic lands, the future is bright for Muslim science and culture.

The Qurʾan and the sayings of Muhammad call upon Muslims to observe and to study the physical world in order to appreciate the majesty of Allah’s creation. This has been done by Muslim scientists throughout the history of Islam, and this remains as a motivation today. The Qurʾan teaches that Allah is the creator and sustainer of the universe, nothing is created in vain, and everything has a definite term. Muslims see indirect evidence for a purposeful dimension and design to the universe, and even though they believe in a transcendent being, it takes a perceptive mind to discover this.

However, Muslims face challenges similar to those confronting Jews, Christians and Hindus, as concepts like evolution and advancements like cloning and stem cell research sometimes challenge the assumptions of sacred texts and the teachings of the communities, and such issues raise profound questions about the nature of faith and its role in the world. For example, Muslims in accepting the tenets of Darwinism still maintain that understanding of the scientific evolutionary mechanism for the development of species does not explain away divine creation.



4. Judaism.

 

4.1. Judaism: The Religion of a “People of the Book.” Mindful of the significant changes that have taken place during the twentieth century in the physical and life sciences, how should religions respond, and in particular, the Abrahamic religions? Should these religions reconstruct their understandings of God and the world, or reconstruct their understandings of what it is to be human? Should any reconstruction be done at all, given that each religion refers back to ancient sacred and defining texts? These are questions that theologians and philosophers from all three religions are facing.

*Judaism has indeed changed, in part because the Jewish people have changed as the environment for Jewish life has changed. Yet Jews are called a “People of the Book,” as Judaism has an age-old tradition that focuses on the Torah along with many other written forms of expression of their religious thought: Halakah (law), Kabbalah (mysticism) and Filosofia (philosophy). All deal with issues of life by means of being textual commentaries on the Hebrew Scriptures. The result is that even though Jewish scientists have been among the most productive scientists of the past few centuries, at the forefront of important developments in evolutionary biology, cosmology, physics and earth science, not all Jewish theological commentators have found this scientific work to be consonant with Jewish religious thought.

At least part of this conflict originates from certain interpretations of Jewish sacred literature. Yet Jewish thought recognizes that there is no single, true and humanly discernable understanding of the biblical text. The rabbinical canon presents conflicting voices to which each new generation adds its own. The Scriptures seem to function for Jews less as a source of religious truth than as a divine invitation to work out their meaning for each scholar. And yet it is not as if “anything goes” in the study of the Torah. Jewish scholars take their sacred texts with the utmost seriousness.

4.2. Judaism and Science. The key to knowledge or human wisdom for the observant Jew is reverence for and commitment to God. Hence, for the Jew there exists a priority of relationship to God and creation over scientific conceptualizations and rational comment. The limits of human wisdom are recognized as represented by the tensions that exist between science and religious commitment.

However, a fundamental precept of Judaism is that everything in the universe is a unified whole, that there are no dichotomies between the physical and the spiritual, between the sacred and the mundane. Reality will not permit double standards in either the physical or moral. Unity is an essential key to understanding existence.

Over the past two thousand years Judaism has had a tradition of interpreting the creation narrative of Genesis 1 in a number of ways, as both literalism and nonliteralism have had a long history in Judaism. There have been a variety of responses to the question of the relation of Judaism and current scientific outlooks, particularly those involving the age of the earth/ universe. Certain literal interpreters understand the age of universe to be the six creation days plus 5,761 years, while at the same time ignoring the scientific result of a multi-billion-years-old universe. Other literal interpreters suggest there is some kind of relativistic effect that makes the apparent (scientific) age in the billions, whereas the literal biblical determination of 6,000 or so years is really the correct result.

In terms of contemporary biology, many modern Orthodox Jews oppose evolutionary theory and instead support ideas about the origin of life and universe along the lines of Christian young-earth creationists.

Other Jews reject a literal reading of the Torah and in particular teach that Genesis 1—2 convey deeper truths about creation via metaphor, and hence what might be understood as science in Genesis cannot legitimately be compared to current scientific understandings of origins.

Judaism has always been pro-science, but it is clear that there are a number of different approaches by Jewish religious scholars as creation passages in the Torah are read in relation to current biology and cosmology. Despite the mixed reaction by these Jewish religious scholars, it is clear that Jewish scientists have made outstanding contributions to all of science in recent centuries.



5. Christianity.

 

From the time that Augustine made comments suggesting a nonliteral reading of the early chapters of Genesis to the present day there has been an active, though not always cordial, relationship between Christian faith and science. At the present time this relationship is marked by considerable controversy, and the question is, can Christians ever resolve their differences? What follows is a discussion of landmark events in this history, a look at the current situation, and finally some possibilities for the future.

5.1. The Rise of Modern Science in Medieval Christian Europe. The case has been made by a number of scholars that not only were there compelling reasons for the rise of modern science in medieval Christian Europe, but that this is the only area of the world where modern science could have arisen at that time. A further claim is that this is one of the important contributions that Christianity has made to contemporary science.

5.2. Historic Landmarks After the Rise of Modern Science.

5.2.1. Heliocentricity, Galileo and the Church. Galileo’s support of the idea of the sun as the center of the solar system (and at that time, regarded also as the center of the universe) put Galileo in opposition to Church doctrine that concluded that the Bible placed the earth as the center of the universe. It was not only Galileo’s scientific stand but his poorly hidden sarcastic remarks about the pope that resulted in his being brought before and convicted by the Inquisition, and then sentenced to house arrest for the rest of his life. Not until the 1990s did the Roman Catholic Church publicly declare Galileo’s scientific stand valid.

5.2.2. Contemporary Scientific Work on Origins and Responses by Christians. A current controversy, especially among North American Christians, is the evolution-creation issue, an issue that involves more than simply biological evolution, as part of the controversy addresses the timing of cosmic development and the formation of the earth itself. Hence this controversy involves both the biological sciences and the physical sciences of cosmology, physics and earth science.

The Christian believer is faced with contemporary science along with the biblical accounts that appear to address these issues. And the question remains, what is the faithful Christian response to what on the surface appear to be conflicting accounts? Throughout the history of Christianity there have always been questions about the relationship between what can be learned through the use of reason and experience (including science), and what is taught in Scripture. And in particular, North American Christians continue to differ significantly in how they understand the relationship between Christian faith and science. At the present time, the most controversial of these relationships centers around beginnings—the cosmos, the earth and life—and the corresponding biblical teaching in the early chapters of Genesis.

There are a number of ways of classifying Christian responses to these issues; a four-way division of the spectrum of responses is presented here.

5.2.2.1. Creationism. A widely held American Protestant Christian view is to regard the science as defective and to read the creation account of Genesis 1 as a literal, or a nearly literal, step-by-step account of creation events. Young-earth creationists understand Genesis 1 as a literal scientific account, putting the earth and universe approximately 6,000 years old and understanding the major creation events to have occurred instantaneously rather than over the long periods of time of evolutionary theory. Old-earth creationists interpret the six creation days of Genesis 1 as representing longer periods of time, more in agreement with scientists’ conclusions about the earth’s and the universe’s antiquity, but support young-earth creationists in terms of the instantaneous creation events, especially of life.

5.2.2.2. Independence (or NOMA—Non-Overlapping Magisteria). Here both Christian theology and contemporary science are taken seriously and understood as valid, but are regarded as working independently of each other because ultimately each has different purposes and is approaching different types of questions and with different methodologies. Those who advocate independence maintain that science and faith don’t conflict because they represent two completely different enterprises whose territories never overlap or meet, and hence never conf lict.

5.2.2.3. Intelligent Design. The 1987 U.S. Supreme Court decision in the case of Edwards v. Aguillar effectively ended creationists’ attempts to introduce “creation science” into the public school science curricula. Shortly thereafter a new movement arose called “intelligent design,” whose leaders sought to develop what they hoped would be perceived as a scientific alternative to contemporary evolutionary theory. Their interests focused on the beginning of life on our earth along with the formation of complex organisms. Their idea was to formulate a research program whose purpose was to show that neither life nor complex organisms could have arisen or developed in terms of processes proposed by current evolutionary thinking. If this case could be made, then the Intelligent Design proponents could claim that the best alternative would be to posit that some outside agent, an unnamed Designer, as the (only) way to account for the beginning of life and the development of complex organisms. In the early years of the twenty-first century a large number of local and state school boards were considering or approved introducing intelligent design into the public class rooms, or in some cases, adopted policies that put constraints on the teaching of contemporary evolutionary theory. However, a 2005 Federal Court judge in Pennsylvania found intelligent design to be a form of creationism, and hence to fall under the prohibitions of the 1987 Aguillar decision by the Supreme Court. This put significant restrictions on the teaching of intelligent design in public schools. Furthermore, developments in biology seemed to address (and solve) the question of how the development of complex organisms could be understood by means of current evolutionary theory. The result was that serious questions were raised about the future of the intelligent design movement as a public issue.

5.2.2.4. Science and Christianity as Partners. There are some, along with those holding the independence position, who not only take science and faith seriously, but unlike the independence adherents, claim that there are some areas where both science and Christian faith have mutual or overlapping interests. Furthermore, in these cases both science and faith are seen to bring important components to the discussion.

For example, cosmology and earth science are seen as putting boundaries on the interpretation of Genesis 1 in terms of the meaning of the creation days and the timing involved in creation events. Because of the scientific evidence for the antiquity of the universe and the earth, one strategy has been to seek an interpretation of the creation days in terms other than 24-hour days. In addition, with an eye on the biological work implying long-term development of life forms on earth, it is possible to seek an interpretation of the entire creation account of Genesis 1 that does not focus on regarding Genesis 1 exclusively in terms of a blow-by-blow contemporary scientific account—considering the possibility that Genesis 1 has a different meaning, perhaps a deeper meaning than merely science.

As an example of Christian faith contributing to science, the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, in trying to understand the seemingly impossibly conflicting attributes of Jesus as completely human yet completely divine, developed the philosophical concept of the “Copenhagen epistemology.” Niels Bohr, the early Danish quantum physicist, applied this concept to such puzzles as the seemingly impossible conflicting attributes of light, that sometimes exhibits itself as a wave and in other circumstances reveals particle-like properties, but never both at the same time. Bohr’s concept, called the wave-particle duality, solved this scientific puzzle in the early days of quantum theory.

5.2.3. Fine-Tuning Data and Its Implications for Theistic Belief. In the twentieth century, cosmological, geological and physical data were examined that allowed perceptive physicists to realize that there existed some thirty or so parameters relating to fundamental physical attributes of the universe and our earth-solar system, and that all these parameters had to be what they actually have turned out to be, in some cases to within infinitesimally small limits, or carbon-based life would not exist now on earth. These data together are called the “fine-tuning” data. Philosophers have used the existence of these data to construct what has been called the strongest ever philosophical argument for the existence of God. And, amazingly enough, proponents of each of the four science-theology positions discussed in the previous section agree on this.

5.3. Conclusion: The Future of Science-Faith Relationships. We conclude with two suggested steps to make some headway to resolve differences among Christians regarding science-faith issues. The first is to insist on separating true science from science that has been mixed with metaphysics. Put another way, science in terms of a naturalistic methodology is to be strongly preferred to science mixed with a naturalistic philosophy or naturalistic metaphysics. A second step would be to carefully consider biblical *hermeneutics, and to be thoughtful in deciding the interpretive method to be used in reading the biblical passages that have been part of the historic creation-evolution controversy.

See also CREATION AND ECOLOGY; SCIENTIFIC THEOLOGY.
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SCIENTIFIC THEOLOGY

 

The remarkable explanatory and predictive successes of the natural sciences have had a deep impact on the shaping of modern Western culture. Wolfhart Pannenberg is one of many writers to suggest that one of the distinctive features of Christian theology in the Western context is its need to take account of the intellectual dominance of the natural sciences and consider its implications for how theology is grounded and pursued.

This challenge has provoked a variety of responses. Karl Barth’s suspicions about allowing theology to become dependent on other disciplines—whether anthropological, philosophical or scientific—led him to propose a disengagement between Christian theology and the natural sciences (see Barthianism). This concern continues to be influential in many theological circles. An alternative approach has emerged from some natural scientists—such as Ian Barbour, Arthur Peacocke and John Polkinghorne—who have seen the sciences as offering both confirmations and challenges to the substance of theology’s ideas. Peacocke, for example, suggests that some of the traditional doctrines of the Christian faith require revision in the light of scientific progress and knowledge.

A third approach, however, sees the natural sciences as having importance for theological method, especially in the light of growing criticism of the fundamental assumptions of the *Enlightenment, and a move away from foundationalism in philosophy. A group of writers have proposed that the natural sciences can be seen as a useful dialogue partner for systematic theology—an ancilla theologiae, to use the classic term. The outcome of this positive and constructive engagement with the scientific method is often referred to as “scientific theology.” Although vestiges of such an approach can be found in earlier periods, its full development is particularly associated with the leading Scottish theologian Thomas Forsyth Torrance (1913 -2007).

In his Theological Science (1969), Torrance first set out a programmatic account of the relation of the sciences and Christian theology, which he developed in subsequent works. Theology and every scientific inquiry, Torrance argues, assume the “correlation of the intelligible and the intelligent.” Yet that correlation involves an obligation to “think only in accordance with the nature of the given.” If the distinctive characteristic of a science is to give an accurate and objective account of things, in a manner appropriate to the reality being investigated, it follows that the “scientific” nature of an undertaking does not depend primarily upon the method to be employed but upon the particular nature of the object to be studied. Torrance thus asserts that both theology and the natural sciences can be seen as a posteriori activities, which are a response to “the given.” In the case of the natural sciences, “the given” is the world of nature; in the case of theology, this “given” is God’s self-revelation in Christ.

Torrance’s vision of a “scientific theology” thus incorporates a realist *epistemology, holding that theology is not a mental or social construction, but a legitimate and principled response to an independent reality. God, Torrance argues, like every aspect of reality, is known kātā physin (“according to its nature”). The manner in which something is known, and the extent to which it can be known, cannot be determined in advance by reason but must be established by an engagement with reality itself. For this reason, Torrance argues that a “scientific theology” is an a posteriori, not a priori, discipline. There is, he insists, no generalized methodology that can be applied woodenly and uncritically to all sciences. In that each science deals with a different object, it is under an obligation to respond to that object according to its distinctive nature.

These ideas were developed further by Oxford theologian Alister E. McGrath (born 1953) in his trilogy A Scientific Theology (2001- 2003). These volumes defend a realist approach to Christian theology, drawing particularly on the form of critical realism developed by Roy Bhaskar. The first volume, Nature, argues that the concept of nature is not self-authenticating, and so cannot of itself function as the basis of a philosophical or theological system. Nature requires to be interpreted, and Christian theology offers a framework by which this may take place. The second volume, Reality, sets out a nonfoundationalist realist approach to theology, which follows Torrance in arguing that theology is an a posteriori discipline, which deals with God kātā physin. The third volume, Theory, deals with the manner in which reality is represented, paying special attention to the parallels between theological doctrines and scientific theories. This volume considers the origin, development and reception of such doctrines and theories, and notes the important parallels between the scientific and theological communities in these important matters. Of particular importance is the positive role these volumes give to natural theology, understood not as an attempt to prove God’s existence from nature, but as the exercise of correlating nature with the Christian vision of God.

Such approaches to theology have been welcomed in some respects, not least on account of the intellectual stimulus it provides to the burgeoning field of studies in science and religion, and the increased methodological rigor it brings to theological methodology. Others, however, have expressed concern that an excessive dependence on the methods and assumptions of the natural sciences might lead to Christian theology losing its own distinctive focus, emphases and direction.

See also SCIENCE, THEOLOGY OF, SCIENCE AND THEOLOGY.
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SCRIPTURE.
See REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE.
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SECULARISM

 

Secularism (from the Latin root meaning “world,” or that which is not spiritual or religious) is used in two related but distinctive ways. First, it describes a general philosophical approach that develops systems of ethical, legal or political theory that proponents claim does not derive from or depend upon a religious viewpoint or divine revelation. Second, secularism also describes how as a result of modernization, societies can (and some argue should) no longer assume a shared set of religious understandings. Instead, aspects of our common life—such as governmental or educational systems—must be arranged in ways that allow for a wide variety of beliefs, including unbelief.

In Christian circles, “secularism” is often used in a derogatory way and assumes that secularism is a philosophy and a description of modern society that is antithetical to Christian faith and mission. However, a brief review of these two general uses of the term and an appreciation of why they developed makes it clear that secularism in both senses offers Christians unique opportunities to creatively engage the world with the *gospel as we enter the twenty-first century.

1. Secularism as Philosophy

2. Secularism as Separation of Church and State

3. Secularism and Secularization


 


1. Secularism as Philosophy.

 

While at first blush it may seem odd, many of those who sought to develop an ethic apart from a faith perspective did not seek to undermine belief in God. *Enlightenment thinkers like Immanuel Kant (1724 -1804) saw secular philosophy as a way to free humankind from the potentially oppressive aspects of religious authority. After all, Kant lived in a Europe recently ravaged by years of bloodshed in the name of religious (specifically, Christian denominational) truth. In response, he articulated an ethic based on reason rather than on an understanding of what God had commanded; he believed this morality to be universal and not subject to denominational or sectarian interpretation. In doing so, Kant emphasized the importance of an individual’s responsibility or duty to make rational choices for him- or herself, coupling autonomy (literally, “self rule”) with a sense of obligation that still dominates Western ethics—including many Christian approaches.

Other advocates of secularism were openly antagonistic to religion or thought that faith had run its course; if human reason alone is sufficient for morality, politics and law, then belief in God is irrelevant. The famous religious skeptic David Hume argued that rationality could never result in knowledge that is certain and that morality is instead inevitably based in “sentiment” or feelings. He asserted in his later writings that this leads humans to altruism (i.e., a sympathy for others that guides our actions).

It is to this antireligious aspect of secularism—with its assumption that we cannot know truth and its radical denial of the role of *revelation—that many Christians react. But many Christian ethicists, far from denying the Enlightenment, have been guided by its sense that a common morality can be rooted in something other than revelation, interpreting Paul’s phrase in Romans 2:15 (“They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, to which their own conscience also bears witness” [NRSV]) to mean that we can insist on a neutral, universal ethic that crosses cultures, times and religious beliefs.

This impulse to universalism in ethics and law came under tremendous scrutiny in the twentieth century for a number of reasons. It denies that cultures, including their sense of ethics, government and social organization, are shaped by specific circumstances. (The history of *missions, for example, is rife with examples of Europeans mistaking their particular sensibility regarding family life, dress or politics for God-given or “natural” morality.) In addition, while the Enlightenment desire to find common ground across differences remains a crucial quest in our era, philosophical secularism alone cannot be the only ethical guide for Christians, who are called to practice a morality, politics and social organization that reflects a discipleship that is “in but not of” this world.



2. Secularism as Separation of Church and State.

 

While the rise of secularism often stimulated antagonism to religious faith, it also provided the groundwork for the right to worship according to conscience. Because of the perceived negative impact of religious institutions on European affairs of state, secularism also bred a desire to disengage religion from government. Joined to the concept of human rights that developed during the Enlightenment, this impulse to divide the state and “church” (shorthand for religious institutions and individuals of any faith) also fostered legal assurances of religious freedom—including the right to disbelieve.

The application of such separation or secularism in various societies reflects their different histories and cultures. In contrast to many European nations that had recognized national churches, the United States began as a group of diverse sects and enshrined a strict separation of spheres in the First Amendment of its constitution. Although practical application of the amendment is an ever-exciting area of American jurisprudence, the law consistently forbids the establishment of any religion or preference for one religious group while protecting the free expression of all faiths. In other nations, the emphasis has been different. France’s revolution strongly rejected the historically dominant Catholic Church, and antagonism to religion in the public sphere remains (as in the 2004 law forbidding Muslim girls to wear head coverings in public school). On the other hand, in the United Kingdom the crown still appoints bishops for the Church of England, including the Archbishop of Canterbury.

Some significant repercussions of secularism can be seen in parts of the Middle East, Africa and Southeast Asia. In these areas a widespread affirmation of faith (often *Islam) as an undeniable and important influence in political, social, economic and educational life leads to a vigorous rejection of European-styled secularism. At the same time, many of these societies debate about how government can or should remain secular in some senses and assure religious freedom—a discussion of obvious importance to Christians living in these cultures as well as to the global church.



3. Secularism and Secularization.

 

As Western Europe and North America responded to the Enlightenment, rapid industrialization and scientific discovery, most sociologists predicted that religious faith would dramatically decrease or virtually disappear in the face of modernization. This was dubbed the “secularization thesis” in the mid-twentieth century by the influential American sociologist Peter Berger, and its assumptions dominated many other academic disciplines as well. Coupled with the aspects of secularism that sought to divide societal systems and religious ones, theorists posited that the forces of pluralism, *globalization and *technology would inevitably create cultures largely devoid of religious influence and individuals who understand their world apart from faith.

Toward the end of the century, Berger famously retracted his thesis. He now realizes that pluralism does not itself undermine belief. Such diversity only means beliefs can no longer be taken for granted, and this is an important distinction. While some advocates of the theory remain, most scholars agree that nothing like secularization has actually occurred on a global scale. Even as modernization proceeds, vital faith persists around the globe, from evangelical Christianity’s growth in Latin America to Islam’s continued strength in Southeast Asia and expansion in North America. Once considered the indicator of religion’s demise, Western Europe is now the noted exception, with abysmal church attendance rates cited as proof. (Most of Europe—with notable exceptions such as Poland—offers sharp cultural contrast to the United States, where church attendance rates and other indicators of religiosity remain high.) Yet research in Europe indicates that individual faith remains strong, though most have lost interest in religious institutions—a movement British sociologist Grace Davie calls “believing without belonging.”

Mark Twain famously noted that news of his death was “greatly exaggerated.” This certainly has been the case in predictions of religion’s demise and, as José Casanova has noted, secularization theory’s continued (if tempered) influence among Western academics reveals a narrow focus and blindness to the vibrant, diverse faith flowering in much of the world. Rather than generalized theories about religion’s decline, he advocates for scholarship that carefully considers each case in context. In addition, academics who are themselves people of faith and from diverse backgrounds contribute to a richer understanding of the role of faith in society. Increasingly, they provide an important corrective to prejudices that previously dominated scholarly discussions of religion and religious experience.

As we enter the twenty-first century, communities of faith—Christian and otherwise—are proving vigorous despite predictions of the secularization of society via the forces of modernization. The question has become not whether religion should be part of public debates, but how; not whether religion will fade as an influence on individuals and societies, but how conditions of life in the twenty-first century affect personal and communal faith. Pluralism, technology and globalization offer challenges as well as opportunities for Christians, who witness to God’s desire for the secular realm to thrive and yet also testify to this world’s limitations and our ultimate allegiance to Christ’s *kingdom.

See also CULTURE AND SOCIETY; FREEDOM, RELIGIOUS; SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION.
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SEXISM

 

An explanation of sexism is a not a stereotypical discussion about educated, middle-class, Anglo-American women who hate men. Nor is it a matter of taking power or demanding equality defined in terms of Euro-American, middle- and upper-class males. The manifestations of sexism are global and the long-term effects impact both women and men. A robust address of sexism involves a global discussion of liberation and justice and the need for gender-related conflict transformation that leads to decreased violence and increased social, political and economic justice. What is the role of the Christian church in relation to sexism?

1. Sexism in a Global Context

2. Sexism and Christianity

3. Transcending Sexism Toward Liberation and Justice


 


1. Sexism in a Global Context.

 

1.1. The Existence of Sexism. Sexism involves prejudicial behavior or attitudes, social structures and cultural norms based upon sex (biological feminine-masculine) or gender (socially constructed feminine-masculine) preferences or stereotypes, resulting in unequal power distribution and other forms of injustice. Permeating social, political, economic, legal and religious spheres, sexism exists on individual and communal levels through limiting or denying opportunities, resources, information or choice(s). This discrimination moves beyond real biological differences and divergent opinions about sex and gender to overshadow the honor or dignity of and ultimately silence “the other.”

1.2. Expressions of Sexism. Expressions or symptoms of sexism include the disproportionate poverty, homelessness and lack of education among women and girls; child sex determination through abortion, abandonment or gene selection; denial of civil or human rights for women and girls; hiring and promotional practices that benefit one sex/gender over another; and significantly lower wages for women than men in the same employment fields.

Additional illustrations of sexism include the myth of female virginity versus permissible male promiscuity; child marriage; the prevalence of HIV/AIDS among heterosexual females; gender violence, including domestic violence, female genital mutilation, rape and token torture; and sustained body objectification through the sex trade and pornography industries, clergy/pastor sex abuse scandals and various types of sexual addictions.

Popularly debated and seemingy less hostile expressions of sexism in a religious context include gender-based social, religious—for example, leadership and ordination—and familial roles versus roles based upon ability or charism; as well as lower respect or support for “feminist” men and husbands, stay-at-home fathers or matriarchal households. Disproportionate use of masculine language to talk about humanity or God, for example in hymns, prayers and sacred texts, is another debated issue.

1.3. Teaching and Perpetuating of Sexism. Sexism is taught and perpetuated consciously or subconsciously through cultural means of socialization, including verbal communication, nonverbal communication and silence. Verbal communication involves language choice in legal codes, myths, titles and so forth. Examples of nonverbal communication include role models, for example, the ratio of male to female pastors or teachers, Mary the Mother of Jesus memorialized as a passive virgin or active co-creator with God; tone of voice; and the arts, media and advertising. Another form of sex/ gender stereotype maintenance and ensuing sexism is silence, rendering the worth and contribution of “the other” invisible. Examples of silence may be found in the absence of education and communities of discourse, in the want of social research on sexism and theology, and in the difference between professed ideology and actual practice.

Historically, culture and society have supported patriarchal systems that give power to or benefit the male/masculine—fathers, boys; linear reason, violence—over the female/ feminine, such as mothers, girls; emotional intelligence, creation and ecology. Particularly against the backdrop of capitalism and *globalization, sexism is not an isolated issue and is often interwoven with ableism, class/caste-ism, ethnic discrimination, racism, and discrimination based upon sexuality.



2. Sexism and Christianity.

 

2.1. The History of Sexism in Christian Thought. Overall the Bible draws upon Middle Eastern and European patriarchal contexts. It has largely been interpreted through a patriarchal lens that assumes the European, white, heterosexual, physically healthy male as normative. The history of sexism in Christian thought points to a biblical outline of sociohistorical movements over time. Women (and children) were treated as property in ancient Israel (e.g., Gen 12:10-20; 19:1-11), and in a Greco-Roman context that separated secular and private spheres, women were relegated to the private sphere (e.g., Prov 31:10-31). The introduction of a new social order through Jesus Christ in the early Christian church was less patriarchal than society, not bound by class/caste, ethnic, gender, physical ability or racial norms (e.g., Acts 10:34-48).

However, by the end of the first century AD, the early church re-adopted patriarchal, social gender relationships. Christianity transferred gender social status and power distribution into the ecclesiastical make-up of the church, affirming male hierarchical power and restricting the roles of women. Through the seventeenth century, European Medieval, scholastic and *Reformation church scholars taught that women were “misbegotten men” at the bottom of the social and spiritual hierarchy and could only be saved and protected through marriage literally to a man or metaphorically to God or the church. Theological arguments for men’s power over women were then linked to the order of creation (Gen 2:18-23), male headship (1 Tim 2:11-14) and the household codes of the Pauline Epistles (e.g., Eph 5:22—6:9). The development of Western philosophical thought further contributed to gender tensions in Christian theology, such as a form of dualism that associated women with the sinful, physical nature and men with the salvific, spiritual divine.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries assumed historical norms were slowly being challenged, beginning with early Protestant groups such as the Quakers’ affirmation of women in leadership, the documented leadership of women in revivalism and missions, and reading the Bible anew as supporting the abolitionist movements in Britain and North America. Building on this history, formal theological responses to patriarchal readings of the Bible emerged in the twentieth century, including *feminist, *mujerista and *womanist theologies, along with biblically rooted ethics/*social ethics.

2.2. Theology, Patriarchy and Sexism. As there is a diversity of theological responses to patriarchy in relation to sexism, theology also spans a continuum of beliefs. One illustration of the spectrum is the traditional patriarchal view that does not acknowledge the existence of sexism, interpreting the English Bible with a surface reading and believing that men are created to rule over women in all spheres of life (e.g., 1 Cor 14:34-35; Eph 5:22—6:9; 1 Tim 2:11- 12). Complementary, or more benevolent “soft patriarchy,” draws upon the same biblical support in assigning specific gender roles in the home and church. However, women might be permitted to take on leadership in society, lead men when male leaders are absent, or perform the same functions as men but without the same titles. In this leadership, though, women are ultimately subordinate to male authority. Conversely, other theologies build support for gender mainstreaming, where women and men negotiate shared power and serve in the home, church and society based upon charism. Stressing the contextualization of Scripture and on-going transformational power of God for interpreting sexist-read texts, sexism in all spheres is believed antithetical to the gospel message, as is racism and other forms of discrimination. Central Scriptures in this range of views include Romans 16:1-7, 1 Corinthians 11:11-12 and Galatians 3:26-28. Last, also on the continuum are views that affirm reverse traditional sexism, supporting once-victimized women who take corrective action and assume power over men to break patterns of sexism.

2.3. Sexism as Sin. Despite differing views of gender roles in church and family, many evangelical Christians agree that sexism as defined by dehumanizing action is sinful and cite the value of humanity, male and female, as created in God’s image and valuable to God (e.g., Gen 1:26-28). Further, God is not sexed or gendered but is Spirit, and as triune God models differentiated unity that affirms the differentiated unity of humanity as male and female. Gender relationships in community marked by mutual, self-giving love and boundaries against oppression are central in Christian faith (e.g., Mk 12:31; Gal 5:13-14).

God through Jesus Christ has broken down barriers of inequality (e.g., Gal 3:28). Where once both male and female contributed to the broken-ness in relationships with God, other humans and all of creation, Christians as female and male share the responsibility of going into the world as a witness of God’s ongoing sacrificial love and transformational power, extending hospitality to the marginalized neighbors of society whose personhood is disrespected due to sex, gender or other discrimination (Lk 10:25-37).



3. Transcending Sexism Toward Liberation and Justice.

 

As with other forms of discrimination, sex or gender discrimination is a form of injustice that is not Christlike and often alienates people from the love of God. The role of the Christian church in relation to sexism includes living as a prophetic witness of God’s reign; raising awareness of Godless discrimination and oppression; and advancing *reconciliation and peacemaking that calls all into relationships of mutual, self-giving love with God through Jesus Christ, humanity and all of creation by the power of God’s Spirit.

Additionally, seminaries and congregations are significant loci in the role of educating, equipping and encouraging persons toward dissolving injustices of sexism. The need for proactive education is ongoing, remembering that Jesus broke the silence by publicly affirming Mary’s presence at the rabbi’s feet (Lk 10:38-42). Through intervention and preventative theological and biblical education, along with ecclesiastical practices, Christian churches may be a vehicle through which a more holistic understanding of sex and gender leads to just life-giving and life-affirming relationships. In multicultural, interdependent communities that reflect most fully the imago Dei the church may learn to celebrate differentiated unity that glorifies God, transcending sexism toward liberation and justice by affirming the honor and dignity of all persons and the created universe.

See also FEMINIST THEOLOGY; MUJERISTA THEOLOGY; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY; WOMANIST THEOLOGY.
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SEXUALITY

 

This article seeks to integrate evidence from biological, psychological and sociocultural factors with a biblical perspective in order to define and identify authentic human sexuality. We begin by focusing on understanding the factors contributing to sexual development. Then we will turn to the task of defining the meaning of sexuality, discuss some of the major issues of sexuality, and conclude by suggesting how sexuality can best be embedded in a sexually authentic society.

1. Origins of Sexuality

2. The Meaning of Sexuality

3. The Sexually Authentic Society


 


1. Origins of Sexuality.

 

God’s good gift of sex does not appear fully developed, but rather emerges as part of a complex human developmental process. A variety of contributing factors can enhance or deny, or facilitate or inhibit, the development of authentic sexuality. Thus in the process of sexual developmental there can be many twists and turns resulting in an individual’s sexuality developing in a variety of directions. Among the various factors affecting sexual development the most significant are biological and sociocultural factors.

1.1. Biological Contributors to Sexuality. The beginning point of sexuality corresponds to the conception of a human life—when the sperm, carrying eitheraYor an X sex chromosome, joins the ovum, which contains an X chromosome, to create a male (XY) or female (XX). However, even at this beginning stage, biology can propel sexual development in alternative directions. Both males and females may be born with a chromosomal make up that impairs their ability to reproduce or develop secondary sexual characteristics. From the very start, persons acquire chromosomal and genetic packages that strongly affect sexual development.

Biological factors continue to affect sexuality at each point in the human developmental process. Dramatic increases in hormonal levels and the development of secondary sexual characteristics (genital growth and pubic hair, development of breasts, etc.) signal those periods when biological changes are most important. Later in life, a decline in hormonal level will signal decreases in sexual desire. Since the biological changes affecting sexuality do not “kick in” uniformly among all individuals, much individual difference in sexuality can be directly traced to biological factors.

1.2. Sociocultural Contributors to Sexuality. Since the early 1950s, a wealth of evidence has accumulated pointing to the importance of sociocultural factors in sexual development. Of primary importance to sexual development of children are the attitudes, values, beliefs, and behavior of parents and caretakers. While a warm, safe and secure holding environment can set the stage for authentic sexual development, the opposite—or in the extreme, sexual abuse—can begin a sexual identity struggle that can last a lifetime. Accumulated evidence points to sexual abuse as a likely origin of a variety of difficulties, ranging from eating disorders to a wide range of compulsions, addictions and personality disorders.

1.3. An Interactive Model of Sexual Development. It is often difficult to separate out the influence of biological or sociocultural factors in sexual development. Further, it is not enough to simply attempt to weigh the importance of biological versus sociocultural influences; rather, the two must be understood as having an interactive effect on sexual development. An interactive effect refers to the process of two factors interacting with each other in their effect on the third factor. One example comes from the relationship discovered between testosterone levels in men and their sexual behavior. Richard Udry found that adolescent males with the highest testosterone levels had the highest rates of sexual promiscuity, thus suggesting again that biology affects sexual behavior. Other studies, however, have documented that behavior, and even exposure to aggressive behavior, can affect testosterone level. The interaction between testosterone level and sexual or aggressive behavior suggests that each affects the other and is also affected by the other.

Research indicates that the present state of knowledge in the social sciences makes it difficult to make causal statements in explaining the development of human sexuality. Explanations of sexual development must be framed in terms of contributing factors. Further, any understanding of human sexuality must be a developmental and interactive model. While biological factors are most crucial in establishing sexuality early in life, sociocultural factors become increasingly significant as the child matures. Authentic sexuality not only develops but is also maintained in social units, such as families, churches, communities and societies. Thus sexual authenticity will vary greatly because communities and subcultures vary greatly in the degree to which they reflect God’s design and meaning for human sexuality. Due to both biological and sociocultural factors, as well as human sin, people struggle in different ways and in different degrees with their sexuality.



2. The Meaning of Sexuality.

 

We will approach the question of authentic sexuality by suggesting six principles of authentic sexuality, the first four dealing with creation, the fifth with the Fall, and the six with redemption and restoration.

2.1. Differentiation Between Male and Female. Human sexuality is established in the differentiation between male and female and in the unity established between them. A good beginning point in understanding the meaning of sexuality is Genesis 1:26: “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness, and let them have dominion.’” First, we note the importance of the relational nature of the Godhead in the phases “Let us make human kind in our image.” P. Trible makes a point that humankind (ha adam) in the first line changes to the singular pronoun him and finally to the plural form them, reinforcing “sexual differentiation within the unity of humanity” (Trible, 17). In this passage we recognize God’s work not only in creating humankind but in creating two distinct human beings, male and female. This places authentic being and sexuality in the context of male and female distinctiveness as well as in their unity and harmony.

In noting the shift in Genesis 1:27 from singular to plural pronouns, Trible draws several important conclusions in regard to sexual differentiation: first, that ha adam (humankind) refers to two creatures, thus disallowing an androgynous interpretation of the term; second, that the “singular word ha adam with its singular pronoun oto shows that male and female are not opposite but rather harmonious sexes”; and third, that “the parallelism between ha adam and ‘male and female’ shows . . . that sexual differentiation does not mean hierarchy but rather equality” (Trible, 18-19).

A man finds his identity and meaning in being male, just as a woman finds identity and meaning in being female. Differentiation connotes “unique quality” rather than inequality! What is uniquely different enhances and expands the other. Based on the Genesis account, and continuing throughout the Old and New Testaments, authentic sexuality is founded on two differentiated persons joining together in a sacred union.

2.1.1. Sexual Anomaly. The conclusions of Genesis become problematic when applied to male and female categories as observed by social sciences. Conventional social science defines sexuality in four dimensions: natal sex, which refers to the physical and biological features at birth; sexual identity, which refers to a person’s sexual self-concept—the view one has of oneself as a sexual person; gender role, which refers to one’s gender identity as defined by a particular culture; and sexual orientation which refers to the direction of one’s erotic attraction—to the opposite sex (heterosexual), the same sex (homosexual) or both sexes (bisexual). In the vast majority of cases there is consistency on all four dimensions of sexuality, resulting in a clear-cut definition of gender. However, for some there is inconsistency between the four dimensions, a lack of congruence that causes confusion about gender.

In the Genesis account the ideal prototype is the male and female becoming “one flesh” for love, intimacy, union and procreation. This persuades us to uphold the male and female union as God’s intended design for authentic sexual union. Our theology of sexuality, then, is based on the premise that God created us to show forth God’s image as male and female in relationship. The directive to replenish and subdue the earth (rightful dominion) and to be in authentic relationship (rightful sociability) leads us to a heterosexual norm. The capacity for living in a meaningful covenant relationship between a man and a woman is a spiritual journey that brings forth God’s image.

2.1.2. Fallenness of All Creation. We are, however, acutely aware of how all of creation was altered after the Fall. Therefore none of us achieves sexual wholeness in accordance with God’s highest ideals. Many have been damaged in sexual ways and now struggle with sexual intimacy, some are denied sexual expression even though they long to be married, others have natural attraction for a same-sex partner. Homosexuals, bisexuals and heterosexuals must strive to find a wholeness in their lives before God in a less-than-ideal world. Though we all struggle in various ways for sexual authenticity, this journey is especially painful for some. Christians claim the privilege of taking this journey with Christ and in the context of a loving community of faith.

Though we seek to discover our sexuality within a biblically based value system, we are called to be compassionate and gracious to ourselves and others on that path. We believe that the Christian community must model compassion and care for homosexuals and those struggling with sexual identity, resting in the fact that God is at work in all those who love and desire to serve the Lord.

2.2. A Good Gift. Sexuality is a good gift meant to draw persons to deeper levels of knowing self, others and God. C. S. Lewis reminds us that physical pleasure is God’s idea, not the devil’s. We are created as sexual beings with sexual desire. God not only made our bodies but equipped them with hormones, a nervous system, physical sensations, thought patterns and a psychological capacity to help us connect with others. God did not mean for man and woman to be alone, but created them in similar but unique ways so they could engage soul to soul and flesh to flesh! Adam received his companion with enthusiasm and eager anticipation as one who was mysteriously his equal. In such a union of body, mind and soul, a relationship is solidified as each one expands the other through self-knowledge and understanding. Through the good gift of sex, each discovers more about themselves, each other and their Creator God.

A theology that insists on procreation as the sole purpose of human sexuality makes it difficult to attach sacred meaning to sexual desire and pleasure in and of itself. Procreation is not the exclusive reason for sexual expression: sexual desire and fulfillment between man and woman have divine meaning and purpose as well. The sexual nature of Adam and Eve’s “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” encounter moves them toward each other for a deeper level of knowing themselves and each other in the meeting. Their distinctive differences engage them in an emotional and sexual oneness they cannot find in themselves alone. The erotic itself generates creative energy and capacity for relationship growth and change. Out of differentiation, two sexual beings, man and woman, find wholeness and one-flesh communion in their sexual consummation.

The Genesis 2 passage concludes, “the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed” (Gen 2:25). Authentic sexual interaction carries no shame, for it is entirely good for the man and woman to respond to each other openly. Sexual attraction, desire and engagement are part of God’s sovereign plan. The Song of Songs is a poetic celebration that provides an understanding of the Genesis concept of being naked and not ashamed.

2.3. An Innate Human Capacity. Humans are born with an innate capacity for sexual pleasure, and human sexuality can best develop within an emotionally caring, trustworthy family environment. Children experience sexual feelings from the time they are born. The pleasurable feelings an infant experiences center on being held close, caressed and fondled. The parent’s body gives sustenance, security and pleasure. Early on, young children also find pleasure through all their senses: smell, taste, touch, hearing and sight. God has created human beings with a tremendous capacity for taking in pleasure, and this includes genital feelings.

From birth to six is an especially important time when parents have the opportunity to acquaint young children with a biblical basis for his or her sexuality. It is important that parents give children positive messages about bodily pleasure, rather than giving the message that the genital area is either nonexistent (something to be ignored or avoided) or bad (something disgusting). Children are normally curious and inquisitive about the pleasures they feel in touching their genital area. Gentle and affirming tones can assure them that the pleasurable sexual feelings that are experienced are part and parcel of being human. “This also opens up the opportunity to impress upon the child that, because of the sacred and precious nature of the pleasurable feelings, it is of utmost importance that such a treasure should be a private matter between the child and the heavenly Father, who is the giver of the gift. Sexual instructions to a child must be specific, according to the understanding of the child, and imbedded into a deeper acceptance that, from birth, sexual pleasure generated by the genital touch is precisely what the Creator had in mind when He drew the original plan” (Friesen, 322-24). Receiving a positive message about the wonderful nature of pleasurable feelings, along with helpful guidance about appropriate ways and places to express such pleasure, provides an affirming security about one’s sexuality.

Human sexuality develops according to learned sexual scripts or cultural definitions of what is acceptable sexual behavior. Basically, people learn about sexuality in the same way they learn about other relationships. Sexual learning is potent due to the bonding power created when physical and emotional pleasure accompany the interaction. Think for a moment about the parent-child bonding and the personal pleasure expressed between them. The closeness of bodies—the touching, stroking and nurturing—that takes place in this intimate interaction speaks volumes about love. Freud graphically reminds us that a baby sinking back satiated from the breast and falling asleep with flushed cheeks and a blissful smile is a prototype of sexual satisfaction in later life.

Although its form may differ from culture to culture, the family is the arena in which emotionally loving and supportive interactions are given to help its members develop a balanced and harmonious sexual self. Sexual health in the home develops through an integration of one’s physical, emotional, intellectual, social and spiritual selves. Children learn about the meaning of sexuality within the social context of the family. The more this social context reflects God’s ideal for sexuality, the greater the potential for authentic sexuality.

Parents can foster healthy sexuality by regarding sexuality as a vital, God-created good that draws their children into meaningful, caring relationships. In the best of all worlds, the family is the place where children gain a clear grasp of themselves as unique and separate sexual beings who are secure in a deep sense of family belonging. It may be difficult for parents to talk to their children openly about sex because of negative experiences during their own development. If parents are able to affirm sex as a good and integral part of being created in the image of God, their children will be able to do the same. Characteristics of healthy family sexuality include a balanced interdependence among all family members based on respect for both genders, including their physical embodiment; verbal and nonverbal communication among family members that distinguishes between nurturing, affection and erotic contact; and shared sexual values, meanings and attitudes.

Irrespective of the distinct cultural context, healthy family sexuality will be characterized by balanced boundaries that respect and protect the sexuality of each individual family member, regardless of gender or age, and respect personal privacy, meaningful interpersonal closeness, honoring of requests for distance, and open channels of communication and negotiation. The most vulnerable will be the most nurtured and protected. Positive patterns of interaction among family members create a network of shared meaning about sex and serve as a basis for defining behavior between members.

2.4. Sexuality and Spirituality Are Intricately Connected. *Spirituality is not just relevant but essential to working out an authentic sexuality. By failing to acknowledge a balanced biblical affirmation of sexual wholeness, societies have too often engaged in the extremes of either eroticism-hating sexual oppression or hedonistic, unsatiated sexual obsession. The separation between sexuality and spirituality goes back to ascetic practices, where the denial of bodily pleasure was a common rule for spirituality. Sexual desires were historically considered dangerous temptations that needed to be suppressed. Women too were suppressed since they were thought to be a primary source of sexual temptation. Early church leaders went so far as to consider sexual union as a temporary separation from the Holy Spirit. Some theologies even advised married people not to have sex too often because intercourse was a disgusting act that led Adam and Eve astray.

But according to the biblical account, sexuality is part and parcel of the creative act of God. Experientially, sexuality and spirituality may be considered analogous experiences. Sexual fulfillment is meant to be a climactic experience that takes place in a relationship between two people who totally give themselves to each other. The Christian concept of spirituality can likewise be thought of as yielding to and being filled by God’s Spirit. The height of Christian spirituality is to be filled by God in such a way that one’s own will has become God’s will, and desire is an experience of being in harmony with God’s will.

Sexuality and spirituality are also analogous in that each can be approached either from a self-negating or self-affirming stance. Each of these approaches is represented within the church and consists of a belief about how human wholeness is obtained and maintained. And each has sexual as well as spiritual implications: The self-affirming system produces the well-integrated lover, the self-negating system produces the impotent lover, and the self-centered system produces the addicted lover.

The key in reaching the right relation between sexuality and spirituality may be in understanding desire, not as a sin, but as a positive force that draws us to others and to God. When we desire, seek and yield to God, we experience our greatest transformation. The lack of desire for God’s grace and God’s way is what stagnates us. Spiritual apathy keeps us in a defeated and self-negating place. Those who believe they are unworthy are likely to be victims of life, lacking energy or passion for God, yet expecting God to do miracles in their life. Ascetic spirituality is a desperate plea to fill up the hole and gaps, while spirituality out of the fullness of God’s grace leads to increased riches far beyond our imagination. A passionate seeker after God is one who reaches out with desire for growth and is eager to cooperate with God in being transformed. The impotent lover focuses on self-defeating faults, wallows in self-pity and fears change.

Unless our theology affirms the goodness of desire, we will find it difficult to integrate sexuality with spirituality. Desiring, enjoying and relating to a partner who is made in God’s image affirms the sacred meaning embedded in the sexual union. Our desire can lead us to profound places of growth, for it takes courage to open ourselves, recognize our vulnerable places and be changed as we struggle together in our quest for wholeness.

Therefore, spiritual desire leads to a fullness of God, and sexual desire leads to a full, meaningful life in relationship. As we struggle with the Divine about our sexual nature, we are brought to a deeper knowledge of ourselves. Likewise, the sexual relationship is an important place of self-discovery and growth. Our passion drives us to deeper, intimate encounters. When we not only know who we are but Whose we are, we meet life with a view toward growth and transformation.

2.5. Distorted by the Fall. After the Fall, sexuality became distorted and in need of redemption. Human sexuality would be pure and uncomplicated if it were not for the entrance of sin into the world. God’s good gift of sex as described in the first two chapters of Genesis is quickly shattered by what happens in chapter three. Sexuality, a gift of God’s perfect design, becomes a part of our fallen nature. There are many ways this good “gift of sex” has been perverted, distorted and warped. The Old and New Testaments describe how our fallen condition has disrupted relationships through jealousy, greed, murder, abuse, mistreatment, neglect and coveting.

So we should not be surprised by our struggles to live sexually authentic lives. Our sexual attitudes, behaviors and strivings make us acutely aware of our need for healing and redemption. Being created as sexual persons demands much more than an assent to a set of rules and regulations about sexual behavior and standards. It involves our very being and how we live in relationship to others. In authentic sexual interaction we are mutually responsible for building mature relationships that bring forth the best in us and each other. It is a challenging task to achieve a level of integration that leads to mature, person-centered sexuality.

2.6. Restoration in Christ. Christ offers restoration and renews our potential for authentic sexuality. This good news is hopeful, because Christ came to earth not only to forgive our sins, but to restore us. The Holy Spirit is given to empower us to live in a broken world. We are all in the process of trying to follow Christ and live the kind of person-centered sexual lives that God intended. When we fall short, we are to share each other’s burdens and draw on God’s grace, which keeps us reaching toward our all-knowing, loving God. Faith is a lifelong process.

We must view ourselves as created in God’s image and be constantly mindful of God’s indwelling presence as we reach for wholeness. We each have sexual wounds and struggles, disappointments and confusion, but God provides the light we need so we don’t lose our way on the journey toward sexual authenticity. Our God is a generous guide and comfort, present with us through life’s challenges. Through self-acceptance in Christ we find the self created by God to live in relationship with others. Knowing who we are in Christ, sons and daughters of God, leads to a deeper level of knowing how God’s image within urges us to be rightly related to others. We all have needs, deficits and wounds to heal, and our hope lies in the belief that our transcendent God wants to make “something new” because we are willing to die, over and over, to our old selves. Substantial healing comes when we take an honest look at ourselves and ask God to correct us and give us courage to change.



3. The Sexually Authentic Society.

 

The development and nurturing of authentic sexuality does not take place in a vacuum, but is part of a larger social system that can either promote or distort sexuality. No society provides the perfect environment within which authentic sexuality can develop. Some societies succeed in protecting from exposure to exploitive and dehumanizing sexuality, but often at the cost of suppressive censorship. Modern Western societies’ emphasis on the values of individualism and personal autonomy result in the free expression of sexuality, but with it comes explicit sexual messages and sexually exploitive themes, and easy access to pornography.

The sexually authentic society will provide the support and accountability individuals need to live sexually authentic lives. Since all societies have layers of social structure, it might be beneficial to map out some biblical ideals. These several layers of social structure form increasingly inclusive concentric circles around an individual’s life.

3.1. The Sexually Authentic Family. For most people in all societies the family is the central arena into which individuals are born, find their sexual identity and are socialized as male or female sexual beings. Theologically, the relationship principles of covenant, grace, empowerment and intimacy are supremely applicable to family relationships. The family is meant to be an intimate environment where persons can be themselves without fear of violation or rejection. Thus Adam and Eve were able to stand before one another without *shame (Gen 2:25). Family life is to be a place of security where members experience the faithful, unconditional love of family members through mutual care and regard. While parents are naked and not ashamed before each other, they develop and respect sexual boundaries with their children through nonerotic physical touch, verbal support and affirmation of gender and sexuality. Both parents will have the ability to establish emotional bonds with male and female children. Much in modern societies conspires against these values. Traditional societies may correspond more closely than modern families to patterns in ancient Israel that were formed, shaped and sustained by a core of corporate identity and responsibility (Perdue et al.).

3.2. The Sexually Authentic Congregation and Community. Beyond the family is the local church or fellowship in which Christian believers find their identity, support and accountability. While much in Scripture suggests that a church/fellowship should resemble family relationships, the biblical, prescribed ideal is that of koinonia. The congregation, as the people of God, are not only called to be a fellowship for each other, but to reach out to the needs of others in their surrounding neighborhood and community. In the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus sets forth the concept of the neighbor as the normative model of all community-based relationships (Lk 10:25-37).

In this parable we learn that every individual in our community is a potential neighbor. In our own lives this commandment may be observed by our actions in developing ministries for victims of rape and sexual violence, in providing small groups for those troubled by sexual addictions or identity issues, in responding to unwed mothers who need emotional, social and financial support in order to give birth to a child rather than have an abortion. The church can also establish homeless shelters for runaway children, who are the prime targets for sexual predators, or develop twelve-step groups for persons who struggle with sexual violence or sexual addiction. Church families can open up their homes as places of temporary refuge for sexually abused children or women.

3.3. The Sexually Authentic Society. Though this varies between more traditional and modern societies, all have standards of what constitutes acceptable and unacceptable sexual behavior. Groups of people share identity through common membership in a nation-state that establishes formal laws and informal norms about sexuality. The Old Testament concept of shalom is a theologically appropriate way to describe a sexually authentic society. Shalom carried with it a holistic connotation of societal well-being, exhibiting not just peace, but a just peace. One important sign that shalom is present in a society is evidence that public space is sexually safe space. The extent to which a person, female or male, feels sexually unsafe while participating in public life reveals the degree that shalom is absent. In the sexually authentic society, social space will be safe from sexual predators whether that be rape or sexual harassment.

For shalom to be present in society, there must be an affirmation of the goodness of sexuality and a climate of openness and comfort in dealing with sexual content. When authentic sexuality is present, there will be a noticeable absence of inauthentic expressions of sexuality, when sex is either repressed or excessively expressed. In reality, most societies will probably always experience some tension between sexual repression and sexual expression. Modern urban societies tend toward excessive expressions of sexuality, while traditional societies toward repression of sexuality. Excessive expressions of sexuality can most notably be found in the form of the sexualization or eroticization of nonsexual aspects of life and social relationships—sex in advertising and over-reliance on sexually suggestive content in the media.

One response to unwholesome expression of sexuality in society is reactionary, to boycott products of companies that sponsor sexually offensive television programs. But Christians can also take a proactive stance toward inauthentic sexuality. This response would include educating Christians to the subtle and not-so-subtle ways in which popular culture is dishonest in its depiction of sexual content. As a start, such theological categories as creation, fall and redemption could be used in the analysis. A mark of dishonest treatment of sex in *film and television is the failure to show the negative consequences of various forms of nonrelational sex. An even more radical proactive response is for Christians to become involved in the creation of popular art and culture (see Popular Culture) by producing forms that honestly and responsibly treat sex and sexual relationships in a person-centered context. Perhaps the Christian community needs to be more open to the good that can be done by Christians who seek to influence popular attitudes toward sexuality in the popular media. C. S. Lewis once said that we don’t need more books about Christianity, but rather more secular books written by Christians. The Christian church, as a called-out community, needs to be the salt of the earth by responsibly modeling authentic sexuality and to be willing to take a prophetic role as the light of the world by voicing God’s call for authentic expressions of sexuality.

See also ANTHROPOLOGY, THEOLOGICAL; MARRIAGE AND FAMILY; SEXISM; SHAME.
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SHAME

 

Shame appears to be a universal human experience, though the context and nature of the standards and the expressions of shame may differ across time and culture. Despite this universality, Western theologians have generally neglected shame, even viewing it disparagingly as something less advanced and inferior to the rationalized Western guilt-based conscience. Such an understanding is unfortunate and rests on several misunderstandings. Indeed, upon closer examination, Scripture provides significant resources for understanding the shame experience.

1. Misconceptions About Shame

2. Shame in Scripture

3. Shame and Salvation


 


1. Misconceptions About Shame.

 

Several misconceptions about the experience of shame continue to exert influence in both popular and scholarly discussions. It is common to pair shame and honor as though the two were binary opposites. Honor and shame are not antipodal concepts along a singular spectrum of social evaluation. Shame is an affect. Honor, in contrast, is not. One feels shame. One does not feel honor, though one may indeed feel certain emotions that result from the appropriation of honor. What one normally feels when receiving honor is pride. Honor then is a binary correlate to public shaming: shame, as an affect, lies in opposition to the affect of pride.

Another common understanding involves a distinction between the experiences of shame and guilt. Often, people view shame as arising from sensitivity to public opinion and primarily occurs not when one commits a sin but when exposed in some way. Guilt, in contrast, it is supposed, does not require public exposure but operates by internal principles and personal conscience. In this view, guilt is about absolute standards originating from an internal conscience while shame depends upon varying social currents, primarily an other-directed experience that always calls for an audience. The distinguishing mark of shame is dependence upon what others think. Conversely, guilt relies on an internal moral compass, the individual conscience.

An extension of this distinction is that of the notion of shame and guilt cultures. The notion of guilt cultures assumed this public/ private contrast and supposedly designated cultures that internalized absolute standards of morality in the form of the individual conscience. Shame cultures, in contrast, were societies that relied on social sanctions and public opinion. The popular writings of anthropologist Ruth Benedict (1887-1948) gave these two culture types wide currency. Developmental psychologist Erik Erikson (1902-1994) argued that shame was a developmental precursor to the more advanced emotion of guilt. This view added fuel to the tacit ethnocentric bias that guilt-oriented personalities (associated with modern Westerners) were more developed or civilized than those who exhibited shame-oriented personalities (associated with premodern and non-Western peoples). The move to generalize this commitment to the level of national cultures, that is, that guilt cultures were morally superior to shame cultures, was a natural one.

Empirical support is lacking, however, for the commonly held assumption that shame arises from public exposure whereas guilt arises from the more private pangs of an internalized conscience. Recent anthropological and psychological discussions demonstrate that both guilt and shame operate by using internalized norms, that is, conscience. Though shame often does involve public exposure, such is not essential to the shame experience. There are both internal (private) and external (public) forms of shame (Tangney). Internal shame may occur without public discovery. No one specific type of experience (e.g., external, public) produces shame. In fact, the types of behavior that lead to shame and guilt are essentially similar.

Although assigning cultures to either a guilt or shame category remains a common practice in contemporary Christian writing, and particularly in missiological literature, it is now clear that such strong dichotomies are naïve and simplistic. Every culture experiences both shame and guilt. Even those such as Japan’s, often referenced as an example of such a “shame culture,” no longer admit to simplistic categorization. Recent study challenges such a label, pointing to a prevalent sense of guilt among Japanese, arising from action or inaction that results in injury, harm or suffering of another (Lebra, 192). Rather than the transgression of an abstract legal or moral code, Japanese guilt seems personalized and focused on relationship, often involving the concept of on (a morally valenced relational indebtedness). Granted, either shame or guilt may indeed predominate in certain cultural contexts, yet no culture requires or precludes either experience to the exclusion of the other. It is more helpful to learn how each culture has a particular integrative hierarchy that involves both these two internal controls.

How then do guilt and shame differ? Scholars generally acknowledge that the basic distinction between these two experiences is the role of self-attribution. That is, whether a specific emotional reaction to some failure will lead to guilt or shame depends upon the way the self construes and attributes the failure or negative events. Thus, guilt involves a more articulated condemnation of a specific behavior (i.e., “what I did”). Here the self exists as subject alone and frames the misdeed or failure as external to the self. The focus in guilt is on the specific act that remains external to the self.

Shame, in contrast, involves a global negative evaluation of the self (i.e., “who I am”). Two dimensions, the cause or event, and the self’s subsequent evaluation of itself, fuse as the self becomes both subject and object. Shame then is the complete closure of the self-object circle. In the shame experience, the self attributes the failure in a global way. That is, what one does is not abstracted and externalized but is appropriated as an inherent part of the self. The focus in shame is on the resulting inadequacy of the self.

Because of these differences, the solution to either is quite different. Although potentially quite painful, reparation or forgiveness can resolve the experience of guilt. The experience of guilt always has an associated corrective action, something that the individual can do (but does not necessarily do) that can repair the failure. Rectifications of the failure in some way or taking measures to prevent it from happening again are two possible corrective paths. Certain forms of punishment are also frequently enjoined to absolve guilt.

Shame is quite different for it does not merely view the thing done as wrong but rather regards the very self as defective in some fashion. In this way, shame points to a much deeper reality. It is not only behavior that is wrong but the person as well. The shamed self is a damaged, deficient self and falls short of some good goal or standard of excellence. It is fundamentally flawed. Because of this, the self that experiences shame often recoils, feels naked, inferior, defective and frequently attempts to hide and disappear.

Since shame is about falling short, corrective action must be different than that associated with guilt. Punishment will not help nor will simple absolution or forgiveness. Instead, the proper corrective measure must involve a remaking or renovation of the self in some way. There must be a true change by healing or transformation of the shamed self.



2. Shame in Scripture.

 

2.1. The Old Testament. Shame is a notable aspect of the Christian Scriptures. There is a prominent contrast in the Garden of Eden account (Gen 2:25; 3:7-10) between the pre-sin lack of shame and the shame-related experiences (hiding, awareness of nakedness) after Eve and Adam ate the fruit. Thus the initial experience after sin entered the world seems to have been shame.

A dominant concern within human relationships is to prevent shaming (Deut 25:3; 27:16; Ruth 2:15) or mitigate frustration and anger when shamed (1 Sam 20:30-34). Shame can result from failure to act with proper relational reciprocity (e.g., 2 Sam 19:3-7, where shame results from David’s failure to validate the loyalty and valor of his men). Isaiah’s awareness of his creatureliness, feelings of self-loathing and dread and inadequacy before the mysterium tremendum (Is 6) is typical of the shame experience in the presence of holiness. As there is a close connection between blessing and honor, there exists a similar connection between cursing and shame, that is, a lack of blessing and emptying of the soul. Shame also exists beyond the explicit shame terminology, as it is associated with values such as exclusion, impurity, foolishness, pride and different types of failures.

Although shame rhetoric appears throughout the Hebrew Bible, explicit shame language is most prominent in the Psalms and Prophets. The prophets often connect shame with idolatry (Is 1:29; 42:17; 45:16; Hos 10:6) and those who trust in something other than God (Is 20:5). Shame is the proper end for the enemies of God (Ps 129:5; Is 26:11; 41:11; 45:24) and any who reject God (Jer 8:9). Shame functions as God’s vehicle for punishing Israel who should exhibit faithfulness and trust but instead ruptures its covenant relationship with God by sinful disobedience (Is 37:27; Jer 48:1, 13, 20, 39; 50:2; Ezek 16:52; Hab 2:16). Shame is one way of framing the punishment of exile (Jer 9:15-19; 51:51). Psychologically, the function of this language was apparently to produce disgust and self-reproach that would lead Israel to repentance.

Positively, the prophets often described God’s salvation and help in terms of the removal of shame (Is 50:7; 54:4; Joel 2:26; Zeph 3:11). There remained a promise that the obedient and faithful would never incur shame (Is 49:23; 50:6-7). In the Psalms, authors often make requests for God to remove or keep shame away because of a person’s trust in God (Ps 25:2, 20; 31:1, 17; 71:1). There is also a frequent call for the psalmist’s enemies to receive shame as punishment (Ps 6:10; 31:17; 70:2; 71:13; 86:17; 109:28; 119:78).

2.2. The New Testament. New Testament writers also use shame in multifaceted ways. A desire not to cause others public shame may function as a mark of righteousness (Mt 1:19). Since God’s blessing is a form of honor, a mark of distinction, then a lack of that blessing (e.g., infertility, Lk 1:25) may prove shameful. Jesus speaks of people who prevail due to their shameless behavior (Lk 11:8). Jesus’ words and actions result in the shaming of his adversaries (Lk 13:17). In addition, his use of derogatory terms (e.g., “snakes,” “brood of vipers,” Mt 23:33; “hypocrites,” Mt 23:13; “blind guides,” Mt 23:16; “blind fools,” Mt 23:17) indicates Jesus’ intention to shame his opponents. In Hebrews 6:6, those who sin and leave the faith bring shame upon Jesus. James rebukes believers for shaming the poor by their favoritism (Jas 2:6). Sinful human behavior may result in God being shamed (Rom 2:23-24).

Some authors utilize shame as a form of rebuke and social control. Paul uses shame to exert social pressure on nonconformists in order to create obedience among his churches (1 Cor 5:1-6; 6:1-7; 15:34; 2 Thess 3:14). He also uses shame as motivation to encourage Christians to cooperate in his ministry activities (2 Cor 9:3-4).

The gospel and the cross contain powerful dimensions relating to shame. Thus Paul notes that the saved will not experience ultimate shame (Rom 10:11). The scandalous, shameful message of a crucified Messiah is why Paul must state that this news is not a cause for any shame (Rom 1:16). Rather, in Christ God has reversed the codes of moral evaluation, taking what the world considered weak, foolish and shameful, and making this instead a source of pride and honor. Through the cross, God transforms into honor what in the ancient world was an ultimate disgrace and shame (Heb 12:2). Disciples must patiently bear such shame and disgrace, knowing that the world’s views of shame do not parallel God’s standards (Heb 12:1-3; 13:13-14).



3. Shame and Salvation.

 

Christians have often framed theories of *atonement in terms of release of guilt. Indeed, much post-Reformation theology has subsumed the human feelings of unworthiness and shame within the larger rubric of guilt and subsequently defined the salvific work of Christ primarily in terms of legal images and personal guilt (Kraus, 208). This is particularly true of the penal substitutionary view of atonement. Some have commented on frustrated Western missionaries as they attempt to communicate the gospel only to discover their explanations lack power. Often, this can be the result of a predominantly legal *apologetic or soteriology that does not adequately consider other modes of explanation such as shame. The result has often been that many in the non-Western world (and even contemporary culture of the postmodern West) have not heard the story of Jesus in ways that connect to their deepest experiences and concerns.

This is unfortunate since there are significant resources in Scripture that support such interpretation. As noted above, the story of the first sin in Genesis exhibits clear shame dimensions (hiding, awareness of one’s defective, exposed self). It is quite faithful to Scripture to speak of the original shame that humankind incurred by sinning. Paul frames sin in terms of shame (Rom 3:23: falling short, not measuring up to God’s honor) and God’s gift against the backdrop of human sin that elicits shame (Rom 6:21-23).

If we resist the temptation to view sin in a purely legal mode, it becomes quickly apparent that the Bible also frames the issue of sin in terms of failure, disorder, damage to the self and relations, alienation, and shame. The curse of law may also be viewed legitimately visà-vis shame and defilement, rather than guilt and legal culpability (Kraus, 217). Such a self is in need of transformation and healing more than forgiveness and absolution.

Such an approach might emphasize a Christ who was shamed with thorns but crowned with honor and glory. It may also frame salvation in terms of incorporation into the story of Jesus where God sets us in a new place. In this new place, shame is abolished and new honorable identity given.

Far from a developmentally inferior experience or a possession of exotic collectivist societies, shame is a universal element in all cultures. It seems to be hard-wired into the makeup of the human person. So it is crucial for theology, if it is to take seriously the global contexts of today’s world, to pay greater attention to issues of shame, probing for new ways of understanding the universal gospel through the contextually specific dimensions of shame experiences.

See also ATONEMENT; FACE; SALVATION; SIN.
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SIGNS AND WONDERS.
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SIN

 

What has gone wrong in the world God created good? Why is everything at cross-purposes—we with ourselves and our neighbors and our environment and God? How should we understand the nature and source of this malaise? How bad is it, and is there something we ourselves can do to fix it? These are among the key questions the doctrine of sin addresses. People in varying circumstances obviously experience what has gone wrong in ways that can produce quite different answers to such questions, and advancing medical and psychological models make some people doubt whether a term like “sin” that involves responsibility and guilt is a proper or helpful way to speak. It can be argued, nonetheless, that certain fundamentals underlie our diverse experiences. For instance, we all fail to attain even our own standards of moral achievement, and we assume in everyday life that we are in some important sense responsible for our faulty behavior. From such observations it is but a short step to the conclusion that we are all sinners, sinners who cannot deliver ourselves from our wrong impulses and actions.

1. The Biblical Vocabulary of Sin

2. The Nature of Sin

3. The Source of Sin

4. The Extent of Sin

5. Categories of Sins

6. Sin, Law, Punishment and Grace

7. Sin in African Perspective


 


1. The Biblical Vocabulary of Sin.

 

When one takes into account the words used for specific transgressions as well as more general terms, the biblical vocabulary for sin is vast—about fifty words in Hebrew and more than a dozen in Greek. Besides giving resources for considerable nuance, this fact in itself points to the importance of human transgressions for the biblical writers and the prominence of sin in their thought. All genres of biblical literature in both the Old Testament and the New Testament deal in some way with sin.

1.1. Old Testament. The three most commonly used Hebrew terms for sin (ḥāṭāʾ, pešaʿ, and ʿāôn), all have a secular as well as a religious sense, and none of them is exactly equivalent to “sin” in a general sense. The first (ḥāṭāʾ) means to be mistaken, to be found deficient, or to miss a specific goal or mark. Since it does not concern itself with inner motives of behavior, the biblical writers sometimes add the phrase “with a high hand” (see, e.g., Num 15:28-30) to take the idea out of the sphere of a merely formal violation of a norm. The next word (pesaʿ) should be translated “rebellion,” and it does take account of motive: someone willfully, knowledge-ably violates a norm or standard. Sometimes, when referring to someone taking a challenging stance towards God, it has a sense of violating something with numinous value, something holy. The third word (ʿāôn) means “error” or “iniquity.” The most religious of the three terms, it is closely related—and connected—to both guilt and punishment. Other Hebrew words take account of criminal wrongdoing or wickedness, ethical or moral failure, or the kind of crossing of a line that may constitute a religious transgression. In addition, five different terms deal with disobeying God by despising, spurning, refusing or rejecting his rule. Another three terms designate the irreligious as godless or profane, wicked or irreverent, or wanton. Words describing how loathsome and abhorrent they are to God identify some sins, while the language of sexual promiscuity is used for apostasy. The prophets decry everything from criminal violence to dishonesty, treachery, oppression and injustice. Cultic errors count in some contexts as serious sins. Furthermore, since there is a firm connection in Hebrew thought between sin and hardship or suffering, not just for the sinner but for the whole community, words for trouble, calamity and sorrow often overlap with words suggesting sin. In short, “sin” has both legal and theological content in the Old Testament, and it has both social and theological importance. Sin is what destroys communion both with God and with the human community. It initiates a process of destruction that will continue until it is somehow dealt with.

1.2. New Testament. Quite similarly, “sin” in the New Testament encompasses any activity or stance opposed to God, or any rejection of God’s claims by humans bent on going their own way. God’s love and care for people is expressed in his law, which takes into account people’s relationships with one another, so it follows that sins against people are also sins against God. The most commonly used word for sin in the New Testament, hāmārtiā (and its related terms), is also the most comprehensive: it can refer to almost any kind of error. However, since it has a biblical context of opposition to God, it should not be understood to imply innocuous error (as some have supposed from its literal sense of “missing the mark”). It involves guilt, brings separation from God, and may be depicted as having a demonic character (see Jn 9:31; 1 Jn 3:8). Paul sometimes speaks of it as if it were a power or active agent (especially in Rom 5—7; but see also the non-Pauline Heb 3:13). According to Romans 8:3, Christ came to deal with sin in this sense. In Paul the word almost always has a connotation of hostility toward God, and he almost always uses it in the singular (unlike the writers of the Synoptics, who use the plural), which is to say that he is concerned about the underlying principle more than its outer manifestations. As a general term, it encompasses other New Testament words for sin (see 1 Jn 3:4; 5:17). The next most important term in the New Testament vocabulary, ādikiā, means “unrighteousness,” usually with respect to behavior toward a fellow human being. The word refers particularly to the outward and visible aspects of that which is sinful; it has a legal overtone. God’s righteousness provides the standard against which unrighteousness is measured (Rom 3:5; 9:14). Other New Testament terms involve lawlessness, disobedience, trespass, transgression, and debt in the sense of sin against God or neighbor; impiety, wickedness, evil or depravity, and evil desire (taken broadly of human yearnings opposed to God’s law and claims, not understood only in a sexual sense); and somewhat milder ideas of lack, stumbling, and going astray or deceiving oneself. In each case, though, God’s order, norm or standard has been breached (see Shuster; Cover and Sanders; Günther and Bauder; Quell et al.).



2. The Nature of Sin.

 

As the biblical vocabulary shows, sin is first and foremost a violation of God’s design for human living. That design encompasses right relationships with the rest of creation, so Scripture depicts what we might regard as sins against other people as fundamentally directed toward God (Ps 51:4; also Lev 20:1-3; 2 Sam 12:13). Sin is a moral *evil for which persons are responsible and for which they bear guilt, not an evil like a destructive volcanic eruption for which no one is personally to blame. And it is the sort of evil that does not in any sense enhance but rather destroys the truly human: the paradigm of true humanity, Jesus Christ, was without sin. As Luther put it, following a pattern of Augustinian thought, to be a sinner is to be “curved in on oneself” (Luther); it is for one’s whole being to be determined not by love of God and neighbor, but by self-concern and self-interest.

When going beyond the basics, major traditions have differed significantly in their emphases and in how much weight they have given to sin. *Eastern Orthodoxy, with its comparatively optimistic anthropology, has had a milder view—one closer to sin as error that needs correction—than either Roman Catholicism or Protestantism, and has put less emphasis on either guilt or shame. The Orthodox believe that through the Fall (see below), humankind became not radically depraved but mortal and hence particularly prone to sensual temptations. Also, with its mystical and experiential foci, Orthodoxy tends to think in terms of the need to restore particular relationships (divine-human and human-human) that have been violated and thus to think of sin more in individual than in generic or legal terms.

Roman Catholicism privileges the intellect. To sin is to violate not only God’s law but also right reason, which is properly aligned with God’s law but may be drawn away from it most particularly through sensual appetites, though also through ignorance or malice. Right reason is not fundamentally corrupted by the Fall, and it cannot embrace evil as an end. Those who sin thus do so by desiring some good inordinately; the accompanying evil is not directly intended. Roman Catholics also insist on human freedom with respect to sin: sin is by definition a voluntary act. (The “voluntary” aspect of original sin is attributed to a sort of moral unity of our will with Adam’s.)

The Protestantism coming most directly out of the Reformation has emphasized pride, unbelief, disobedience and rebellion against God as hallmarks of sin. It has neither privileged the intellect nor especially blamed the senses, but has understood sin as corrupting our humanity in all of its aspects: we sin as readily in our thinking as in our physical desiring. We have no firm ground in ourselves on which we can stand: even our conscience can betray us. This radical corruption has radical implications for our freedom, for our motives themselves are impure, and we are unable even truly and fully to will the good. (*Arminian and *Anabaptist strands of Protestantism give a larger place to human freedom.)

2.1. As Act and As Condition. Sin as act refers to any violation of the divine law (1 Jn 3:4), whether by commission or omission (for the latter, see Mt 25:31-46; Prov 24:11-12). It must be differentiated from crime, which is violation of human law: it was a crime, but not a sin, to shelter Jews from the Nazis; it is a sin, but not a crime, to drink oneself into a stupor (unless one takes the wheel of a car or disturbs the peace). The divine law ought not to be understood as a set of cold and abstract principles; rather, the Lawgiver stands behind the law, the Lawgiver who speaks in the form of direct address and who showed himself first of all to be the Deliverer who set his people free (Ex 20:2). Nor should the law be understood in terms of endlessly multiplying statutes that can feed into an obsessive and self-concerned legalism or a scrupulosity that strains out gnats and swallows camels (Mt 23:24). Fundamentally, there is only one commandment, with a second like it—whole-hearted love of God and neighbor (Mt 22:37-39; Mk 12:30-31; Lk 10:27), and to break any part of the law is to break the whole of it (Jas 2:10). Note well that love does not replace the law (Rom 13:8-10); the law helps us see what love must look like in a world like ours. To speak of sin as violation of the divine law is to speak in this broadly based way that encompasses both behavior and motive: the right act from the wrong heart-attitude and the wrong act from the right heart-attitude are both sinful.

Sin as condition refers to a moral state of being in which our natures are fundamentally disordered or depraved, so that we are sinners even when we are not consciously or actively sinning (as our dreams may often show us). Jesus said that it is out of our hearts that wicked actions come (Mt 15:19; see Jer 17:9). Elsewhere, we read that our understanding is darkened (Eph 4:18), our wills are enslaved to evil (Rom 6:17, 19), our affections have become vile (Rom 1:26), and even our consciences are seared (1 Tim 4:2). The result is not that our capacity to choose becomes inoperative, but rather that we are radically inclined in the wrong direction, in our best and highest aspirations and not just in our supposedly lower appetites. We cannot excuse this condition as a fate that has befallen us or a defect in our nature for which we are not responsible and which occasions no guilt. Rather, we retain a deep awareness, every time we act wrongly, that we could, and should, have done differently.

2.2. In Liberation and Feminist Thought. The more theologically orthodox *liberation theologians, like Gustavo Gutiérrez, have not denied classical understandings of sin but believe these understandings have seriously overplayed the individual and private aspects of sin while underplaying the social and historical circumstances in which sin in all of its destructive consequences is played out. Sin involves idolatry and greed, and has collective and structural aspects in which injustice, oppression and exploitation become institutionalized. As the story of the Exodus and the writings of the Old Testament prophets show us, certain political orders and situations can rightly be called sinful, and these situations must be remedied. It is wrong to cast spiritual and temporal redemption as alternatives: while on earth, Jesus dealt with temporal needs, and his work redeems us from sin in all its aspects and consequences. While liberation theology has Latin American roots, its important insights about the too-often-overlooked institutional and corporate embodiments of sin have made a great contribution to the thinking of many who have suffered injustice, including many black and feminist theologians.

*Feminist theologians have raised the question of whether traditional understandings of sin, most especially as involving pride and selfassertiveness over against God, may be based on the experience of only half of the human race. Is it true that the characteristic sins of women are the same as those of men? Might it be that women are more prone to sin by self-abnegation, refusals of proper responsibility, and a focus on trivial matters? If so, counseling humility and obedience may drive them further into their own particular sins (Goldstein; Plaskow). Surely it is valuable to look at whatever commonalities of genetic or social heritage may predispose groups of people to particular manifestations of sin. We rightly deal with particulars and not just abstract generalizations. Even so, (black) *womanist theologians have often challenged white feminists with ignoring the experience of women not of their race and class: social location may play as significant a role as gender. (It is, in fact, important also to recall that when placed in public and competitive roles, women seem all too prone to putatively male forms of sin.) Thus, the observations of liberation and feminist theologians alike may teach us something of the multifaceted and deceptive nature of sin, as well as its pervasiveness.

Another aspect of many feminists’ thinking about sin is a conviction that we should get away from the view that sin is fundamentally a culpable fault for which people may be blamed and for which it is quite proper that they feel guilt, and instead emphasize hurt and broken-ness that require healing. Some *Asian theologians similarly focus on hurt (han), but with attention to han as the pervasive consequence of sin, sometimes with a corresponding emphasis on victims rather than on perpetrators—an aspect of the problem of sin that has been much overlooked in traditional thought (e.g., Park; see Shame).



3. The Source of Sin.

 

How could it be that sin could be so pervasive if a good God created a good world? How did evil enter in? Or was it simply inevitable given the nature of a finite reality?

3.1. The Fall. The traditional answer to the question of the source of our malaise is that our first parents fell: placed in an idyllic setting and given but a single prohibition by God—that they not eat of the fruit of the tree in the center of the garden (Gen 2:17; 3:3)—they disobeyed and thereby brought ruin not only upon themselves but upon the whole human race. How it could be that a single act affected all humanity has been debated, for the old view that sin is passed on by natural generation seems implausible; about all one can say is that God decided that Adam and Eve should act in this representative capacity (Rom 5:12-19; cf. Rom 11:32). Their sin was not self-originating: they were tempted by a serpent, usually understood as a representative of satanic evil (Rev 12:9; 20:2; see also Jn 8:44; of course seeing Satan as the real source of evil just pushes the larger question of rebellion against God back a step, insofar as one is not a cosmological dualist). Today the story is usually seen symbolically, as a representation of the way each of us comes to disobey; though it might be noted that when read only in that way, the question of why we, if really created good, should each be so vulnerable to disobedience, remains unanswered. The significance traditionally given the doctrine of the Fall has also been challenged on the ground that the terminology is not itself biblical, and the rest of the Old Testament does not speak of the events of Genesis 3 as the source of human ills. Nonetheless, Paul does speak in such terms (Rom 5:18-19; 1 Cor 15:21-22), and the story is given prominence by its very position at the beginning of the Bible.

3.2. Structural Views. Some who deny the traditional view that the fault of Adam and Eve as such could bring inevitable ruin to the rest of the race follow some version of the position of Pelagius, that Adam and Eve provided a bad example that all have (inexplicably) followed. Accounts that emphasize pressures that accumulate in the social and natural environment, making it almost inevitable that persons will succumb to temptations and ever-increasing constraints brought on by the sum of past sins, could be seen as expansions of such a position: on such a view, it is not that one could not act purely, but only that the difficulty is so great that it turns out no one does. Some views of sin that we might term “structural” come very close to such environmental views, whereas others have to do more with the nature of finitude itself.

3.2.1. Finitude and Sickness. Is it possible to create a finite world without creatures getting at cross-purposes with one another, such that they eventually are pressed past enduring to act in self-interested ways? Many theologians hold that even if it might be theoretically possible to live a finite existence and avoid sin, it is for all practical purposes impossible. Egocentrism and self-love are part of a given motivational structure in human beings that precedes their individual choices (Pannenberg; many psychologists emphasize this point). Limits in goods make for competing interests, and limits in knowledge mean that one does not know ahead of time if there is really enough to go around or what the actual outcome of one’s behavior will be. Nonculpable errors lead quickly to culpable self-justifications. A limited physical environment makes death necessary if we are not to end up standing on top of one another; and fear of death is a prime source of selfish and even brutal actions (see Heb 2:15). Even if limits of finitude do not force anyone to seek to cross them—the doctrine of the church is that the incarnate Christ was sinless—they generate situations so constraining that all humans other than Jesus do in fact sin.

Attributing wrong behavior to sickness rather than to sin is a related approach, though in this case the constraint is internal to the person rather than being an aspect of created reality in general. Particular genetic endowments can, for instance, predispose a person to violence, alcoholism or despair; a terrible early environment may contribute to behavior one might understand in terms of mental illness rather than of morally culpable fault. The appropriate concomitants of sickness are not judgment and repentance, but compassion and attempts at healing. The difficulty here is that while Scripture does recognize a connection between sickness and sin, the weight is clearly in the direction of affirming that sin may lead to sickness rather than the reverse (very specifically in Ps 107:17; see also Jas 5:15-16). That is far from saying that all sickness is due to sin (see Jn 9), except insofar as one sees it as a result of the Fall; but it does militate against dismissal of the category of sin in favor of a category to which no blame is attached. At the same time, surely it is proper to acknowledge that we are all subject to many forces we do not choose and that make virtuous responses more difficult than they might otherwise be, and perhaps some people may be so constrained that sickness is the only appropriate category to use.

3.2.2. Institutions and Social Structures. Not only realities of the natural world but also realities of the social world heavily determine human behavior. Indeed, institutions and social structures may themselves take on a character that seems incorrigibly sinful, perpetrating abusive and oppressive practices in ways that seem to sweep along whoever works within them. Reinhold Niebuhr spoke of “moral man and immoral society” (Niebuhr 1932) as a way of capsulizing the way persons may abrogate responsibility to a group and in general behave far worse in social and institutional settings than they would dream of doing in their private lives. Institutions and governments may get themselves into spots where there is no decision their functionaries can make that will not hurt someone, as when a state finds that there is no money to pay both for education and for medical help for the needy. When the critical moment comes, no one is specifically at fault for making one of the bad choices available; yet a whole series of culpably bad choices have ordinarily come before. *Racism and *poverty are commonly understood to be institutionalized evils that lock people in unjust situations without anyone, now, necessarily intending to do so. While recognizing the power of these recalcitrant structures does not deal with the underlying issue of how they got that way, such recognition is important not least because of the sheer magnitude of the evil they perpetrate and the impossibility that this evil can be dealt with by individuals seeking simply to act morally in their personal lives.

3.3. Process Thought. In contrast to the traditional view that the world came perfectly good from God’s hand and has suffered the effects of human moral failure, process theologians hold that the world is being drawn by a God himself involved in and affected by the process toward a perfection that is yet in the future—a way of thinking highly compatible with evolutionary ideas. Humankind are immature; they have not reached their potential and must grow toward greater moral probity. They are also, however, guilty insofar as they fail to participate in—or, more seriously, intentionally act against—God’s ideal aim for the whole of the creation, his purposes of love in the world. They thus “fail to move with the process,” and this failure is more a violation of love than of law. Perhaps such sin is rooted in an inherent aggressiveness of humankind stemming both from their prehuman heritage and from social relationships and structures (see Suchocki). In that sense it is viewed as both natural and necessary, but it must be curbed as it leads to unnecessary violence against the creation (see Process Theology).



4. The Extent of Sin.

 

The question of the extent of sin is both extensive and intensive. That is, does it affect everyone, and how bad are the effects? Can we by willpower, practice or training overcome it, or are we dependent upon the help of Another?

4.1. Original Sin and Radical Depravity. The term “original sin,” although sometimes applied to the sin first committed by Adam and Eve, is usually understood to apply to a condition of sinfulness into which all of us are born and which is the initial source of our individual acts of sinfulness. However we might understand the root of this condition, that no one escapes being a sinner is obvious enough that original sin has been called the only empirically verifiable doctrine of the Christian faith (Niebuhr 1941). Although the doctrine has been criticized as not being directly taught in Scripture, a large number of texts use language that almost incontrovertibly implies it (see, for just a few examples, Gen 6:5; Eccles 7:20; Is 53:6; Rom 3:14; 5:12; 1 Jn 3:8-10). Eastern Orthodox Christians have seen it as a sort of quasi-metaphysical deterioration by which we are passing back into nothingness unless the seed of immortality is restored by the sacraments of the Church. Roman Catholics have seen it as a domination of the higher self by the lower self, understood to be a consequence of the loss of the original righteousness with which our first parents were endowed. Protestants, by contrast, have not believed that our humanity has essentially changed, but rather that it is perverted at the level of the moral and personal (a view also held by many modern Roman Catholics). Brunner used the figure of a chessboard that has been shaken: the pieces are not broken, but they are hopelessly disordered (Brunner 1939). This condition, although universal, is not to be understood as intrinsic to what it means to be human (remember, again, the sinlessness of Jesus); rather, it is a profound disfigurement of our humanity.

Especially in the *Reformed (Calvinistic) tradition, original sin is understood to involve radical, or total, depravity. This idea is not appropriately interpreted to mean that we could not possibly be any more wicked than we are; rather, it means that we are corrupt at the root of our being in a way that affects all of our faculties and powers, leaving no sound place we can stand in order that we might by discipline and supreme effort save ourselves. Mind and senses, will and affections are all twisted by sin. This way of conceiving things does not entail that there are no variations in degree of sinfulness, but it does help us to be less surprised not only at the failings of the relatively righteous and the retreat of the dream of progress, but also at truly shocking eruptions of evil, and complicity in it by ordinary people, as exemplified in the genocides in Europe and Africa in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

4.2. Moral Inability and Civil Righteousness. The familiar biblical language of slavery to sin and being dead in trespasses and sins strongly implies that sinners are not in a position to free themselves from their condition; they are morally unable to act in a consistently righteous way. Some object that such a view is dangerous, for it undercuts moral responsibility and effort: how can one be blamed for what one cannot help? Despite the logical problem, Scripture consistently holds both that we are unable to do the good of our own accord, and that we are responsible for our condition—a judgment that seems true to our experience, even if our logic protests. Scripture uses very strong figures for our inability: it is like the impossibility of the leopard changing its spots (Jer 13:23) or a bad tree bearing good fruit (Mt 7:17-18). Yet at the same time, we are told that we must be holy as God is holy (Lev 11:45; 1 Pet 1:16). That we are morally bankrupt does not mean that we have no debts. The proper end of this understanding, however, is not to drive us to despair, but rather to drive us to the one proper source of help, the grace of God through Christ.

But if the situation is really so desperate, what about those who do not confess Christ and yet behave in a morally admirable way? This is the question of the possibility of “civil righteousness,” as manifested by so-called noble heathen like Socrates, Marcus Aurelius, Gandhi or even one’s unbelieving but gentle, long-suffering and generous neighbor. Traditionally, this observable virtue is attributed to the “common grace” of the One who makes his rain to fall on just and unjust alike (Mt 5:43- 48). Without impugning the relative helpfulness of outwardly admirable behavior, one may by examining one’s own heart discern endless mixed and unsavory motives spoiling even one’s best behaviors; indeed, the more virtuous and sensitive the person, the more aware he or she is likely to be of this problem of the inside not quite matching the outside. Thus Scripture holds that whatever does not proceed from faith is sin (Rom 14:23): righteousness of the sort God requires is not possible apart from Christ.



5. Categories of Sins.

 

Sins have been variously typed and categorized, using both biblical and nonbiblical rubrics. The following list is not exhaustive but rather represents certain prominent types and groupings.

5.1. The Seven Deadly Sins. The seven deadly sins, as the list was established by Thomas Aquinas (Summa theologica II/I, Q. 84, art. 4), include vainglory or pride, envy, anger, sloth or acedia, covetousness, gluttony, and lust. Aquinas considered these to be “capital” sins because they serve as the source of other sins. (Note that the list is oriented not toward acts but toward dispositions and that, interestingly, it has little overlap with the Decalogue.) These sins are not to be exactly identified with the “mortal” sins of Roman Catholic theology (see below): wrath, for example, may be mortal or venial under different circumstances (ST II/I, Q. 88, art. 3). Suggestive though the list is, Protestants have not emphasized it, at least in part because it lacks direct scriptural support.

5.2. Mortal and Venial Sins. Roman Catholic theology distinguishes between those sins that deprive a person of sanctifying grace and prevent that person from achieving the beatific vision of God (mortal sins), and those less serious infractions of God’s law that impede one’s relationship with God without breaking it (venial sins). The person who commits a mortal sin at least implicitly prefers some finite good to God. For a sin to be mortal, it must be committed freely, with knowledge of its moral character, and with respect to a grave matter (gravity judged according to Scripture, tradition and reason). For a venial sin, at least one of these conditions is lacking. Mortal sins are not unforgivable, but they require contrition, confession, the sacrament of penance (or reconciliation, as it is now called) and absolution, if the person is not to be lost. Venial sins, by contrast, may be dealt with by prayer, contrition, the sacrament of Communion and good works.

Protestants must acknowledge that 1 John 5:16-17 makes a distinction between sins that are mortal and sins that are not. They, however, have tended to apply this passage to “the unforgivable sin” or apostasy (see below), rather than to distinctions among more ordinary infractions. Because sin is intrinsically against God, Protestants have seen all sin as an act of the whole person that breaks the person’s relationship with God and requires the work of Christ in order that forgiveness might be granted (Rom 3:23). While they may grant differences in the gravity of offenses, lest people think that if it is all the same in the end, they might just as well let a small fault turn to a large one, they still do not want to let certain “respectable sinners” keep the illusion that they are in no real danger.

5.3. Sins of Ignorance. Several Old Testament texts (e.g., Lev 4:2; Num 15:24-29; Ezek 45:20) speak of sins of ignorance—an odd way of speaking if one takes the usual view that real sin requires some degree of knowledge and intentionality. Of course one may be guilty of a culpable ignorance, as when one drives without required knowledge of the vehicle code, but one finds material that seems to go further than this, as when Pharaoh and his house were punished when he quite innocently, because of Abram’s direct deception, took Abram’s wife to be his own (Gen 12:10-20). Such an incident, as well as sins related to many cultic violations, appears to involve a view of sin as a sort of physical pollution, to which knowledge and intention are simply irrelevant.

It is true that sin hides from us what we need to know (Ps 19:12-13; Rom 1:21): sin results in ignorance, and then it proceeds to feed upon itself. However, the idea of sin as physical pollution does not appear to be carried over into the New Testament in any fundamental way: Jesus is clear that it is the thoughts of the heart that defile a person (Mt 15:11, 18-20; Mk 7:14-23), and Paul makes the matter of meats offered to idols one of conscience (Rom 14:13-23; 1 Cor 8; but cf. Acts 15:20).

5.4. The Unforgivable Sin. A variety of texts, in different contexts and using somewhat different language, speak of a sin that cannot be forgiven (see Mt 12:31; Mk 3:29; Lk 12:10; Heb 6:4-6; 10:26-27; 1 Jn 5:16). None of these passages specifies exactly what this sin is or how it is committed; so such texts cause great anxiety to many who fear that, perhaps through some serious youthful misdeed, they have committed this sin and hence are beyond help. The usual and appropriate pastoral response to such concerns is that a person showing them appears not to be hardened past the possibility of repentance and hence is highly unlikely to have been guilty of unforgivable sin. Nonetheless, the warning against such a sin is a sharp reminder against all presumption, and against a cavalier assumption that one need not worry about sinning because forgiveness can always be obtained. Under certain circumstances, it is too late.

Since the sin is not specified, it is most probable that it is not a terrible misdeed or violation of a particular law, but rather something like apostasy, or a rejection of the gospel by a person who has known the truth of the gospel, or a fundamental mislabeling of good as evil (as in thinking that the work of the Holy Spirit is the work of an evil spirit). It is not something one can do by accident but is rather the act of one in command of one’s full powers, an act of rejection of the truth that one knows so that one is then beyond the reach of that truth—as if one deliberately switched off the light and henceforth had no way of finding the switch.



6. Sin, Law, Punishment and Grace.

 

In sharp contrast to the cavalier way many people today speak of sin—as if it were “merely human” and hence not especially culpable, or as if it were an essential component of an interesting and not-too-rigid character structure, or as if it were something pleasant that has been unreasonably prohibited by those uninterested in human happiness—the Scriptures treat sin with the utmost seriousness as destructive of the flourishing of the whole created order. Paul says that the wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23), which has been understood to mean not only or even primarily the death of the body that ends our earthly life, but the finally more important spiritual death resulting from loss of a right relationship with God, and the consequent eternal death (*hell) that is God’s just punishment of sin. In this life, sin so enslaves us that we are divided even from ourselves, unable to do the good that we would (Rom 7), as well as at odds with our neighbors and abusive of the natural world. Furthermore, the effects of sin contradict merely individualistic mind-sets, for they beset not just the individual sinner, but also the comparatively innocent—note the death of David and Bathsheba’s first son (2 Sam 12:14-23), or today’s drug-addicted babies born to addicted parents—and the groaning nonhuman world (Rom 8:20-21). Nor have we prospects of working our way out of the problem. Starkly contrasting with romantic myths of progress, and more like our actual experience of the modern world, the primal history of Genesis 1—11 shows the spiraling, ever-expanding effects sin, along with the reaction of God, who was so grieved that he regretted ever having created human beings (Gen 6:5-7). Sin has generated a morass of devastating proportions.

That the law, given as a gift of God’s grace in order that we might flourish (Ex 20:1-20; but also Deuteronomy as a whole, in which choosing covenant faithfulness is choosing life), should become to us a curse (Gal 3:10-14) and an incitement to rebellion (Rom 7:5-14), is a sort of parable of the effects of sin. Sin turns good gifts bad. Obviously, that which inevitably becomes for us a source of sin cannot save us from sin. The law may show us what our lives should look like; it may constrain certain manifestations of sin; but in the end it judges us for falling short without giving us power to do otherwise. This incapacity of the law applies both to the moral law as laid out in the Old Testament and to Jesus’ summary of the law (Mt 22:37-40; Mk 12:28-31): the requirement to love God and neighbor whole-heartedly is not less but more demanding than the requirement to refrain, say, from murdering the neighbor; and self-centered hearts cannot command love at will. And if God’s own law cannot save us, then surely neither can good intentions, heroic moral effort or the learned ministrations of scientists, physicians and therapists, for these, too, are corrupted at their root.

To say that God is angry at the human unrighteousness that has placed us in such a condition (Rom 1:18) and will punish it, is not to make God out to be a petty tyrant having a temper tantrum. It is to insist that God cannot let his order (as reflected in the divine law) be violated with impunity any more than a human parent can let a child run wild if that parent values the well-being of the child and the community. The difference is that God in his judgment is perfectly holy, and his judgment has a finality lacking in human judgments.

Were God’s righteous judgment the last word on human sin, we could do nothing but despair, for lacking power in ourselves to deliver ourselves from the condemnation we deserve, we would be lost. Instead, God sent Jesus Christ specifically for the purpose of dealing with sin (Rom 8:3). The grace we receive through faith in Christ is not a vague benevolence; it is a grace that, through his perfect life and atoning death, lifts the burden that is too heavy for us, cleanses the stains we cannot wash away, makes possible growth in righteousness of which we are not capable on our own, and in the end delivers us from death, sin’s final penalty. No remedy other than the work of Christ, and nothing on our part that comes short of repentance and faith in him, suffices to deal with sin.

M. Shuster



7. Sin in African Perspective.

 

7.1 What Is Sin? In African perspective, the notion of sin includes two major aspects, wrongdoing and taboo.

7.1.1. Wrongdoing. Africans express the idea of sin by different words depending on their particular culture. Sin is generally understood as wrongdoing, evil, wickedness. For example, among the Akan people of Ghana, two words are used for sin, B[image: 018]ne and mmusu. B[image: 019]ne generally may refer to wrongdoing, evil, wickedness or sin. B[image: 020]ne covers a wide range of actions and attitudes: selfishness, hatred, murder, stealing, jealousy, disobedience, deception and so forth. B[image: 021]ne brings conflict and disharmony between humans, and it may be settled by the individual concerned without involving the entire community. Mmusu is a serious misdeed that normally has far-reaching implications for the offender as well as for the entire community. If it is not removed, it will result in some form of a curse or calamity that will fall upon the individual and the community. Associated with these deeds is the idea of filth, dirt or pollution.

7.1.2. Taboo. The second aspect of sin is taboo . The word taboo comes from the Polynesian term tabu, which means “forbidden,” and it may be applied to various kinds of prohibitions. The term, however, is used in a narrow sense to signify a specific societal prohibition. The idea of taboo is related to the Akan concept of mmusu. Taboos are sinful acts that are “forbidden acts” or “things not done or permitted.” Such acts include incest, dishonoring or beating one’s parents, disrespecting ancestors and the elderly etc. Breaking a taboo is mmusu (a sinful and a forbidden act) that causes evil to come upon a community. Breaking a taboo often has catastrophic results. It might bring calamity upon the individual who broke the taboo as well as upon the entire community.

In African cultures, therefore, any behavior that falls short of societal ideals is considered as sin. But sin is not defined in theological terms. Since sin affects society, it is a personal as well as societal offense. Sin is a breach of ritual and the moral laws set by society. The various African words for sin and the idea of taboo underline this African understanding of sin.

7.1.3. Social and Relational. As we have indicated above, Africans see sin in anthropological rather than theological terms. Sin in most African minds is not primarily disobedience toward God or the “will of God.” Most of societal sins are seen as committed against fellow humans or at worst against the *ancestors, who are considered part of the living community. The concept of sin is concretized and understood in the context of social relationships, which are customarily required to exist between two persons who stand in special relationship. Sin disrupts the social order and therefore carries social implications for the individual or the community. Sin is an evil that upsets society’s equilibrium as well as personal relationships and other cosmic relations, such as the spirit world, the ancestors and nature. Thus sin’s effects extend even to the cosmic realm. What humanity does as evil often affects nature. This evil or sin has the ability to cause pollution and defilement involving the whole community and nature. When sin is committed and a taboo is broken, certain rituals or sacrifices must be performed to remove the evil and cleanse the individual or the community from the abomination, filth or pollution that results from the act. Failure to perform such rituals brings misfortunes such as death, famine or epidemic. This belief provides mystical sanctions for the maintenance of right relationships within the community of the living, as well as with those who are dead and the environment.

This social and relational focus is in contrast to much traditional Christian teaching on sin. Historical Christianity sees sin as primarily an offense against God’s moral laws and will. Sin committed against fellow humans is seen as primarily against God. Western evangelization in Africa focused on salvation from sin. But in African traditional life, sin was fundamentally horizontal, an injury to relationships between individuals, and rarely was it ever seen in terms of vertical offence against God. Salvation from sin, then, had to do with the removal of injured relationships on the horizontal and human level. When sin is committed against the ancestors, they were seen as part of the human community, as the “living dead.”

7.2. Effects of Sin in African Perspective.

7.2.1. Shame and Honor. Sin brings shame on the individual who has committed the offense. Sin might bring shame on the entire community. The worst vice a person can commit in life is to bring dishonor, indignity or disgrace to the family name or to the community. An Akan proverb says Animguase mfata Okanniba, which means, “dishonor or disgrace does not befit the Akan.” Africans strive to maintain their dignity or honor, one, which has not suffered disgrace (Animguase, “face descending to baseness,” “debasement of the person”). As the child of the Akan, one is born with an anim, a presence or countenance born with dignity, a human with dignity. Even more explicit is the maxim that says Aniwu ne wu na efanim wu, meaning, “Better death than disgrace.” Literally, between disgrace and death, death is preferable. Sin causes shame and brings dishonor to the person who has committed the act.

7.2.2. Shame and Guilt. The West sees sin primarily in terms of breaking a law that has to be observed. When one fails to meet the required expectations, one is filled and consumed by personal guilt. For Africans, sin brings about *shame. One feels so much shame when one’s sin is revealed. The shame comes about because one has not met the required societal expectations. It does not mean Africans do not have a sense of guilt. They do. In fact, shame often results in guilt. But the feeling of shame is related directly and necessarily to social life, whereas guilt is not. Shame may or may not involve internalization of values. When it does, one can be tormented by guilt and shame.

The African’s response to sin in terms of shame-guilt is represented throughout Scripture, even as far back as Genesis 2 and 3. When Adam and Eve disobeyed God’s laws, they felt shame and guilt. Guilt and shame immediately entered their relationship. They dealt with their sense of shame by sewing fig leaves to cover their nakedness. They started a blame game to deal with the guilt they were facing for failing to meet the expectation of God.

7.3. African Traditional View of Humans and Sin. As we have seen, sin is a moral category in the African worldview. However, unlike Christian theology, which teaches about “original sin,” most African communities or religions do not see human beings as inherently evil or sinful, nor do they accept the notion that humans have inherited their sinful nature from the first parents, Adam and Eve. Rather, humans are sinful when and if their actions disrupt the harmony and tranquility of the community. John Mbiti argued that humans are neutral; they are neither good nor evil. Human nature is therefore not sinful. The belief in African communities is that God has created the human person with a pure soul, and the soul guides a person to live a life that brings harmony, peace and prosperity to the community. For example, J. B. Danquah, in discussing the Akan view of God, points out that the soul gives one “the distinctive capabilities of a truly human being with a corresponding responsibility to realize those capabilities.”

The implication of Danquah’s statement is that Adam’s fall, or sin, did not affect the rest of humanity. Here Akan belief is close to Friedrich Schleiermacher’s position. Although Schleiermacher accepted the consequences of original sin, he denied that there is any creative relationship between the primal sin of Adam and ours. Adam’s sin did not effect any change in human nature.

In summary, the African view of humans as neutral beings with a pure soul that cannot be contaminated by sin has many implications for their understanding of sin. This understanding raises a serious question about the many evils we find in African communities today. This position, we suggest, romanticizes the whole issue of sin and entails a view of human nature that is contrary to the teaching of the Scriptures, which describes the heart of humans as “deceitful and desperately wicked—who can know it?” (Jer 17:9).

While the African emphasis is on the social and communal dimensions of sin, it is important to note that from a Christian perspective sin is ultimately a theological concept. It has to do with our relationship with God, with our fellow humans and with nature as a whole. To emphasize only its social dimensions is not theologically and biblically correct. Both the theological and social dimensions of sin must be maintained.

J. Nkansah-Obrempong

 

See also ANTHROPOLOGY, THEOLOGICAL; ATONEMENT; EVIL, PROBLEM OF; FACE; HEALING AND DELIVERANCE; SALVATION; SHAME; SUFFERING.
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SINO-CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY.
See CHINESE THEOLOGY.





SOCIAL ETHICS

 

Christian social ethics takes account of our fragmented world with its injustices. It learns from the social sciences as well as from compassionate listening to people who suffer from injustice. And it gets its norms from Jesus Christ, who is Lord—not in part of life, but the whole. Jesus Christ fulfills the prophecies of Israel, calls us to deliver *justice, and calls for churches that are faithful to Jesus Christ—repentant churches that work for deliverance.

1. What Is the Discipline of Christian Social Ethics?

2. Why Should We as Christians Focus on Social Ethics and Globalization?

3. What Kind of Social Ethics? Which Kind of Principles? Which Practices?


 


1. What Is the Discipline of Christian Social Ethics?

 

1.1. The Case of Flora and David. Flora Jerubet was an orphan, raised by her grandmother. She could go to school only to grade three, since her grandmother was poor and could not raise the fees for her education. (The government had tried to introduce free education at the time of independence, but the growing debt and the pressure for Structural Adjustment Policies from the International Monetary Fund caused the government to cut down on essential services and to introduce charges for school and health services.) She dropped out of school, her grandmother died, and she went to live with her uncle, who did not treat her well. He had several children, and Flora was treated as house help. Her household duties included waking up very early to get water from the river, cleaning the house, preparing breakfast for the family and much more. She was the first to wake up and the last one to go to sleep.

Due to the misery in her home, when Flora was fourteen she moved in and lived with a young man who promised to take her away from the misery. David was a farmhand (the lowest grade of workers) working at Moi University. One year later, Flora conceived and bore a girl. In subsequent years she had a second and a third child. In less than ten years of marriage she had five children. When she was in her third pregnancy, she noticed that David was drinking heavily and was not bringing in much for the family upkeep. He was also having affairs outside marriage. When she tried to bring up the issue, he was verbally and physically abusive to her. As the children increased and the pressures of work mounted, David continued to drink and became even more violent. Several times, he even threatened to kill Flora. Some days, she would escape to her uncle’s house to complain about her husband’s behavior, but they would persuade her to go back for the sake of her children. None of the family members came to listen to the story. One day, David came home drunk and started beating her heavily. She ran away with the children to the neighbor’s house, who offered her shelter for the night. The next day, when David had gone to work, she packed her few belongings, took her five children, and attempted to cross the river to get to her relatives on the other side. But it was not to be. At the end of the day, Flora was the only one on the other side of the river, while all her five children had drowned. It is not clear what really happened, but the law enforcement officers arrested Flora. She was charged with murder and sentenced to life imprisonment. However, when the case was reviewed, the sentence was reduced to man-slaughter and she was given ten years in jail.

Flora’s true story (with her name changed) raises important questions for many dimensions of social ethics. How should we treat one another in our communities? How can we live in such a way that we can treat everyone with dignity and respect? What will promote harmony in our communities? Why do women and children suffer so much? What is justice? What is fairness? What is right or wrong about our world? What is wrong with the distribution of resources in our world? Why are parts of the world like Africa and Asia carrying the burden of *poverty so that they are not able to send their children to school? Why are the poor caught up in the vicious cycle of substance abuse, *violence, crime and jail terms? How can Christians live so that we know how our actions in one part of the world will seriously affect others? What are the fundamentals in our living together?

1.2. Ethics. Ethics is the discipline that studies the moral life. It studies not only what is the right and good thing to do but also the character and values of a person and the standards to use for judging the rightness or wrongness of society’s policies. Morality refers primarily to behavior and character, and ethics is the discipline that tries to provide guidance and perspective for moral evaluation of decisions and policies, and for forming character. Often the words ethics and morals are used interchangeably. Ethics comes from Greek words ethica and etheos, while morals comes from Latin mos and moralis, both meaning “norms or customs or habits” (Grenz, 27).

Ethics can also be understood as the systematic study of moral standards of right and wrong, justice and injustice, virtue and vice, with a view to applying those standards to the realities of our lives. It is a normative discipline about what ought to be, rather than just being descriptive of the way things happen. The descriptive fields of study are those that attempt to recount human and institutional behavior in various spheres, such as psychology, sociology, anthropology, history and so on. By contrast, ethics is normative or prescriptive, in that it attempts to establish norms, standards and perspectives that ought to guide individual and institutional behavior and character. We talk not only of what is but also of what we ought to do or be.

1.3. Christian Ethics. Christian ethics moves beyond being directed by blind acceptance of traditions or cultural rules to reflect on what we ought to do and be as Christians. It raises questions of the conventional ways of acting and advocates basing our actions on our belief and relationship to Jesus Christ as Lord of our lives. Christian ethics pays attention to the way of Jesus, to how faithfulness to God’s revelation in Jesus Christ relates to biblical teaching generally, and to the history of the teaching of the churches.

Since Jesus Christ is the revelation of God’s incarnation and action in the world, Christian ethics is participation in the transforming and redeeming work of God in the world. Since God comes incarnationally, in Christ and in the real world, we do pay attention to studies of problems and realities in the real world, such as social science and history—but always with a view to how faithfulness to the way of Jesus relates to those studies. We cannot accurately study or focus on human persons apart from their social environment, so Christian social ethics focuses on the moral life of individuals in societies and communities, on the character of institutions and organizations, nations and the global village, and on how they affect individuals. From a Christian perspective social ethics embodies values, qualities and practices that are drawn from the life and teaching of Jesus Christ that Christians believe and promote as right, just and good. Without these qualities human life would be unbearable on this earth. God is active in the world as Creator, Preserver, Judge and Deliverer in the world—not only where Christians are active. Christian social ethics exposes unjust practices, evils and vices, as well as promoting good, just and fair practices for human thriving and the whole environment—not only for Christians alone. Since Christian values such as compassion, love, justice, hope, faith and peace are indispensable to human living, they become crucial for Christian social ethics.



2. Why Should We as Christians Focus on Social Ethics and Globalization?

 

2.1. A Global Village. The world has become a small village. Practices in one part of the world are fast being transmitted to another part, through electronic media and through transfer of money, jobs, products, customs, people and ideas. One can chat on the Internet simultaneously with people in another part of the world, as if they were in the same room. However, we have embraced *technology without guidelines and principles to evaluate and check some of the evil influences. In previous times if you did not want your children to be influenced by negative factors you just locked your door and you knew they and you were secure. But in this age, the predator, and shifty winds of ideologies, are literally “omnipresent.” We hear and read daily news reports of the various abuses of the Internet, such as child predators, pornography, Internet scams and fraudulent activities, advertisements for greed, and enticements to violence aimed at catching unsuspecting victims. We are influenced by political, economic and militaristic ideologies that are spread in the media as well as by personal contact.

All these activities affect the whole world: East and West, North and South, Christians and non-Christians alike. In Africa, for example, we have gone literally through all the changes from Stone Age to the electronic age in one lifetime. We have skipped the land-line telephones to the age of cell phones with great cost. In the village, for example, the cost for loading or recharging a phone card is more than the cost for food for the day. So phones compete with food for the little money people have. Even then the technological disparities between Africa and the rest of the world are also more glaring than ever. In the West, we have wireless Internet cell phones, while in parts of Africa some people have not even seen a computer. Children in the West take only seconds to access the Internet, while in many places in Africa it takes ages to open one page. In the Department of Religion at Moi University there is only one computer to access the Internet, and it takes several hours to open one page. We need to ask: What implications will this technological gap have for those who are on the margins? Is this not a recipe for disaster?

On one hand, we have seen the clear potential for evil through technology. But on the other hand, the opportunities to bring people and cultures together have too often been neglected. We should admit that with some regulation technology has great potential for good. It provides great opportunity to witness the interconnectedness and interdependence of our world. We know what happens in another part of the world affects people elsewhere; what happens in Sudan will affect a small town in the United States and so on. At the moment of this writing, one of the authors and members of his church’s peacemaking group in the U.S. are wearing green plastic “Save Darfur” bracelets and are praying and pressing their government to use its influence more effectively to stop the violence and ethnic cleansing being perpetrated on the people of Darfur. For Christians this brings home the importance of the one body of Christ and the awareness that if one part suffers the rest will suffer. When the terrorists hit New York in 2001, some Masai Christians, after they had seen pictures on TV screens, donated their cows in solidarity with those who had suffered.

This also means that we have to rethink our national boundaries. The Western countries market their superior technological advances with ads on the electronic media, offering temptations of greed to the people from the rest of the world who want to come and be par-takers. This helps explain the upsurge of immigrants to the cities and to the technologically advanced countries (see Migration). We have to rethink what justice means for immigration policies in a way that respects the integrity of national boundaries yet gives room for the movement of peoples.

2.2. A Fragmented Village. But even as we see this growing closeness in the world, the world is also marked by increasing xenophobic activities and fears about collapsing national boundaries. Some ideologies in the United States are spreading anti-immigrant emotions. In Africa, which is traditionally known for its hospitable practices, we note countless wars between neighboring countries, genocide in Rwanda, the problems of Darfur, and general insecurity. In Kenya, hospitality has been strained by the burden of poverty, due to hosting refugees from wars and poverty in various neighboring countries. This too has led to reaction, so that one person has observed: “it is better to be a refugee than a Turkana.” During the worst of famines in Kenya in 2000, the UN trucks were carrying loads of food to the refugees while starving Kenyans were looking on. This caused tensions between the host community and the refugees.

Thus, Africa, known for its social ethics of communal living, encapsulated by the saying, “I am because we are, and because we are therefore I am,” is rapidly losing these kinship ties. The story of Flora and David illustrates that rapid social changes have eroded communal life. “Things fall apart.” Those who migrate from their home communities to the cities often lose the community values and support that had held their lives together. Communities themselves are on the verge of collapse. They have abandoned traditional values that held them together, and they have not internalized the values of the gospel.

From the story of Flora, David and their children, one needs to ask, Where were the traditional elders, men and women who were the keepers of the society? Why did they not intervene even as this young man was abusing his wife? In traditional Africa, no one could beat his wife without the intervention of the community. Flora and David are considered Christian names in Kenya, so at least we would expect them to have been baptized, taught and supported by a church. But it is evident that they did not have the support of the Christian community. We need to ask, Where was the Christian community? Thinking of Rwanda and the Congo, we need to ask, What has happened to community that valued human life to the extent that the life of an enemy could not be taken except in self-defense? Why do we see *wars and counterwars everywhere?

In this world of globalization the communities are disintegrating as individualism and fragmentation are evident everywhere. In Western countries, this lack of community is even more acute. I (Emily) was surprised when I was a student in the United States that people have time-saving devices such as microwaves, running water, dishwashers, washing machines, phones that work and good roads, but they do not visit one another. I would have thought with such ease of communication people would have more time to interact with one another, but that was not the case. People were cut off from one another. I saw and experienced more loneliness in the lives of people than I had ever seen before. In response to this fragmentation, Christians are forming what are known as “intentional communities.” The buzzword is *community. Coming from Africa I had taken this for granted, but now I began to value it. In Africa, I saw women going long distances for water, but they did it together, and as they walked, they talked. So leisure and work were part of one another. In the same way, washing the clothes and cooking for big events such as weddings take much time, but they are undertaken communally. The time spent together provides opportunity for great interaction, sharing of stories, much joy and laughter. This makes me wonder whether we should introduce technology to Africa when we see that it has not served to improve human relations in the West.

What is the contribution of Christians to social ethics in a world that is increasingly becoming individualistic and atomistic? In Kingdom Ethics, Glen Stassen and David Gushee narrate the story of the movie Jersey Girl, which illustrates the importance of maintaining community ties in a world increasingly valuing individualism, cut-throat competition in business, detachment from community and so on. The girl in the story shows that we are not self-made, detached individuals but part of a larger drama of community that shapes and forms our character. Larry Rasmussen’s Moral Fragments and Moral Community analyzes the disintegration of community because societies have taken individual economic interests as their model for interpreting life rather than community, covenant and the common good. He contrasts this with the biblical model of koinonia (community and mutual service). He advocates that churches form small groups of members who share commitment to a particular mission, such as peacemaking, advocacy for justice for the poor, serving the hungry, mentoring youth or caring for families that have a particular kind of need. He also advocates that members join groups in the society outside the church that serve particular needs and advocacies.

As Pavel Hejlar of the Czech Republic has written in an unpublished manuscript, “Moe-Lobeda perceptively points out that the unchecked freedom of the market issues in lack of freedom on the part of the workforce. . . . The governments gave over significant aspects of their power to the unaccountable trans-national economic players through free-trade agreements. While the intention could have been innocent, the empirical data from the areas affected by the activity of the corporations demonstrate that numerous peoples as well as their environment suffer great harm.” Cynthia Moe-Lobeda (2002) analyzes how the trans-national corporations are so large and powerful that people and even governments are made to feel powerless to push for justice. She, a Lutheran, advocates the empowering sense of Christ within or, as Pentecostals would say, the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, to energize us to resist the injustices and work for a more just society.

2.3. A Pluralistic World. In a global world we realize more than ever that we are a pluralistic society. In Western countries, long proud of their Christian heritage, people are realizing that people of other faiths are in their neighborhood. The monolithic Christian society is increasingly fading away. In such a world, we need to distinguish clearly what is Western culture and what is Christianity (see Culture and Society). We need to respect other cultures even as we see Christianity becoming more and more a non-Western religion. In the mid-nineteenth century when the missionaries took the gospel to Africa, they also took Western culture. This culture was uncritically accepted as Christian while African culture was dismissed as barbaric, primitive and animistic. They also said categorically that either Africans had no values, or if they had any, they were incompatible with the gospel. What is amazing is that these who were considered as having no values received the gospel enthusiastically and have borne fruit “thirtyfold, sixtyfold and even a hundredfold.” 

So we have seen that in this world of the competing values of pluralistic society we should have more than our culture’s traditional values to use in judging others. We cannot dismiss the values of others wholesale, while accepting ours uncritically. All cultures should be subjected to the exacting demands of the gospel. Comparison with other cultures will help us evaluate our own practices and virtues. It will help us repent from the idolatry of unconscious loyalty to the winds of ideology or cunning rationalizations of humans.

The fact that we have superior power does not warrant our calling others the “axis of evil” and killing them because they are different from us. Christian social ethics includes clear practices of *peacemaking (Stassen). We are increasingly challenged to pay attention to gospel values—especially those in the Sermon on the Mount—to see what are the basic Christian values and to ask how not to confuse them with our various cultural ideologies. We need to ask more than ever before, What does it mean to love our enemies? During the 1992 intertribal clashes in Kenya many Christians did not stand for their neighbors who were not from their tribes. The same happened in the 1994 genocide in Rwanda. But there was a different story in 1969 during secret oath-taking ceremonies meant to exclude some communities in Kenya. A group known as the East African Revival Brethren was convinced that the blood of Jesus removed intertribal division, so they renounced their tribal loyalties and were ready to suffer with their brothers and sisters from other tribes. Therefore we need to ask, What made these Christians transcend tribal divisions to maintain their loyalty to Jesus Christ?

In this world of conflicting and competing values we ask ourselves, Where do we find guidance to live an ethical life in our communities? How will we respond to injustices that abound in our world because of our economic, political and social practices? What will we do to narrow inequalities between the countries of the Two-Thirds World and the First World? How will we influence our governments to make policies that are humane to all peoples regardless of gender, race, ethnicity or class? What will ensure equitable distribution of wealth? Furthermore, what will guide our discernment in a world that has become so technologically minded? What will we do when we run into problems raised from our technological world and not even addressed by the Scriptures? Such issues include bioethics, nanotechnology, genetic engineering in agriculture, stem cell research, cloning and so forth.

In Africa, we are baffled. Our concern for basic survival issues means we are not even participating in the discussion about these issues that have the potential to affect us drastically. We just need bread to put on the table. But how do we know if our need for the essentials of life will not be exploited to enhance technological experiments for the First World? Syphilis experiments were performed on some blacks in the Tuskegee Institute in the United States without their consent. How do we know that mothers who are desperate for food for their children in the face of HIV and AIDS will not accept becoming laboratories for human cloning? The popular terms in business and corporations are out-sourcing and off-shoring. These practices continually exploit human and natural resources in the Two-Thirds World. The marginalization continues to widen each day, and the potential for danger and disaster looms ever more glaringly. This is why we need to know what clear principles and practices will guide us in our lives together in this small world we are living in.



3. What Kind of Social Ethics? Which Kind of Principles? Which Practices?

 

M. De La Torre has cautioned us that not any kind of ethics is acceptable. He acknowledges that all groups subscribe to some moral code. Even the Ku Klux Klan and the Church of the Creator claim to be guided by some traditional ethical principles like care for the family, but their overall ethic is racist. “The issue is not so much whether humans should follow some set of ethical precepts, but rather, which ethical precepts” (De La Torre, 4). Will the principles espoused criticize injustice, or will they support the status quo by perpetuating oppression? De La Torre shows that helpful kinds of precepts and principles will be drawn from people at the margins. But even ethics from the margins that does not acknowledge that Jesus is Lord will be in danger of being taken captive by ideologies when the oppressed wrest power from the oppressors. We know that in many instances revolutionaries of yesterday have become the oppressors of today.

3.1. Jesus Christ Is Lord. Christians believe and confess that Jesus is Lord, not only of the church but also of the world. “Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil 2:9-11 NRSV). The Christians of the first century understood the lordship of Jesus to be a political statement, and so would not bow to Caesar. The lordship of Christ extends to all spheres of life, but many times Christians have acted as if Christ is only the Lord of the private life and not of their public lives. Since Jesus Christ is Lord, Christian ethics asks us not to reduce following Jesus to one or two vague principles, but to try to interpret Jesus’ way with deep attention to specifics of God’s revelation in Jesus Christ. Since Jesus Christ is Lord, we do not limit Christian ethics to only a part of life, like what not to do in individual relationships, but to all of life, including the questions Flora’s story raises above. Since Jesus Christ is Lord, and Caesar is not Lord—or any political ruler or nation or tribe or political party or greedy interest—we repent from the idolatry of letting ourselves be blown around by shifty winds of ideology or cunning rationalizations of humans (Eph 4:14).

Until the third century the Sermon on the Mount was the New Testament passage most frequently referred to, but after the infusion of Platonic idealism, it was relegated to the margins. Jesus’ teachings then began to be considered as high ideals suitable for the age to come or as inner attitudes rather than actions. Interpreting the teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount merely as ideals has resulted in a “thin” Jesus who is not concerned with the injustices in our world. This has resulted in secular dualism in Christian ethics, or two-realms ethics: Christians can be confessing Christ as Lord in their private lives while secular ideologies such as nationalism, tribalism or racism govern their public lives (see Race, Racism and Ethnicity). During the Second World War, most Christians in Germany supported Hitler’s nationalistic ideologies because he promised to uphold Christian values. In the same way Christians in America in their private lives confessed that Jesus is Lord while they continued to own slaves. They lacked a public ethic of justice drawn from the teachings of Jesus because they were being guided by secular philosophies. This also explains why in the missionary work of the nineteenth century the “the flag followed the cross.” The missionaries confused loyalty to their earthly governments with loyalty to Christ. In Kenya a popular phrase, Gutiri ngurani ya Mubia na Muthungu, means “there are no differences between the settler and the missionary.”

3.2. Jesus’ Way Is Real Deliverance, Not Platonic Ideals. We need to recover the lordship of Christ in all areas of our lives, rather than espousing a secular dualism that treats Christ’s teachings as mere Platonic ideals and excludes them from some areas of our life. The teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount are not antitheses or high ideals, but transforming initiatives that call us to participate in God’s in-breaking reign (Stassen and Gushee). They are not dyadic in their structure, as if the traditional righteousness were “Do not murder,” and the commend were “You shall not be angry with a brother or sister.” Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:22 about anger is a participle: the ongoing action of continuing in anger with a brother or sister leads you to judgment. The emphasis comes in the third member of the teaching, the transforming initiative, which has five imperatives (here in italics): “leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled with your brother [or sister]; then come and offer your gift. Settle matters quickly with your adversary” (Mt 5:21-26 NIV). These imperatives are the way of deliverance from the vicious cycle of continuing in anger and possible murder; they are based in the grace of God’s coming to us in Christ and making peace with us. They are breakthroughs of the reign of God. There is no impossible ideal here commanding us never to be angry. No passage in the New Testament commands us not to be angry. Jesus is angry in Mark 3:5, and surely in Matthew 21:12-13 and Matthew 23:5-38. “In 23:17, Jesus calls his opponents fools, which would contradict Matt 5:22 if that verse were read as a command” (Stassen and Gushee, chap. 6).

This pattern continues all the way from Matthew 5:21 through Matthew 7:12. Jesus gives fourteen teachings in which he first mentions a traditional righteousness; then gives a realistic diagnosis of a vicious cycle that violates the intent of the traditional teaching; and finally presents the climax: a transforming initiative that participates in the breakthrough of the reign of God and delivers us from the vicious cycle. The Sermon on the Mount is not antitheses, not dyads, not prohibitions, not high ideals; it is the grace-based way of deliverance from realistically diagnosed vicious cycles that characterize human life. These teachings cover areas of life that include violence, divorce, deception, hate and relations to enemies, idolatry, economics and greed, self-righteous judgmentalism, power-seeking loyalties and so forth.

3.3. Deliverance from Addictions. Many people have problems of addiction, like David’s alcoholism and his abusing of Flora. Jesus is pointing to transforming initiatives of deliverance, not merely to condemnation and *shame. Shame only makes addiction worse. Twelve-step programs like Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon focus on specific day-by-day steps that really do work to help people get delivered from alcoholism. In many ways, they resemble Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount (Cook; Stassen; Humphreys; for helpful information on the web as of 2008, see http://www.stepwork.com; http://www.recoveryu.com/steps/; http://www.christianrecovery.com; http://www.nacronline.com; http://www.isaac-international.org/).

3.4. Delivering Justice. We also need to shape the teachings of the Old Testament and especially the call of the prophets for justice for the marginalized into the central norm for social ethics. In the Bible we find a “thick” understanding of justice that is tilted toward those who are oppressed—the widows, orphans, immigrants, poor and outcasts. Catholic and *liberation theologians call this God’s *preferential option for the poor. This is clearly articulated in Jesus’ inaugural sermon: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives” (Lk 4:18). But not only the poor: Jesus was also especially attentive to children and women, handicapped and those excluded by society. Jesus regularly entered into the lives of the outcasts, the excluded, and restored them to community.

“Justice” in our societies often means something quite different from biblical justice. Often it takes on a punitive drive and comes to mean punishing those who do wrong or those who do not conform to established societal standards. Or it takes on the self-interest drive of possessive individualism and gets interpreted as focusing primarily on protecting the property of those who have very extensive property. Or it gets reduced to a very thin and vague meaning, such as “to everyone his due,” without defining what counts as “one’s due,” so that it fails to function as biblical justice does: to call forth compassionate and delivering action for those who are downtrodden or cast out, excluded or violated. Therefore it is crucial for Christian social ethics to be clear what “justice and righteousness,” mishpat (mišpāṭ) and tsedeqah (ṣĕdāqâ), mean (these two terms are often used in parallelism; they clearly mean something very similar, something parallel).

Moshe Weinfeld has studied the meaning of justice and righteousness carefully:Justice and righteousness mean releasing the bonds of the oppressed (the bonds of wickedness, v. 6), giving bread to the hungry, giving the unhappy poor people a home, and clothing the naked (v. 7)—i.e., the very acts performed by the king who grants freedom to his people (Isaiah 58). . . .

We must therefore conclude that the word mishpat, and especially the phrase mishpat and righteousness, does not refer to the proper execution of justice, but rather expresses, in a general sense, social justice and equity, which is bound up with kindness and mercy. . . .

Thus when the prophets refer to mishpat and tsedeqah, they do not mean merely that the judges should judge accurately. They mean primarily that the officials and landowners should act on behalf of the poor. . . .

The idiom mishpat and tsedeqah bears a unique meaning, which does not correspond to the sense of tsedeqah by itself. . . .

It implies salvation of the oppressed and pardon for the unfortunate. (Weinfeld, 18, 36, 44, 181, 184)




 




Thus we name the norm of biblical justice “delivering justice.” Its norm is Yahweh who redeems, saves, delivers: “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Ex 20:2). Yahweh is the one who hears the cries of the oppressed and sees their need, promises to deliver them, and delivers on the promises (Ex 2:23-25; 3:7-10, 16; 6:5-6). As Isaiah often says, God, “the Holy One of Israel is your redeemer” (Is 54:5; also Is 12:6; 29:19; 30:15; 41:14; 43:3; 43:14; 47:4; 48:17; 49:7- 8, 26; 60:14-16; 62:12). Yahweh our Deliverer, Redeemer, Savior, is the norm for God’s justice. God’s justice is delivering justice. It delivers the downtrodden and the excluded. The drama behind the word is the drama of God’s action in the exodus and the cross. The testimony of the word is the testimony to God’s compassionate hearing and seeing and delivering. “God is on the side of the poor” (Mott, 61).

“Thus Israel constantly appeals to Yahweh’s righteousness for deliverance from trouble (Pss. 31:1; 143:11); from enemies (Pss. 5:8; 143:1, 9); from the wicked (Pss. 36; 71:4); for vindication of its cause before its foes (Ps. 35:24). Yahweh is righteous insofar as he heeds these pleas. His righteousness consists in his intervention for his people, in his deliverance of Zion. . . . So her people should call on their God in the day of trouble (Ps. 50:15). For Yahweh maintains the cause of the afflicted and needy (Ps. 140:12). . . .

“In short, Yahweh’s righteous judgments are saving judgments (Ps. 36:6), and Deutero-Isaiah can therefore speak of Yahweh as a ‘righteous God and a Savior’ (Is. 45:1).”

The Old Testament often speaks of the righteous as those who are oppressed and deprived of their rights. “Their hope is the Lord, for he it is who restores their right (Pss. 116:6; 146:8). His judgments are always favorable (Ps. 146:6-7) for the oppressed and the hungry, the prisoner and the blind, the widow and the fatherless, the alien and the poor (Amos 2:6).” (Stassen 1992, 73; quoted sections from Achtemeier, 80, 83)




 

In popular English-speaking piety, “righteousness” is badly misunderstood to mean something like self-righteousness, an individual possession. That is far from the biblical meaning. Jesus and Paul often criticized self-righteousness. We need to turn from the English, righteousness, to the Hebrew word, ṣĕdāqa, which really means delivering justice or community-restoring justice or restorative justice.

A common error is to separate love and justice or set them over against one another. But justice is continuous with love and grace. Justice is based on God’s love, God’s compassion, God’s gracious care for the suffering (Mott, 61-63).

In the deliverance passages in Isaiah, justice and righteousness indicate four kinds of deliverance:from poverty, 
from domination, 
from exclusion, 
from violence.




 




In the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus confronts those who were governing the daily lives of Israel and their supporters—the high priests, Sadducees and Pharisees, and the wealthy—thirty-seven times. He confronts them over the same four dimensions of injustice that Isaiah identifies—poverty, domination, exclusion and violence. Some readers of this article will have experienced domination or exclusion more than poverty or violence, and for others it will be the reverse. All four are essential dimensions of the injustice from which justice should bring deliverance. In social justice, we are called to act to support that kind of delivering, restorative justice.

The Bible knows realistically that the powerful sin, as we all do. It measures the powers by the plumbline of justice:Moses confronts Pharaoh. 
The prophets confront the kings. 
Jesus confronts the powers. 
They crucify him for it. 
Paul confronts Peter and those who exclude 
(Gal 2:11-21). 
The Book of Revelation confronts the 
Powers (Beasts).




 




The four words for justice—mispāt, ṣĕdāqa, dike, dikāiosyne—occur 1060 times in the Bible. Christians dare not bypass the biblical call for delivering justice.

Delivering or restorative justice needs legal embodiment: the prophets frequently appeal for righteousness in the gate (law court) and the marketplace (economic institutions). They frequently call on kings, judges and commercial traders to embody justice in their policies. It needs legal embodiment because we are all sinners, even when we deceive ourselves and do not see our own sin and greed, and we tend to use the power we have to defend our own privileges, thereby decreasing the privileges of the less powerful. We need checks and balances against concentrated power.

3.5. Repentant Churches That Work for Deliverance. Delivering justice needs to be our dedication in our civic virtue, in the nation, in the community and the churches. It needs to be rooted in our sense of the biblical story and in history and tradition. And it needs to be rooted in our daily experience, our habits and our struggles. God declares:When you stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood. Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow. (Is 1:15-17)




 




To do delivering justice is to know God, says Jeremiah 22:15-16: “Did not your father eat and drink and do justice and righteousness? Then it was well with him. He judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well. Is not this to know me? says the LORD” (italics added). This is to know the LORD, because the LORD in essence is compassionate for delivering the oppressed (Mott, 76). Jesus stands strongly in this prophetic tradition: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith” (Mt 23:23).

Jesus’ emphasis is on repenting for and correcting the log in our own eye (Mt 7:1-5). Confessing Jesus as Lord does not mean imposing our values upon others in an authoritarian way in which Christians dominate non-Christians. That would result in resentment and opposition by the secular world. First, it means correcting our own practices of injustice. And then it means working by persuasion. Jesus made disciples by teaching and persuasion, not domination. The trick is to figure out how Jesus’ way of compassion can be persuasive for public ethics. This often requires translation into the kind of language used in public discussion in the culture where the persuasion is needed, so that the society can be persuaded to do justice. Often the persuasive language is the language of *human rights, giving voice to those whose rights are being violated and checking the power of those who dominate. The focus must not be simply on the interests of Christian churches, but on the common good of all persons, with special attention to minorities and the relatively voiceless, the disempowered, dominated, marginalized and excluded.

The early church did not merely talk about having good intentions, but organized actual community practices by which the poor were fed and clothed and did not need to be anxious about food and clothing because the community was sharing. Delivering justice may mean selling all and giving it to the poor (Mt 19:21, the rich young ruler), giving a significant part (Lk 19:8, Zacchaeus), contributing to the needs of others (Paul’s collection from the Gentile churches for the poor Jewish churches in Jerusalem), practicing jubilee (Yoder 1994) or organizing community practices by which the poor are fed and clothed. How it translates into practice for us will also take different forms, but it better take some form, or we will know we don’t mean what we say and are resisting listening to the biblical message of justice. The church, if it is a biblical church, if it is a church with its heart open to God rather than closed and hard, must be a church that practices compassionate, delivering justice.

3.6. Churches Together as One Body. Apart from acknowledging that Jesus is Lord, Christians need to recover the truth that the same Lord has called us into one body, the church. This will help counteract the fragmentation and the divisions in our world today. Christians have been called to live together in the body that is a witness or a visible community of God’s reign in history (Yoder 1997). This community of the lamb is drawn from every tribe, nation and language as witnessed in the book of Revelation (Rev 5:9-10; 7:9). Paul affirms the same: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). But we need to lament and confess that Christians have not lived as one body. We have not only divided along denominational lines but also along race, class, tribe and gender lines. We need to repent of these divisions.

For a long time the dominant ethics has been drawn from those who are in power. But the ethic that proceeds from the confession that Jesus is Lord, in acknowledging the unity of the body, will not only listen to the voices from the margins but also give them center stage, because the Lord we serve comes to us as the “least of these.” The beauty of this message is that abundant life will not come only to those who are marginalized but also to the oppressors, who in their own way need liberation from their fears. “Because oppressive structures prevent the master from obtaining an abundant life (specifically in the spiritual sense) those supposedly privileged by the said structures are also in need of the gospel message of salvation and liberation” (De La Torre, 17). This ethics from the margins, therefore lays a foundation for true community where all the gifts are accepted at the table.

See also CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING; CHILDREN AT RISK; CREATION AND ECOLOGY; HUMAN RIGHTS; JUSTICE; MONEY, WEALTH; PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION; POVERTY; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY; SEXISM; SOCIAL GOSPEL, THE; TERRORISM; VIOLENCE; WAR.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. E Achtemeier, “Righteousness in the Old Testement,” IDB, 4.80-85; C. C. H. Cook,
Alcohol, Addiction and Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); M. De La Torre,
Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2004); S. J. Grenz,
The Moral Quest: Foundations of Christian Ethics (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1997); K. Humphreys,
Circles of Recovery: Self-help Organizations for Addictions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); C. Moe-Lobeda,
Healing a Broken World: Globalization and God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002); S. C. Mott,
Biblical Ethics and Social Change (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982); W. O’Neill, SJ,
A Grammar of Dissent: Rights, Religion, and the Common Good (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, forthcoming); L. Rasmussen,
Moral Fragments and Moral Community (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1993); G. H. Stassen, ed., Just Peacemaking: The New Paradigm for the Ethics of Peace and War (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1998/2004/2008); idem, Just Peacemaking: Transforming Initiatives for Justice and Peace (Louisville, KY: Wesminster John Knox, 1992); G. H. Stassen and D. P. Gushee,
Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in Contemporary Context (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003); M. Weinfeld,
Social Justice in Ancient Israel and in the Ancient Near East (Minneapolis: Fortress; Jerusalem: Magnes, 1995); J. H. Yoder,
The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994 [1972]); idem, For the Nations (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997).

E. Choge and G. Stassen





SOCIAL GOSPEL, THE

 

The social gospel movement is often characterized as a religious movement with both broad and shallow reach, lacking a definitive theology, and the province of white male Protestant theological liberals. These labels are somewhat accurate. The movement, in its beginnings in industrial England and the urban United States in the late nineteenth century, crossed denominational boundaries, but only a small number of individuals were actively engaged in its work. It produced no rigorously developed theological system. The names receiving the most attention and credit in the historical record were for many years white and male. However, seeing the social gospel only through these lenses limits our understanding of its theological and social influence in its own time, in recent history and today. Recent scholarship has begun to broaden the scope of our understanding of the social gospel. The recovery of women’s voices, the voices of nonwhite men, as well as the study of the reach of the social gospel beyond its Protestant origins have all contributed to a reevaluation of the social gospel. Such study has enabled analysis of its influence on mid-twentieth-century Roman Catholic social thought, the civil rights movement and indigenous *liberation theology movements.

1. Characteristics of Social Gospel Theology

2. Reaction to the Social Gospel in the United States

3. Neglected Voices of the Social Gospel

4. The Social Gospel After World War II


 


1. Characteristics of Social Gospel T heolog y.

 

The social gospel movement produced no doctrine or creed, or even a blanket statement of theology. There are, however, three characteristics of theological thought that are commonly found in the sermons and writings of its early leaders: a strong emphasis on the immanence of God and the *kingdom of God in society; a call for *justice rather than charity; and the inseparability of personal *salvation and the salvation of society at large. Walter Rauschenbusch, a German American Baptist pastor and professor of church history, produced what is considered to be the closest to a systematic statement of social gospel theology in his last book, A Theology of the Social Gospel.

Rauschenbusch did not claim that the social gospel was new, but rather a recovery of the social emphasis found in the Bible and in the history of the church. As a young pastor serving a German immigrant congregation in a poor New York City neighborhood, he came to a clear understanding of the role of social *sin as the contributing factor to *poverty, instead of personal moral weakness, and the related subsequent necessity of social salvation. His conviction of the immanence of God and a belief that the kingdom of God was not something invisible or individual led him to see that kingdom as something that could begin to be seen on earth, resulting from a wholehearted and faithful response to Jesus’ call for righteousness and justice. This “kingdom” theology, as Rauschenbusch saw it, did not dismiss or marginalize the individual and his/her personal commitment to Christ, but embraced the call for collective responsibility for all Christians toward each other in the present time. Such a collective endeavor, as highlighted in the title of another of Rauschenbusch’s books, Christianizing the Social Order, would bring all Christians in society closer to a realization of the divine.



2. Reaction to the Social Gospel in the United States.

 

There were large segments of religious life in the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that were either indifferent or hostile to the social gospel message. Not all apathy or hostility arose out of mainline religious traditions. The *“new religious movements” of Mormonism, Christian Science and New Thought were, for the most part, indifferent. There are several reasons for this. For some, the ideal of an immanent rather than transcendental God was antithetical to their own theological worldviews. Also, because these new religious movements were in their infancy at the period of the social gospel’s beginnings, there was an understandable focus on internal development of the movements themselves. A great deal of the energy extended outside such movements’ boundaries was devoted either to self-explanation or self-defense, with a resultant lack of interaction across boundaries.

Instances of outright hostility to the social gospel came from socially conservative Protestantism and Roman Catholicism. Protestant hostility was probably most vividly characterized by the enormously popular revivalist of the early twentieth century, Billy Sunday. In his revival preaching, Sunday attacked their legislative reform efforts. Socially conservative evangelicalism, however, was not the only wing of American religion hostile to social gospel efforts. Some Roman Catholics expressed opposition to aspects of the social gospel on two fronts. The first front was both theoretical and theological. The calls of some social gospel leaders who espoused a mild brand of socialism was perceived by American Catholic leadership, steeped in the traditions of natural law and Thomistic theology, to be antithetical to the human right of the ownership of private property. The second front was much more protectionist and based in the position of the Roman Catholic Church in early-twentieth-century America as a church primarily composed of immigrants, many directly afflicted by poverty and unfair labor conditions that social gospel followers were working to erase. The efforts of the latter were seen by many church leaders as attempts to lead members away from Catholicism toward Protestant churches.



3. Neglected Voices of the Social Gospel.

 

For many years, scholarship of the social gospel defined it strictly in urban and white male terms. The fields of women’s and African American religious history have both expanded that earlier narrow definition, resulting in the recovery of previously unheard voices. The story of Albion Winegar Tourgee, who worked in the Reconstruction era of the American South, illustrates that efforts to erase poverty and economic exploitation were not confined to Northern cities. His story had been overlooked for many years. Vida Dutton Scudder, a Wellesley College professor, active Episcopal layperson and committed Socialist, is beginning once again to be known in the present as she was known in her own life: as a person whose active reform leadership grew out of her deep faith commitment and private spiritual practice. Scudder was a prolific writer for publications such as The Living Church and in such books as Socialism and Character; she explored in depth her belief in the inseparable connection between the liturgical practices of her faith and social reform.



4. The Social Gospel After World War II.

 

In the years immediately after World War II, a young African American Baptist minister named Martin Luther King Jr. completed a doctorate at Boston University. The subject of his dissertation was an analysis of the theology of Walter Rauschenbusch. As he became a leader of the civil rights movement, he openly acknowledged the influence of “kingdom” theology in his nonviolent approach. Echoes of the immanent kingdom are found in his famous “I Have a Dream” speech. And as King approached the final years of his life, his commitment to racial justice expanded to include calls for justice in housing opportunities, fair labor practices, and opposition to the Vietnam War. The theological roots of the modern civil rights movement in the work of earlier social gospel leaders were given a contemporary shape and meaning by King and his fellow church-based followers and leaders.

4.1. Collective Responsibility. The call for collective responsibility of Christians for each other found in the social gospel was revived and given new importance by the Roman Catholic Church during the Second Vatican Council and in the years immediately following it. This call was sounded in papal encyclicals and bishops’ letters, but it was the action of rank and file church members, both clergy and lay, who heard the message of care for humanity and volunteered in rural and urban areas of poverty in the United States and other countries throughout the world.

4.2. Justice Rather Than Charity. As the work of Max Stackhouse has demonstrated, the social gospel message of justice rather than charity has spread in the latter part of the twentieth century up to the present day beyond the borders of the United States. *Liberation theology movements around the world have taken the same mandate of their earlier counterparts in the social gospel and adapted the calls for justice and social salvation to specific social and cultural settings. These contemporary global movements, whether in Latin America, Africa, India or Southeast Asia, illustrate well Rauschenbusch’s conviction that the work of the social gospel is not new. They also illustrate that the work of personal and social salvation is not yet finished.

See also CHRISTIAN SOCIALISM; JUSTICE; HOLISTIC MISSION; KINGDOM OF GOD; LIBERATION THEOLOGY; RELIEF AND DEVELOPMENT; SALVATION.
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SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION

 

Sociology is a social science that utilizes both quantitative (e.g., surveys) and qualitative tools (e.g., personal interviews) to study how human beings relate to one another within a society, culture or subculture. Significantly, the first sociologists focused much of their research on religion, because they realized faith’s profound effect historically as a universal phenomenon. They believed that clearly understanding society meant understanding how religion functioned within it (Durkheim). The specialty developed so that now sociologists of religion analyze how religious belief affects individuals, patterns of behavior, institutions and structures; they also examine the reverse, that is, how a culture in which people live influences their beliefs.

Ironically, while this subdiscipline became tangential to sociology from the mid- to late-twentieth century, it is currently enjoying a revival. Religious vitality worldwide—rarely but spectacularly erupting in violence like 9/11—proved predictions of religion’s demise to be erroneous, and interest in religion increased steadily in the past generation. The field benefited from an infusion of researchers who practice their faith and of others who display in their work appreciation for its adherents and their traditions. Such researchers, sometimes gathering data as “participant observers,” maintain their academic integrity and critical stance but in a manner respectful of believers’ faith.

When sociologists bracket their own biases or presuppositions, they engage in what Peter Berger dubbed “methodological atheism.” Thus, a devout Christian can study witchcraft or an *atheist can consider beliefs of *evangelicals. Taken to extremes, however, this stance supports a priori either relativism or disrespect for faith positions. The former refuses to make judgments about the veracity of beliefs despite the evidence, and the latter disrespects doctrines—such as belief in divine revelation—because they derive from explicitly religious sources. In a postmodern and global context, many sociologists admit the difficulty of suspending one’s perspective and of avoiding unconscious bias, and, despite these shared human limitations, they provide valuable data for our understanding of the interplay of faith and culture.

1. Past Theories of Religion

2. Current Research Trends

3. Sociology of Religion as a Resource for the Church


 


1. Past Theories of Religion.

 

One particularly difficult question for sociologists of religion is the definition of religion itself. Émile Durkheim, a founding father of sociology, defined it as “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a Church all those who adhere to them” (Durkheim, 47).

As seen here, Durkheim famously split the sacred and profane into two distinct spheres. Many anthropologists questioned such a neat division, as numerous cultures weave beliefs into the fabric of their everyday life; additionally, not all things set apart are religious and not all that is sacred is forbidden. Most sociologists now recognize the artificiality of such a divorce and conscientiously avoid it in their collection, categorization and interpretation of data.

For Durkheim, religion played a crucial role in society, providing stability and cohesiveness. Notice that his definition includes rituals and religious activity; practices were key for Durkheim and continue to be a focus of the discipline. Durkheim posited that rituals provide ways for a culture to reinforce morality (e.g., establishing taboos or ethical prohibitions), to support the social order (e.g., through practices emphasizing self-denial for the good of the whole) and to cement social ties (e.g., shared experiences of worship). Religion is necessary because in its essence it stabilizes society, affirming and maintaining the health and continuity of society from one generation to another. He implied that religion’s significance lies in what it does—its function.

Functionalist approaches in various forms dominated the sociology of religion until the 1970s, when another influential stream appeared: secularization theory. Writing in the early part of the century, Max Weber observed that previous peoples lived in a “magic garden,” but we as people of science inhabit a “disenchanted” world in which natural phenomena are now rationally explained. Secularization, as he dubbed this process, would make religion obsolete because people no longer needed God or other beliefs to comprehend the previously unexplainable. As a result, a discipline whose founders closely studied religion began to ignore it. Sociologists produced relatively little theoretical, empirical or historical research in religion for much of the twentieth century.



2. Current Research Trends.

 

Peter Berger, one of the main proponents of secularization theory from the 1960s onward, famously retracted it in the early 1980s, particularly after extensive travels in the non-Western world where religion was obviously flourishing and vital. (see Secularism; Modernism and Postmodernisms.) The relative dearth of work in the sociology of religion gave way to an explosion of research in religion worldwide, as well as a shift in approaches to research. Current work often focuses on a new paradigm of religion, one that sees religion not as derivative of something else, but as a real or independent variable. Other influential research posits that people are not unwitting victims of religion—as claimed in Marx’s famous quote about religion as the “opium of the masses”—but rather thoughtful actors who seek their best interest by embracing faith (so-called rational choice theory).

The famous anthropologist Clifford Geertz insisted that religion was a cultural system. As such, it cannot be thinly described nor can we presume that all faiths share some “essence.” (For example, extreme reductionists might insist that despite apparent differences between Christianity and animism, they are essentially the same, for they play the same role or function in society.) As Geertz noted, cultures and faiths are richly textured, “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embedded in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which [people] communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge and attitude toward life” (Geertz, 89). Many researchers follow Geertz’s hermeneutical insight, pursuing thick descriptions of religious life that are attentive to the uniqueness of each system, respectful of ritual meanings and thoughtful about implications of the system for adherents’ lifestyles.

Contrary to early theories of religion as inherently conservative of the status quo, recent studies also explore how religious institutions—be they Islamic or Pentecostal—exercise transformative power not only in individuals but also in societies.



3. Sociology of Religion as a Resource for the Church.

 

While much sociology of religion focuses on how beliefs are enacted or embodied in a community of faith, sociologists also consider how society impacts belief. Such work is important for the church, which must be alert to ways the larger society’s values and mores imperceptibly seep into Christian faith. Consider Emerson and Smith’s book on race in the United States, Divided by Faith (2000). As Christian sociologists, they gathered qualitative and quantitative evidence and make a devastating claim: Despite its apparent theological interest in overcoming racism and its language of reconciliation, evangelical religion unintentionally supports a racialized society and, in fact, generally serves to maintain historical divides and develop new ones (see Race, Racism and Ethnicity).

Sociological work provides lenses both for rightly reading the culture of the church on one hand and of the greater society in which we live or serve on the other. As such, the field provides tools for better understanding ourselves and interpreting our society, so that the church can faithfully engage in—and witness to—the diverse cultures and subcultures in which we live.

See also CULTURE AND SOCIETY; HYBRIDITY; MIGRATION; RACE, RACISM AND ETHNICITY; SECULARISM.
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SOUTH AFRICAN THEOLOGY

 

South African theology, like Christian theology elsewhere in the world, has received its contours from its particular historical circumstances and context. These have to do with the planting of Christianity in southern Africa in relation to European colonialism, African cultural and political resistance, and the emergence of a multiethnic democratic society.

Christianity came to the region largely as a result of European colonial and *missionary expansion. This introduced the major Christian traditions and confessions to a context rooted in *African traditional religion and spirituality. The interaction between these eventually led to incipient theologies that we now find expressed in African indigenous churches and movements (see African Initiated Churches). However, within the mainline missions and denominations theology remained largely imported, reflecting confessional distinctives and echoing European debates (see European Theology). Nonetheless, in the amalgam produced by the interaction of local and global social, political and religious forces, distinctly South African theologies emerged in the second half of the twentieth century during the struggle against apartheid. These reflected more progressive and ecumenical tendencies elsewhere in which matters of faith and *justice were increasingly integrated. Demonstrating the public character of theology and the ethical consequences of doctrinal foci, these theologies are now being reshaped in new constellations in response to the challenges, both local and global, of democratic reconstruction.

1. Theologies of the Struggle

2. Post-Apartheid Theologies


 


1. Theologies of the Struggle.

 

During the struggle against *apartheid (1948- 1990), doing theology became a fundamental necessity for Christian existence and witness. This found expression in workshop papers, synodical reports, submissions to magistrates and judges, letters to government ministers, and more formal confessions of faith. In turn this provided the raw material for those who sought to do theology in a more systematic and academic manner, relating contextual issues both to the legacy of Christian tradition and the contemporary political and ecumenical debates. It also meant that doing theology became inescapably interdisciplinary, straddling not only the theological disciplines but also the social and historical sciences. The explicitly contextual character of such theology became one of its hallmarks as the various types of anti-apartheid theology demonstrate.

1.1. African Theology. In the postindependence era (1960-1994) African theologies in sub-Saharan Africa emerged in which Christianity was reconceived in dialogue with indigenous African religion. Such theology had its exponents in South Africa, but its emphasis on the role of traditional culture in doing theology was compromised by the extent to which culture became an ideological tool of apartheid. Nonetheless, particularly within the ambit of the African initiated church movement, African theology as a subaltern voice gradually grew in significance as a countercultural and religious force to apartheid and its theological underpinnings.

1.2. Confessing Theology. Confessing theology (as distinct from confessional), inspired by the church struggle in Nazi Germany, found expression in a series of anti-apartheid confessions of faith beginning with the Message to the People of South Africa (1968) and ending with the Belhar Confession of Faith adopted by the Dutch Reformed Mission Church in 1986. Reacting to theologies that gave credence and legitimation to apartheid, confessing theology attacked the theological defense of apartheid as a *heresy. In doing so, confessing theologies restated confessional loci in ways that were both contextual and liberating, and demonstrated the connection between doing theology and engaging social reality, and thus between ecclesiology and ethics within the South African context.

1.3. Black Theology. Inspired by the Black Consciousness movement in South Africa and its North American counterparts, the antecedents of *black theology may be traced back to earlier African protest against European hegemony. Black theology fulfilled a critical and empowering role for black Christians both within the church and in the broader society. But ideological divisions began to surface in the 1980s that mirrored those within the liberation struggle. Black theologians who identified more with the nonracialism of the African National Congress moved beyond the parameters of Black Consciousness and became engaged in what became known as prophetic theology. Others continued developing black theology both as a critique of racism and economic exploitation, and as a means of empowering people in reclaiming their cultural inheritance.

1.4. Women’s Theology. Women’s theology, a term that embraced both black and white women theologians influenced by *feminist theologies, drew much of its inspiration and insight from elsewhere, yet developed a distinctly South African character related especially to the inferior status given to black women within South African society. Black women bore the brunt of much apartheid legislation and practice, but many were also at the forefront of the liberation struggle and a significant force within many churches. Women’s theology was a reflection on this praxis and the need to empower women in church and society.

1.5. Prophetic Theology. While all anti-apartheid theologies had a prophetic edge, what became known specifically as “prophetic theology” developed in relation to the publication of the Kairos Document (1985). This became a progressive Christian rallying point during the final years of the apartheid struggle. Rejecting both apartheid theologies and those “church theologies” that sought reconciliation within apartheid structures, prophetic theology called for a more decisive rejection of apartheid in all its forms and stressed justice as the basis for future *reconciliation. This anticipated the post-apartheid concern to foster reconciliation through restoring justice.



2. Post-Apartheid Theologies.

 

The types of theology identified in the struggle against apartheid continue to find expression in the post-apartheid era, not least because the legacy of apartheid persists. At the same time, new challenges are reshaping their character. The emergence of a distinctly South African form of secular democratic transformation within a multicultural and religiously plural context, and South Africa’s reconnection with the rest of Africa and a rapidly changing global society provides the backdrop for theological reflection. As part of the developing world, yet being one of the most developed countries in Africa, with strong trade links across the globe, a stable and growing economy, as well as significant industrial, scientific and agricultural capacity, South Africa is a major role player in the debate about *globalization and economic development.

Within this framework South African theologians now have to deal with a host of issues previously shelved for strategic reasons or those that have subsequently arisen. The challenge is how to speak about these issues in a way that draws deeply on Christian faith and tradition, and is related both to reality and praxis. As during the apartheid struggle, two key theological foci remain central, namely, soteriology (see Salvation), and more specifically the doctrine of reconciliation, and *ecclesiology, or the nature and witness of the church (see Ecclesiology).

2.1. Reconciliation and Restoring Justice. The theology of reconciliation has long been debated in South Africa. If during the apartheid struggle the focus was on liberation (Kairos Document) as a prerequisite of reconciliation, it is now on the restoration of justice as essential to the process of reconciliation. Theological reflection on this issue both contributed to and was stimulated by the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.

Several major theological themes have emerged in the process of this debate. Chief amongst them are the question of individual and corporate guilt; the nature of forgiveness and the healing of memories; reconciliation as a God-given reality and reconciliation as a social process; and the connection between reconciliation and justice. The restoration of justice in the South African context has to do primarily with basic human rights that are expressed in the new Constitution. These include eradicating poverty, land redistribution and adequate housing for all, enabling economic empowerment and gender equity, and providing good education and health care for all. Theological reflection on reconciliation in relation to these issues has deepened understanding of this key doctrine and demonstrated the extent to which theological discourse and the construction of doctrine are connected to social reality and the construction of a just society. It has also shown that the doctrine of reconciliation properly understood is ecclesial in character.

2.2. Ecclesiologies of Embodiment, Inclusion and Healing. Ecclesiology has long been a major preoccupation of South African theology. There are several reasons for this. One is the African sense of solidarity expressed in the term ubunt, which emphasizes the interpersonal or corporate character of being human. Another is the extent to which churches have fulfilled a crucial role in the shaping of modern South Africa, for good and ill. The theological justification of apartheid may be traced to the formation of racially segregated Dutch Reformed churches in the mid-nineteenth century, and specifically to the practice of eucharistic segregation. This was countered during the church struggle in two ways. First, at an ideological level, it was named a heresy; second, it led to efforts to build nonracial, inclusive churches that would embody reconciliation as a sign of God’s new humanity in Christ.

The recovery of the church as the embodiment of a new humanity in which difference is respected but not made a reason for separation is now central to the emerging theological discussion on ecclesiology. But the parameters of the debate have broadened to include issues of gender equity and the rights of gay and lesbian people. Central to this discussion is the rejection of the false dualisms that separate body and spirit, as well as individual and community, and a growing awareness of the need to deepen eucharistic fellowship in a way that embodies inclusion and contributes to human wholeness and healing.

The ministry of healing has always been central to the African indigenous church movement. This reflects the fact that these churches arose in large measure as communities of the poor, disenfranchised and marginalized. Within such communities, whether in urban or rural areas, the desperate need for community support and healing was paramount. This has now become even more critical due to the prevalence of TB and the outbreak of the HIV/ AIDS pandemic. Churches have considerable assets that can be mustered in responding to this crisis. A great deal of theological reflection is taking place around these issues, notably on the question of stigma, on the church as a community of acceptance and on the healing power of the gospel in relation to modern medical science.

2.3. Religious Pluralism and Interfaith Dialogue. Although Christianity has dominated South African religious life for much of the past two centuries, it is only one of many different religious traditions in South Africa and is itself divided into many forms and varieties. While still numerically the strongest religion by far, Christianity is no longer privileged as previously, and the churches have to come to terms with religious pluralism in a way not previously required. This has been exacerbated by the current global tensions between Christianity, *Judaism and *Islam. Although such tensions have generally been well managed within South Africa, they are a potential threat to social well-being. Yet again, South African theology is well placed to make a significant contribution to this urgent global debate, not least as a result of the way in which people of different faith traditions joined together in the struggle against apartheid and now seek to unite in building a democratic nation.

South African theologians are engaged in a wide-ranging set of other enterprises that have not been mentioned above. They are making a contribution to ecumenical and confessional debates, exploring issues relating to religion and science, theological aesthetics, spirituality, and the environment. But all of these at some point reflect the contextual realities of contemporary South Africa and the public character of doing theology. As such, even though they may be part of a global theological discussion, they inject into that discussion a perspective that makes them distinctly South African.

See also AFRICAN INITIATED CHURCHES; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, EVANGELICAL CONTEXTUAL; AFRICAN THEOLOGY, PROTESTANT; APARTHEID; POLITICAL THEOLOGY; PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION.
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SPACE

 

In comparison to *time, space has not been given much attention by philosophers and theologians. Since Augustine, time has been the focus of many scholars; outside of controversies, for example, over absolute space, space has not attracted much attention.

1. Einstein’s Two Concepts of Space

2. Theological Concepts of Space

3. Divine Spatiality


 


1. Einstein’s Two Concepts of Space.

 

Physicist Albert Einstein contrasts two concepts of space: (a) space as a positional quality of material objects; (b) space as a container of all material objects. In case (a), space does not have its own independent existence apart from material objects. Without a material object, space itself is inconceivable. This concept of space then seems to be preceded psychologically by the simpler concept of *“place.” In this case, therefore, to speak of empty space has no meaning. In case (b), however, space has its own existence apart from material objects, which can only be conceived as existing in space. In this case, space is in a certain sense superior to the material world and has its own independent existence. While a material object not situated in space is inconceivable, it is quite conceivable that an empty space may exist. Einstein calls this type of space “box space.” More popularly, this view has been referred to as a “receptacle” or a “container” notion of space.



2. Theological Concepts of Space.

 

The Scottish Reformed theologian Thomas F. Torrance further classifies receptacle notions of space as finite and infinite. The finite receptacle concept of space entered into Western thought with Aristotelian physics and philosophy, under the category of magnitude, apart from the conception of time. The infinite receptacle notion of space entered Renaissance thought through the Florentine Academy. Newton later gave space together with time an absolute status independent of material bodies, though causally conditioning their character as an inertial system, thus making nature determinate and our knowledge of nature possible.

In contrast to the receptacle notion of space, space may be conceived as the seat of relations or the place of meeting and activity, especially in the interaction between God and the world. According to Torrance, this notion of space was brought to its sharpest focus in Jesus Christ. For Jesus Christ is “the place where God has made room for Himself in the midst of our human existence” and “the place where man on earth and in history may meet and have communion with the heavenly Father” (Torrance, 24). Having to develop their thought in accordance with the nature of the creator who transcends all space and time and with the nature of the creature subject to space and time, the church fathers essentially needed a “differential and open concept of space” sharply opposed to the Aristotelian idea of space as the immobile limit of the containing body. This relational idea of space was later given its supreme expression in Einstein’s relativity theory.

Meanwhile the receptacle notion of space and the theory of absolute space was firmly embodied in Newtonian mechanics and survived in the popular imagination. It seemed to Newton that the space concept of type (a) above, that is, space as positional quality of the world of material objects, was not sufficient to serve as the foundation for the inertia principle and the laws of motion. For Newton, according to M. Jammer, absolute space is a logical and ontological necessity. It was necessary for the validity of the first law of motion; the state of rest also presupposes such an absolute space.

Newton separated space from what happened in it and gave it an absolute status independent of material existence. This concept of absolute space, Newton felt, was necessary for making nature determinate and to thus making our knowledge of nature possible. Newton spoke of space and time as an infinite receptacle in terms of the infinity and eternity of God. Infinite space and time are in fact attributes of Deity. For Torrance, the fact that Newton associated space and time as an infinite receptacle with Deity had the effect of reinforcing the classical dualism between space and matter. Thus, Torrance observes, Newton found himself at odds with Nicene theology and therefore with its notion of homoousion, and thus sided with Arius against Athanasius.

Wolfhart Pannenberg seems to support Newton’s conception of absolute space. He believes attempts to counter the dominance of Newtonian mechanism, such as Faraday’s field theory, as reinforcing the deeper intentions of Newton himself. Nevertheless, like Torrance, Pannenberg also sees a fatal weakness in Newton’s theology. Pannenberg emphasizes the importance of the doctrine of the Trinity in a Christian theology of creation. He believes Newton’s theology was not pantheistic, as many thought, but it made no room for the doctrine of the Trinity. A Christian theology of creation today, Pannenberg believes, depends on the doctrine of the Trinity especially to understand the relationship of God’s transcendence and immanence in creation and in salvation history.

While supporting the relational concept of space, Jürgen Moltmann presents both an ecological concept of space and a perichoretic concept of space besides a geometrical concept of space. His treatment of space is applied to his interpretation of the Godhead. God has this perichoretic space. Yet Moltmann goes on to contend that God is a space. Moltmann employs the idea of shekinah to express God’s indwelling in creation. With this term, however, he also seeks to reflect the indwelling of creation within God. He develops this idea by the aid of the Jewish concept of the divine zimzum. Even though he differentiates three different concepts of space, Moltmann does not seem to distinguish or favor a relational concept of space over against a receptacle idea of space.



3. Divine Spatiality.

 

The promising areas in theological discussion on space are Christology and Trinity. Reflecting on space helps us understand how Christ’s two natures coexist in one person. Also, the discussion of the relationship among the three persons of Trinity and the relationship between the triune Creator and creation will depend on a more elaborate understanding of space. A careful theological discussion of space will enrich our understanding of creation and providence as well.

Whereas time is related to *music, space is usually related to painting, fine *arts or visual arts. The contemporary period may be called the visual age. People are becoming more accustomed to seeing than listening. In this visual age especially, Christians should be more concerned with visual media to proclaim the gospel effectively to the young generation raised on visual images. Traditionally Christians have been more open to music than images. Recent scholars have reminded us that for this generation, aesthetics counts more than epistemology.

William A. Dyrness presents the categories of relationship, agency and embodiment as a way of understanding the human creation of culture. These categories, which are grounded in the triune presence of God, provide windows by which our human life in the world is illumined. In Transcendence and Spatiality of the Triune Creator, Chan Ho Park fully develops these three categories in relation to space. Following Dyrness, Park proposes three meanings of God’s spatiality: The triune God is not an isolated being but a relational being and embodies relationality. For this relationship, God needs his own spatiality. The term of God’s spatiality thus emphasizes that the triune God exists in a relation or has a relationality. God’s relationality is the first meaning of divine spatiality. Developments in such areas as biology, quantum theory and chaos theory are held to signal conceptions of a new openness in the shape of reality and possibilities for God’s action. We can understand God’s agency then as an activity in this world, which has space or room for divine activities within the world or universe. This is the second meaning of God’s spatiality. It is not necessary to hold, as some do, that the world is God’s body to understand the importance of embodiment for God. In pursuit of God’s purposes, God uses material beings, including the human body, as vehicles for his creative presence in finite space. This is the third and last meaning of divine spatiality.

See also PLACE; TIME.
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SPIRITUAL WARFARE

 

Throughout its history, the church has believed that malevolent beings conspire against God and humans alike to bring about death and chaos. Christians have actively sought to oppose demonic forces through public prayer and exorcisms.

1. Spiritual Warfare in Recent Decades

2. The Third Wave Model: Elements of This Worldview

3. A Biblical Theology of Spiritual Warfare: Foundation

4. Conclusions


 


1. Spiritual Warfare in Recent Decades.

 

Although the church has never ceased its campaign against demonic powers, the last four decades have seen a remarkable renewal of interest in this area. Until about 1960, the expression that is now broadly known as spiritual warfare was mostly identified with the *Pentecostal movement. Spiritual warfare gained increasing acceptance in the broader evangelical community first through the *charismatic renewal in the early 1960s and then through what is commonly known as the Third Wave movement.

A number of key Christian leaders and authors have been especially instrumental in promoting this school of thought: C. Peter Wagner, formerly of Fuller Theological Seminary’s School of World Mission (now School of Intercultural Studies); Tom White, founder of Mantle of Praise Ministries (now Frontline Ministries); John Dawson, Southwest U.S. Director of Youth With A Mission (YWAM); and Frank Peretti, author of the popular novels This Present Darkness (1986) and Piercing the Darkness (1989). Much of the theology that is generally identified with the Third Wave movement and spiritual warfare was in great part popularized in North America by these novels, which describe the fate of men and women caught in epic battles between demonic forces and angelic warriors.

Today the teachings of the spiritual warfare movement are found across the entire spectrum of Christian denominations. This is not to say that all its proponents share an identical understanding. For instance, Wagner teaches that any evangelistic endeavor must take into account and neutralize evil spirits that have territorial authority over cities or countries (“strategic-level warfare”). Others prefer to confine their discourse to the personal dimension of human/demon interaction. Notwithstanding the minor variations that exist, the spiritual warfare model popularized by the Third Wave movement has now become the gold standard.

In North America, the Third Wave model has gained prominence in some Christian circles and is the operative paradigm, for example, in the wildly successful Left Behind series. This model is aggressively propagated in Latin America through the rapid growth of the Pentecostal movement.

Missionaries in the Middle East, Africa, India and China, who face cultures where belief in spirits and the supernatural abound, tend to frame their response in an either/or strategy. Some, intuitively sensing profound inadequacies with the Third Wave model, abstain from dealing with that aspect of the culture. Others, in an effort to address the issues of magic and spiritualism, indiscriminately adopt the assumptions of the Third Wave model. Both approaches are problematic. The first fails to address critical cultural and spiritual realities. The second approach may result in legitimizing beliefs that do not adequately reflect a biblical theology framework and may contribute to effectively creating models that reflect various degrees of syncretism.



2. The Third Wave Model: Elements of This Worldview.

 

2.1. Violence and Creation. From the very moment of creation, the universe was tainted by a cosmic conflict that occurred between God’s forces and the rebellious demonic powers. The first human beings came into a hostile universe dominated by oppressive and destructive occult forces.

2.2. Mythologization of the Universe. Millions of superhuman/supernatural beings, whose only purpose is to destroy humanity and oppose God’s purposes, populate the universe. The expression “mythologization” denotes the belief that these beings not only inhabit the world, but also express their presence throughout the physical universe. This is similar to the perception of gods and demons predominant in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia.

2.3. The Universe as Subject. The Third Wave model attributes to the physical universe the characteristics of consciousness by virtue of the fact that the various elements of nature provide structural support for the expression of demonic entities. A person can come under the influence of demonic powers by coming into contact with an object or a place that has been associated with some form of occult influence. The reality of occult magic is assumed. Objects can have supernatural powers and can mediate evil powers and influence. The spoken word is inherently efficient.

2.4. Demonic Pantheon. *Satan is at the head of a hierarchical demonic organization. While he is not omnipresent, he delegates his authority and power to other spirits. There are three major categories: territorial, middle-level and ground-level spirits. The extent of the spirit’s power is directly proportional to its rank. These spirits have specific names and well-delineated roles and/or territorial authority.

2.5. The Christian Experience Is Characterized by War. Warfare is an all-encompassing characteristic of human existence. The degree of spiritual oppression and conflict is directly proportional to the effectiveness of Christians, particularly so for leaders. Spiritual warfare accounts for the various forms of gratuitous suffering humans experience.

2.6. The Christian Experience Is Characterized by Fear and Uncertainty. Christians are constantly threatened by demonic attacks. The source of these aggressions is manifold and ultimately impossible to identify with precision. Any negative feeling or emotion can be evidence of demonization. This can occur either by coming into contact with a person who is demon-possessed, with an occult object or by being present in a place that is tainted by evil spirits (the expressions “demonized,” “oppressed” and “demon-possessed” are used interchangeably).

Demons can gain control over a person, with or without their consent, through a number of avenues such as habitual patterns of personal sinfulness, sins committed in the person’s ancestral past or traumatic events. The concept of “foothold” or “entry points” is often alluded to in order to account for the inherent difficulty in protecting oneself against demonic influence. A “foothold” is a spiritual weakness through which demons can enter into a person. Not only can a demon gain an entry in such cases, but the demon also gains a “legal right” to live in that individual.

2.7. A New Priesthood. There is a class of spiritual warfare “specialists” who possess the required degree of spirituality and knowledge to deal with the demonic world, particularly so in a period of history where humanity is on the brink of an all-out war with the powers of darkness. Only those with the required qualifications should attempt to challenge the authority of higher-level demons, such as territorial spirits who are said to have domination over neighborhoods, cities, countries and even continents.

These specialists play a role equivalent to that of the priest or the diviner in primitive societies where they alone have the required knowledge to face demonic powers.

2.8. Epistemology. Spiritual warfare specialists appeal to three sources to support their beliefs: (1) Scripture, (2) rhema words (special words of knowledge from God), (3) reports of experiences with the demonic world. It is, however, important to note that most of the theological framework that supports the Third Wave model is based on the so-called rhema words (words of knowledge) and anecdotal accounts. The scriptural foundation is weakened by the relatively limited corpus of texts used to support the model and by a methodology that generally does not sufficiently give due consideration to the literary specificity of the texts.



3. A Biblical Theology of Spiritual Warfare: Foundation.

 

3.1. The Creation Account. The central question that must occupy the theologian and the practitioner is whether the Third Wave model and the worldview it reflects are compatible with biblical theology. Because of its distinctive literary character, the creation account attested in Genesis 1—3 represents the absolute starting point for articulating an outline of a biblical worldview and for providing a theological framework for a comparative analysis.

The creation narrative was designed to provide Israel with a comprehensive worldview that would reflect ultimate reality and offer an alternative to the Egyptian and Mesopotamian worldviews.

There are two concepts that deserve to be highlighted in respect to spiritual warfare.

3.1.1. The Demythologization of the Universe. The creation narrative declares that the universe is “object,” in contrast to the Mesopotamian cosmology, which attributes the status of “subject” to physical reality. In the biblical narrative, the physical world is purged of consciousness. The universe is no longer populated by divine powers bent on the disruption of human life and no longer an object of worship and terror. Its repeated references to the “goodness” of creation represent an unequivocal proclamation of reassurance regarding the fundamental character of the universe.

3.1.2. The Nature of Humanity. According to Genesis 1, the creation of the universe is the result of the peaceful and benevolent intention of God. There is no hint of conflict, violence or war. Human beings are created to serve as God’s representatives (Gen 1:26) and partners in managing the world and shaping their destiny (Gen 2:15-17; 3:1-24).

3.1.3. Implications. The implications of this account for spiritual warfare are threefold. First, this text is important for our understanding of spiritual warfare, for it emerges in a culture that, in many respects, exhibits a worldview that is structurally similar to the Third Wave model. It is a world that is saturated by belief in magic (magic is defined here as the ability to influence natural or human events through ritual performances that are believed to provide access to a mystical force located beyond the normal range of human experience), sorcery, the supernatural, and the existence of malevolent gods and demons against which humans must constantly attempt to protect themselves. Second, the creation account destroys, for all intents and purposes, the very notion of magic and the reality of occult forces. By declaring the existence of the one and only God, the text effectively annihilates the cosmic structure that theoretically supports belief in supernatural forces. Third, the text effectively declares that humans inhabit a “friendly” universe in which they are the masters of their destiny rather than the victims of malevolent and irresistible spiritual forces.

How do we then reconcile the notion of a “friendly” universe with the reality of the demonic world alluded to in the rest of the Bible?

3.2. The Power of Demons According to the Gospel of Mark and 1 Corinthians. While there can be no ambiguity about the reality of the demonic world, as the New Testament attests, questions regarding the extent of demonic power and the precise nature of the interaction between the demonic and human spheres remain. Spiritual warfare writers work under the assumption that the mode of interaction between the demonic and human spheres is magical in character. They assume the underlying reality of the occult sphere and the reliability of the countless stories that circulate about the supernatural.

The Gospel of Mark and 1 Corinthians 10—11 represent two critical sources of information regarding the mode of interaction between demons and humans. Mark addresses his Gospel to men and women who fear the powers, be they divine or demonic, and who actively seek any protection they can derive from various forms of magical practices. In 1 Corinthians 10—11, where Paul deals with the issue of meat sacrificed to idols, the apostle addresses the perception of an occult relationship between demonic powers and human beings. The Corinthians believed that meat sacrificed to an idol, that is, a demon, would become contaminated by that demon and create an interface for demon possession.

In the Gospel of Mark, Satan is portrayed as a nuisance, not as an all-powerful being (Mk 1:12-13, 21-28). Demons, for their part, are depicted as powerless entities in the presence of Jesus Christ (Mk 1:21-28, 32-34; 3:11, 14-15). In contrast to the popular perception of Satan and demons as angels of darkness endowed with irresistible powers, Mark portrays these creatures as empty shadows devoid of substance.

In 1 Corinthians, Paul undermines the belief in the magical/occult relationship between demonic spirits and people. While he signals some ethical considerations (1 Cor 10:27—11:1), he views no inherent threat in eating meat used in idol/demon worship (1 Cor 10:25). Paul’s rationale derives from creation theology (1 Cor 10:26). This passage asserts that demons do not have the kind of power pagans assumed they had, and it suggests a reconfiguration of the relationship between demonic powers and human beings that is based, not on magical categories, but on text and reason.



4. Conclusions.

 

Demons are real, but their reality is mere illusion in the presence of the ontological absoluteness of God. Real power and substance can only be derived from God. Outside of him, there can only be but the mere whisper of reality. Since demons are separated from God, the only power they can possibly have is the power human beings mistakenly and naively attribute to them.

The power of demons ultimately hinges on the belief system of the culture in which they navigate. This factor accounts for the variations in the frequency and intensity of overt demonic manifestations between cultures. The prevalence of demonic manifestations in Africa, Haiti or India, and the their relative and apparent scarcity in the Western world are linked to a worldview that cultivates belief and interaction with spirits in the former but generally ignores their existence in the latter.

Demons can only terrorize those who attribute to them the power to do so. In that respect, the Third Wave model tends to perpetuate a common and dangerous misperception of the demonic world. By structurally reproducing a nonbiblical model, it inadvertently and ironically reinforces a worldview that offers a false representation of the physical universe, and one that results in the empowerment of demonic forces.

The New Testament does not, however, portray demons as inoffensive and harmless. The most basic inclination of these entities consists in opposing God and generating chaos in the world. But their power to do so is ultimately contingent on the willingness of human beings to consciously embrace these spirits or espouse the ideologies of death and chaos they feed upon.

In a broader perspective, the image of spiritual warfare is but one of a number of metaphors that are used in Scripture to characterize the Christian life (for example Psalm 1 uses the image of the tree). A careful reading of the military imagery used in the well-known “spiritual warfare” passage found in Ephesians 6:10-18 shows that Paul makes no allusions to demon-casting exercises or other magical rituals. His exhortations are remarkably down to earth and underline a three-pronged strategy that deals with attitudes (v. 11), belief systems (vv. 14, 17) and faithful commitment (v. 16) to the biblical worldview.

In continuity with the Old Testament, spiritual warfare in the New Testament is a concept that primarily refers to the tensions, the conflicts, the ethical options and the worldview choices that Christians face. These struggles are in the realms of reason and of allegiances, and believers are invited to address them with the supernatural help of the Holy Spirit (see Jn 7:38-39; 15:26; 16:15; Rom 8:2-16; Eph 2:18; 5:18, etc.).

See also EVIL, PROBLEM OF; HEALING AND DELIVERANCE; POWER, POWERS; SATAN.
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SPIRITUALITY

 

Spirituality implies that life in its fullness cannot be reduced to rational thought and material well-being; there is a deeper dimension that touches the “spirit” of a person or one’s true self. Spirituality seeks to realize that life through a process of active cultivation and internalization rather than mere conceptualization. Spirituality, therefore, is less concerned with apprehending a concept as with living out a reality. This does not mean that concepts are not important; rather, they are not the focus of spirituality but the backdrop or foundation out of which spirituality develops.

1. Religious and Nonreligious Definitions

2. Christian Spirituality

3. Christian Spirituality as Progress

4. Types of Christian Spirituality

5. Spiritualities in Global Context


 


1. Religious and Nonreligious Definitions.

 

Within this broad understanding a further distinction could be made between a “nonreligious” and a religious definition. Spirituality is nonreligious only in the sense that it brackets the question of relationship to transcendence and explains spirituality phenomenologically as a kind of self-cultivation in the area of the human spirit or the depth-dimension of human existence. The practice of Transcendental Meditation (TM) is a case in point. TM seeks to present itself as a purely scientific technique for personal wholeness, but its concept of “transcendental consciousness” is based on philosophical notions about the self as part of a transcendent reality. Various forms of New Age spirituality often present themselves as religiously neutral. But they are religious in the sense that they operate from a transcendent point of reference or an implicit religious framework.

Among spiritualities that are religiously defined, there is a wide range of views concerning the nature of transcendence or ultimate reality. Some religious traditions conceive of ultimate reality as a supreme personal being or beings. Others understand it in nonpersonal terms as in *Hinduism and *Buddhism. In each of these traditions a further distinction could be made between “mainline” or orthodox interpretations and esoteric interpretations. The latter forms give rise to esoteric spiritualities. Theosophy as expounded by Jacob Boehme (1575- 1624) may be cited as an example of a Christian esoteric spirituality. According to Boehme, God in himself exists in pure solitude and hiddenness. He could only know himself through his revelation, and he reveals himself most supremely in tangible human form. But this revelation is understood as occurring at two levels: the eternal and the earthly. Thus, unlike the orthodox doctrine of the incarnation, Boehme believed that God assumes this human form before Christ was born. This primordial human form, the body of light, or eternal Man, is what Jesus possessed. The key concept in Boehme’s spirituality is that this primordial human form needs to be born in us through a process that goes through many cycles. This process is often described as mystical in that it involves union with God. Similar esoteric spiritualities can be found in Judaism and Islam. Kabbalism and Sufism are mystical interpretations of *Judaism and *Islam, respectively.



2. Christian Spirituality.

 

2.1. Three Patterns of Christian Spirituality. Christian spirituality may be defined as life lived in relationship with the God who reveals himself in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit. Since the triune God is essentially persons-in-communion, Christian spirituality sees communion as the central expression of the Christian life. It is essentially relationship with the triune God and with one another in a community characterized by self-giving love (see Trinity, Triune God). This is realized through *baptism into the body of Christ and sustained by the regular participation in the Eucharist or Holy Communion (see Lord’s Supper). By these two sacraments Christians are drawn into communion with the triune God through the work of the Holy Spirit. Christian spirituality recognizes that there are two actions occurring simultaneously: divine and human. In the Eastern Church this phenomenon is called synergy, which is sometimes misconstrued in the West to mean that humans could contribute partly to the advancement of the spiritual life. Synergy, however, is better understood as God’s acting through human agents (cf. Phil 2:12-13); as such, it constitutes one of the most important principles of spirituality. It affirms that at the heart of the Christian life is a paradox: Every advance in the Christian life can only be the result of the sovereign grace of God (sola gratia), yet this grace does not preclude the need for human action. Spiritual discipline or asceticism is an essential part of spiritual development.

Within this broad framework, three basic patterns of Christian spirituality can be discerned. First, Christian spirituality can be characterized as sacramental insofar as it focuses on the work of the Father as the creator of all things. Created things are not mere objects but reflect the glory of God (cf. Ps 19:1); they are vehicles by which spiritual realities are communicated. A sacramental spirituality seeks to cultivate the Christian life using created things, such as water in baptism and bread and wine in the Eucharist. But sacramental spirituality is not restricted to the use of these things in the two sacraments proper; every created thing, from an icon to a blade of grass, can become a door into the spiritual realm (see Sacraments, Sacramentality).

Second, Christian spirituality is evangelical insofar as the focus is on the *gospel of Jesus Christ. It is through the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ that Christians enter into a warm and intimate communion with the Father. Through the Holy Spirit they are enabled to call God “Abba, Father” (Rom 8:15-16).

Third, Christian spirituality is charismatic insofar as it focuses on the indwelling presence and gift of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit, who is the gift from the Father, himself bestows many gifts (charismata) on the body of Christ (1 Cor 12:7-11), making the church a charismatic community. A charismatic spirituality is often characterized by a heightened sense of the divine presence and the manifestation of various gifts of the Spirit, especially the more supernatural kind. Many Pentecostals and charismatics believe that initiation into this way of life is through a distinct experience of “baptism in the Spirit” (see Baptism in the Holy Spirit).

Historically, these three patterns are represented by Catholicism, evangelicalism and *Pentecostalism, respectively. In more recent times, a “convergence movement” which brings these patterns together in the liturgy is gaining momentum among some evangelicals. The fact that this is being done is an implicit acknowledgment of the coherence of trinitarian spirituality. Trinitarian spirituality has been a characteristic of Eastern Orthodoxy. In *Eastern Orthodox theology the spiritual life is the result of the condescension of the Trinity both in their unity and in their actions as distinct persons. Thus the divine acts appropriate to the Father are creation and love for his creatures; the act appropriate to the Son is his kenosis or self-emptying for the redemption of the world; and the act appropriate to the Holy Spirit is episkiāsis, his “coming upon” to give new life.

2.2. The Catholic and Orthodox Traditions. Historically, spiritual movements have arisen in response to perceived spiritual decline in the church. One of the major spiritual phenomena in the Christian church that was to have a profound effect on the development of spirituality is the monastic movement. *Monasticism began as a response to an encroaching worldliness in the post-Constantinian church after the fourth century. It represents a conscious and systematic approach to the cultivation of the spiritual life. In the course of its long history, it offers an integrated vision of the Christian life, where learning and spiritual development go hand in hand.

There are basically two types of monasticism, the eremetical, or desert spirituality, and the cenobitical, or communal spirituality. They embody the principles of solitude and community, respectively, both of which are needed for the full expression of Christian spirituality. Desert spirituality could be described as a spirituality of combat. The desert was not so much a place of refuge as the arena where one engages in spiritual combat with the three enemies of the soul: the flesh, the world and the devil. The key to victory is the mortification of the flesh. This is why humility and obedience are seen as the primary virtues, for the presence of these virtues signals the end of self-will. Only then is one able to reenter the world in the service of God. This insight was to become an enduring feature of monasticism in general.

One of the most influential forms of cenobitical monasticism is Benedictine monasticism based on the Rule of St. Benedict (RB; 6th cent.). Although structurally communal, it focuses on both individual cultivation and communal living. One of its central concepts is that of God as Judge, the one who sees all. The basic response is an attitude of reverential fear and humility which is central to the cultivation of the Christian life (RB 7). This attitude is shown also toward the abbot, who represents the will of God for the community. But God is met not only in the divine office and in the person of the abbot; he is also encountered in people of least importance in the world’s eyes. This is the reason for the Benedictine rule on hospitality.

The Benedictine life is also undergirded by a rigorous ascetical theology. The monk must be disciplined in *prayer, perform manual work and study if he is to advance in the spiritual life. But contrary to popular perception, the asceticism in Benedictine spirituality was based very much on the principle of moderation (RB 39-41; on fasting and moderation, see RB 49). This became the pattern of popular spirituality in subsequent ages such as the rule of life set forth by Luis de Granada (1582) and Francis de Sales (1613). One of the significant contributions of Benedictine spirituality is the Lectio Divina, or spiritual reading (RB 48). It is not merely reading for information, but includes prayerful meditation over a passage of Scripture or a saying from a church father in order for the truth to be thoroughly assimilated into one’s life. While the practice can also be found in the desert fathers, in the Rule of Benedict it became more systematically applied and balanced with work and study.

For most Christians the path of spirituality is not through the desert or monastery, but in the faithful participation in the church’s liturgy, that is, the daily and weekly divine office, the cycles of feasts in the church calendar, and word and sacrament. This process of formation may be called liturgical spirituality. The works of Paul F. Bradshaw have drawn attention to this important way of Christian formation. While there is considerable overlap between monastic spirituality and liturgical spirituality, there is also an important difference: the former attempts to appropriate the truth subjectively through prayer and meditation, while the latter seeks to identify oneself with the corporate prayers of the church. Thus in the latter there is little, if any, praying in the first person singular: the individual participates as a member of the body of Christ. The separation of monastic from liturgical forms of spirituality has tended to be more pronounced in the West, whereas Eastern Orthodoxy has kept them intact within the liturgy. It sees the spiritual life as taking place essentially within the liturgical community. In the worship of the church, Christians individually and corporately come into contact with the uncreated divine energies through the action of the Holy Spirit, and monastic life is essentially a deepening or intensification of that life. In this way, the Eastern Church has maintained a more unified vision of the spiritual life compared to the West, which tends to bifurcate spirituality into a lower form for the general laity and a higher form for the religious.

2.3. The Protestant Tradition. If monasticism could be said to epitomize Catholic spirituality, *pietism could be said to epitomize Protestant spirituality. Pietism, with its focus on personal spiritual development, is more like monastic spirituality than liturgical spirituality. Pietism has its roots in the devotio moderna, a popular, nonspeculative strain of piety that arose in the late fourteenth century as a reaction against the sterile scholasticism of the late medieval church. Its best-known representative is Thomas à Kempis of the Brethren of the Common Life, author of the *Imitation of Christ, a book that was read as much by Protestants as by Catholics. The key concept of the “modern devotion” is cultivation of “inner devotion” by imitating Christ especially in his humanity and the way of the cross. Through prayer and meditation one develops a warm, affective devotion. In many of the devotional exercises in the Imitation of Christ, Christ is presented as speaking directly to the individual devout soul.

Like its spiritual forebears in the late medieval church, seventeenth-century German pietism was a reaction against Lutheran scholasticism. Its emphasis on the inner life of faith as opposed to a merely cognitive religion was to reappear in the subsequent century in Methodism. John Wesley’s teaching on Christian perfection (also called entire sanctification) added its own unique dimension to Protestant spirituality. First, Christian perfection was conceived as a definite, second work of grace, and this implies that the Christian life is not only progressive but also that it could be demarcated into distinguishable phases. Second, entire sanctification is realized through an ascetical program of earnest seeking. These two principles were to become a central feature of the Holiness and Keswick movements in the nineteenth century and *Pentecostalism in the twentieth. In the Holiness movement the first principle was schematized as the “double cure” and the second ritualized in the penitent’s bench and prolonged “tarrying” meetings. Whenever calls to renewal are made in response to the perceived waning of spiritual vitality they are usually predicated on the twin beliefs that there is a higher life to which Christians are called and that this life could be realized through some form of asceticism, especially prayer.

The pietistic strain has been a powerful force in global Christianity. It was the main impetus behind the Protestant missionary movements, so that much of Protestant Christianity in the Third World today could be characterized as pietistic. The spirituality of Watchman Nee may be cited as a case in point. Nee’s understanding of the Christian life is based on a view of the human being as a trichotomy. God’s Spirit communicates only with the human spirit. Progress in the Christian life consists of the spirit’s controlling the soul, which in turn controls the body. The way to live the spirit-controlled life is by an act of passive surrender. In these teachings Nee was indebted to devotional writers in the Holiness and Keswick movements such as F. B. Meyer, Andrew Murray and Jessie Penn-Lewis. Nee, however, developed a rather exclusive “local church” ecclesiology, insisting that there could only be one true church in a given locality, which meant, of course, that the church affiliated with his “Little Flock” was the only true church.



3. Christian Spirituality as Progress.

 

An essential component of spirituality is to study how the spiritual life progresses. The Christian life needs to grow toward its intended goal. This goal is variously conceived as perfect conformity to Christ, union with Christ and participation in the life of the Trinity. The growth process is sometimes pictured as a journey (e.g., Bonaventure’s “the mind’s journey to God”) or as scaling a ladder, an image inspired by the story of Jacob’s vision of a ladder bridging earth and heaven (Gen 28:12). Spiritual growth is growth in prayer, that is, the deepening of relationship with God (Teresa of Avila) or a growth in love (Bernard of Clairvaux). More frequently, the process is delineated as the three ways of purgation, illumination and union with God (see Mysticism).

The spirituality of the Eastern Church follows the same basic structure but includes its own distinct features. It sees the theological foundation of asceticism as the coming of the uncreated divine energies of the Trinity to creatures for their transfiguration or *deification (theosis). The divine energies are what enable humans to enter into interpersonal communion with the Trinity. The way to union is the practice of hesychasm (stillness or silence), which involves both mental and bodily disciplines. A prime example of hesychastic prayer is the Jesus Prayer (“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner”) repeated over many times. The liturgy is central to helping Christians develop their prayer life. It is not just the actions of the liturgy but the whole physical setting, including architecture and *icons, which aid in the process. This way of spiritual cultivation shows that for Eastern Orthodoxy the focus is not just on truth and virtues (which are primary in the West) but also beauty. Architecture and icons reveal the beauty of God, which together with truth and goodness has its origin in the triune God.

Progress in the spiritual life is best undertaken with a guide. This gives rise to the practice of spiritual direction. But progress in spirituality is not expected to be smooth. There are internal hindrances (hidden sins and weaknesses) and external obstacles (temptations) to be overcome. The sources of spiritual experiences need to be evaluated. One needs to discover one’s own spiritual and psychological make-up to make the best use of spiritual resources. Given these concerns, a spiritual director should not only be knowledgeable in counseling techniques and psychology (including abnormal psychology), but also dogmatic theology and history (including the theology and history of spirituality). In the more egalitarian context of Western societies, the relationship between the spiritual director and directee could be described as spiritual or soul friendship, whereas in the Orient the relationship is usually pictured as that of master and disciple, reflecting a hierarchical relationship.



4. Types of Christian Spirituality.

 

Within the Christian tradition there are many ways of understanding relationship with the triune God and how that relationship is to be cultivated. This gives rise to many different Christian spiritual traditions. Different types of spirituality are not mutually exclusive; rather, they may appeal to people of different temperaments, backgrounds and contexts, and perhaps people at different stages of their spiritual journey. These stages do not always correspond to one’s physical age. For example, it does not necessarily follow that a quiet type of spirituality would suit the mellowness of old age while a more enthusiastic type the exuberance of youth. The charismatic renewal has shown that enthusiastic awakenings can happen to older people who have been accustomed to a staid spiritual existence all their lives.

The types of Christian spirituality could be categorized in a number of ways. A long-standing distinction is between contemplative and active spirituality. Jesuits and Dominicans are often described as active, since their spirituality is primarily expressed in terms of action in the world. Modern liberation spirituality and most forms of Protestant spirituality could also be considered active. Carmelite spirituality, on the other hand, is essentially contemplative, while Franciscan spirituality is a combination of both.

Spiritualities are sometimes classified according to the two basic workings of grace. An ascetical spirituality is based on the doctrine that grace works mediately or concomitantly, that is, through various natural means, and thus requires cooperation and discipline on the part of the Christian. An enthusiastic spirituality, on the other hand, understands grace to work immediately or preveniently, apart from or even despite human effort. The result is a more quietistic form of spirituality. Generally, at its best, no spirituality is purely ascetical or enthusiastic. The ascetic recognizes that God gives grace sometimes apart from any effort on the part of the individual. Such grace is called gratia gratis data (grace given by grace). Similarly, a purely enthusiastic spirituality without recourse to any means of grace is quite unlivable; it would require complete passivity. Even the most consistent enthusiasts, such as the Quakers, see the need for some means of grace, like the need to gather together and use words to communicate what God reveals in silence.

Christian spiritualities can also be distinguished according to the contexts from which they arise. Different social, political and religious contexts give rise to different forms of spirituality. Asian and African spiritualities are largely informed by the primal religious instinct. The result is a Christianity that highlights the mysterious and supernatural so that sacramental and charismatic elements tend to predominate in these contexts. Christians in Latin America, on the other hand, tend to give greater emphasis to the sociopolitical aspect of life, so that the spiritual life is often expressed in liberationist terms (see Liberation Theology). But in recent years the importance of the primal religious context is also being recognized in the Latin American context, especially with the rapid increase of charismatic Christianity.

Many spiritualities are identified by the causes espoused. The creation spirituality of Matthew Fox arises from a deep concern for the world’s ecology and relationship between the world’s religions. Feminist spirituality (which is to be distinguished from the spirituality of women) grows out of a concern over the perceived inferior status of women. Liberation spirituality develops from a concern for the plight of the poor and oppressed. The goal of these cause-specific spiritualities as spiritualities is to inculcate deep involvement with the respective causes. Thus, in the spirituality of liberation, the virtues of honesty, fidelity and willingness with respect to the poor understood as “the historical locus of God” are regarded as essential prerequisites (Jon Sobrino).

One of the problems of such spiritualities is the use that they make of the Christian tradition. The tendency is to read the Christian tradition through the lenses of modern concerns and ideologies. The task of *hermeneutics then shifts from what the text says to how the text affirms the reader. For example, the creation spirituality of Fox has radically reinterpreted the Christian tradition to the point of denying the doctrine of the Fall, since the Fall is thought to undermine a positive valuation of creation. Similarly, *feminist theologians are sometimes guilty of reading into famous women of the church teachings that reflect the concerns of modern Western women. The contemporary interest in the twelfth-century Benedictine nun and visionary Hildegard of Bingen (1098- 1179) is a case in point. That Hildegard was a significant figure in the church and one who exemplified a spirituality of women cannot be denied. Bernard McGinn calls her “the first great woman theologian in Christian history.” She counseled and admonished even bishops and kings. Her voluminous writings include theology, ethics, medicine, liturgical music and even a play. Her spirituality could be described as prophetic and visionary, her visions serving to authenticate her prophecies; otherwise, she was very much a traditional Benedictine. But to read in her a theologian of the divine feminine because of her extensive use of female images, or an advocate of creation spirituality because of her interest in medicinal plants and animals appears to be reading present-day interests back into the twelfth century. A more careful study of her use of feminine images shows that these images refer mostly to the church and certain Christian virtues, such as wisdom and charity, and not to women as such. In fact, the humanity of Jesus and of his mother does not feature prominently in her writings.



5. Spiritualities in Global Context.

 

Our globalized world has made us more aware of different spiritual traditions, and various attempts have been made to explore their relationship. Certain aspects of one tradition could challenge and enrich another. A Daoist cosmocentric understanding of the universe, for example, could help to correct a too anthropocentric understanding to which Christianity is sometimes prone. Similarly, the Confucian concept of the five relationships (king-subject, father-son, husband-wife, older brother-younger brother, friend-friend) based on the principle of reciprocity or mutual obligation could serve as a corrective to an excessive emphasis on individual freedom and rights. Reciprocity implies that the way to understand human beings is not as individuals with their rights but as persons-in-relation. This understanding resonates with the doctrine of the imago Dei rooted in the doctrine of the triune God. Reciprocity provides a firmer basis for constructing a theory of practice within the ecclesial community. The concept is seen in the Pauline injunctions on domestic relationships (Eph 5:21—6:9; Col 3:18—4:1).

There is also a greater appreciation of a shared spiritual heritage. Historically, monks and ascetics from the Christian East were known to have used meditative techniques similar to those found in Indian religious traditions. The use of rhythmic breathing and bodily postures in the Jesus Prayer owes as much to this cross-fertilization as to Orthodox *anthropology and its doctrine of the *resurrection. The person is a unity of soul and body so that what one does bodily affects the soul and vice versa. In more recent times, non-Christians have also borrowed from Christians. For example, popular forms of modern *Buddhism have made use of the evangelical modus operandi in their worship to great effect, such as singing of choruses in the vernacular instead of the traditional chants.

One must not, however, draw any hasty conclusion of historical dependence and borrowing based on phenomenological similarities. For example, Franciscan spirituality focusing on nature bears strong resemblance to the Daoist cultivation of harmony with nature, while the Christian practice of “meditation on the creature” has its parallels in the Daoist’s close observation of the workings of nature. Despite these similarities there is no evidence of direct or indirect historical link. Some have sought consciously to assimilate one tradition into another. Henri le Saux founded a Christian-Hindu monastic center that incorporated the sannyasi tradition of total renunciation. The Indian evangelist Sundar Singh donned the saffron robes of a Sadhu, or holy man, and adopted the lifestyle of a wandering sannyasi.

So far, however, the most fruitful exchanges have been between Christian and Hindu and Buddhist spiritualities. There is not as high a level of engagement between Christian and *Islamic spirituality, even though there is a strong Islamic presence in the West and constructive engagement has become an even greater imperative given the strained relationship between the Muslim and Western world in recent times. Perhaps the missionary thrust of both faiths makes dialogical engagement more problematic. But with the ascendancy of postmodern thought, which recognizes that each tradition is best understood on its own terms, a better intellectual basis may be found for more meaningful dialogue between Christian and Islamic spiritual traditions.

The explosion of Pentecostal-type Christianity in the Global South in recent times has highlighted important similarities between African and Asian spiritualities. Even though Asia is the home of the great religions, there is also a pervasive primal religious instinct at the popular level. It is at that level that Christianity has made deep inroads, especially in tribal societies. In Africa the primal religious worldview is even more determinative. Asia and Africa also share certain practices like the veneration of *ancestors. As a result Asian and African Christians have developed a new appreciation of sacramental theology and of the doctrine of the communion of the saints.

While much good has come from the cross-fertilization of various spiritual traditions, there is a limit to what this will accomplish. If the attempt at developing a universal theology (à la John Hick) turns out to be the creation of another tradition of interpretation (and of a rather imperialistic kind at that, as critics like Paul Heim, Gavin D’Costa and George Sumner have pointed out), the same could be said of any attempt to create an all-embracing, universal spirituality (such as New Age). The irreducibility of the different spiritual traditions must be recognized without implying their total incommensurability.

See also BAPTISM IN THE HOLY SPIRIT; CELTIC SPIRITUALITY AND THEOLOGY; CHARISMATIC MOVEMENTS; DEIFICATION, THEOSIS; FASTING; IMAGES, ICONS, ICONOCLASM; IMITATION OF CHRIST; INVOCATION, VENERATION OF THE SAINTS; LITURGY AND WORSHIP; PIETISM; PRAYER; SACRAMENTS, SACRAMENTALITY.
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SUFFERING

 

Suffering is a universal experience of humankind, undesirable for people of all ages, races, statuses and religions. Throughout history, particularly in the Western world, the reality of suffering has often been seen as the strongest argument against the existence of an omnipotent and loving God of Christianity. Hence, the problem of suffering is often considered under the theological and philosophical discussion of the problem of *evil and *theodicy. Dealing with suffering in this broader framework may be essential and necessary; unfortunately, its outcomes tend to be limited to theoretical answers that provide little help, and sometimes ironically add more pain for the afflicted. It focuses on the question, “Why does suffering happen?” but it neglects a more important question: “How should one respond to the reality of suffering?” For this reason, a theology of suffering must take into consideration different scenes of human suffering and attempt to answer both questions of the problem of suffering.

A comparison with the *Buddhist concept of suffering, particularly the Four Noble Truths (Pali: Arriya-sacca) and Three Characteristics of Existence (Ti-lakkhana), can enrich our theological understanding of suffering and, at the same time, reinforce the fact that only God can save humankind from the bondage of suffering.

1. The Complexity of Suffering

2. The Causes of Suffering

3. God’s Response to Suffering

4. Believers’ Response to Suffering


 


1. The Complexity of Suffering.

 

First and foremost, we must acknowledge that the problem of suffering is real and complex. It is indeed more appropriate to speak of many problems of human suffering. This fact can be clearly seen in the many manifestations of suffering. The Scripture uses many different words to convey this idea, for instance, agony, anguish, distress, hardship, oppression, pain, trouble and tribulation. These expressions are derived from different Hebrew and Greek roots that portray the many faces of suffering. While some words primarily describe physical pain, some emphasize psychological suffering of individuals and community. Some terms, such as ʿāmāl, “distress, trouble, misery or adversity,” can also refer to suffering related to or caused by wickedness or to that wickedness itself. Some words indicate the terrible suffering of individuals and the whole Israelite nation caused by enemies. In the New Testament, the term pāscho, “suffer or endure,” usually refers to the sufferings of Christ and of Christians for Christ’s sake.

For Buddhism, the expressions of suffering are also varied. The term “suffering” (dukkhā in Pali) in the Buddha’s teachings has a much broader sense than its English equivalent. There are three kinds of suffering. First, dukkha-dukkhatā is the state of suffering in terms of feeling and sensation. It includes both physical and emotional suffering. Second, viparināma-dukkhatā is the state of suffering that is inherent in the change or concealed within the infidelity of happiness. This kind of suffering is caused by the changes within and the cessation of happiness. Third, sankhāra-dukkhatā is the state of suffering due to formations. All things are inconstant or imperfect within themselves; they are under the conflicted state caused by birth and decay. Hence, they will cause suffering, that is, the feeling of suffering (dukkhā -dukkhātāʾ, whenever they become the objects of craving or clinging.

The complexity of suffering is clearly seen in the concrete situations of human misery. Suffering can be distinguished by its different targets—individuals, communities, nations, regions or the whole human race. It can also be differentiated by the way in which it affects humanity, namely, physically or nonphysically. Physical suffering primarily influences embodied persons or communities, for example, physical pain, physical disability, hunger, thirst, disease and death. Nonphysical suffering mainly affects their inner beings intellectually, emotionally, psychologically and spiritually. It is revealed in conflict, anxiety, depression, disappointment, abandonment, shame, guilt and so on. Nevertheless, these types of suffering are closely connected since humanity consists of both physical and nonphysical dimensions. Pain unquestionably affects a person holistically. Finally, suffering can be classified by its degree of intensity. It ranges from minor personal pain to severe regional or global hardship caused by *poverty, illiteracy, starvation, environmental pollution, natural disasters, oppression, *war, *terrorism or AIDS. History shows that the Holocaust is not the only witness to the radical reality of human suffering. While we are uncertain about the exact number, we know that, in this century alone, millions suffered and died under brutal and inhumane political leaders around the globe. Furthermore, about 1.5 billion people are now living in poverty. Every year, forty million people die from starvation and 14 million children die mostly of sicknesses that are preventable in Europe and North America. For this reason, suffering calls for a theological response that takes it seriously—that is not just an academic exercise or merely addresses a particular kind of suffering without considering its diversity.



2. The Causes of Suffering.

 

Different kinds of suffering reflect different underlying reasons. Suffering can be attributed to four main causes: sin, the structure of the creation, oppression and mystery.

2.1. Suffering Is the Result of Sin. The idea that suffering is the result of *sin is based on the story of the creation and fall as well as various passages in the Bible. The story of creation in Genesis 1 affirms that the entire universe was created by God and was originally “very good” (Gen 1:31). The first appearance of suffering in this world can be traced back to the story of the Fall in Genesis 3. When sin entered the world through the disobedience of humankind (Gen 3:6-7), suffering also entered in the form of conflict, pain, depravity, toil and death (Gen 3:15-19). Suffering, therefore, is an intrusion into this world. In Romans 5:12-21, Paul affirms that suffering, specifically death, entered the world through sin.

Other passages that support the doctrine of retribution also strengthen this view. In the same way that affliction in a general sense first occurred in this world because of sin, particular afflictions occur in people’s lives because of their sins. In Deuteronomy, prosperity and long life were rewards for people’s faithfulness to God. Disaster and turmoil were the result of their sins. First and Second Kings point out that the disobedience of the kings and the people led to the destruction of Samaria and Jerusalem (e.g., 2 Kings 17:7-8). In the book of Isaiah, as well as other prophetic books, the prophets consistently warned the people, and their leaders in particular, to turn back from their sin because it would bring disaster for the whole nation. In the Gospels and Revelation, the concept of retribution is still common, but a new dimension is introduced. The evil will be punished and the good will be rewarded, but this may not happen until the end (e.g., Mt 24—25; Rev 20:11-15).

For the Buddha, craving or clinging (tānhāʾ is regarded as the chief reason of suffering. This understanding is found in the Four Noble Truths: the truths of suffering (dukkhā), the origin of suffering (sāmudāyā), the extinction of suffering (nirodhā) and the path leading to the extinction of suffering (māggā). The Buddha teaches that everyone who is still in sāmsārā, the circle of birth and death (birth, decay and death) is subject to suffering. One must be aware that desire or craving is the real cause of suffering and one can be free from the circle of birth and death only if one’s desire is quenched. This concept is closely related to the law of kāmmā (Pali) or kārmā (Sanskrit), the law of cause and effect. Kamma literally means “action.” It is not a spiritual being who provides reward or punishment, but it is the power of a voluntary action or dominant attitude that produces consequences in the life of its author. The results of one’s kāmmā can take place in three periods: during one’s lifetime, in the next birth and in later births. Consequently, Buddhists often regard one’s suffering as the result of one’s own kāmmā.

2.2. Suffering Is Part of the Creation. Many theologians argue that the creation story also reveals that some forms of suffering are part of the created order. They belong to God’s intention and to the human condition. In God and Human Suffering, Douglas John Hall points out that at least four forms of suffering have existed in this world since the creation: loneliness, limitations, temptation and anxiety. Loneliness can be found in Adam’s life as the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper as his partner” (Gen 2:18). This dimension of suffering enables us to understand the joy of human fellowship. Limitations are represented by the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, from which humans are forbidden to eat (Gen 2:17). They prepare the way for us to experience wonder, surprise and gratitude. Temptation also exists due to the fact that the serpent, or Satan, is God’s creature. It helps us to understand “good” and “right.” Anxiety is the condition that causes Eve to follow the advice of the serpent. Without anxiety, we would not be able to experience comfort, relief and joy. In Tragic Vision and Divine Compassion, Wendy Farley argues that suffering is not necessarily the consequence of sin or indication of the broken world order. Tragic vision understands that creation is good, but it has a tragic structure that makes suffering possible and inevitable prior to any action of humankind. Finite existence gives rise to decay, frustration, hurt and death. The variety and diversity of the world bring about conflicts between creatures. The fragility of human freedom is caused by inescapable anxiety and desire. The structure that makes human existence possible also makes us subject to suffering. Therefore, we can affirm that some forms of suffering are parts of the creation. However, we must be aware that, before the Fall, these experiences were not necessarily regarded as suffering as we now understand the term.

This understanding is similar to the Buddhist concept of suffering found in the Three Characteristics of Existence, which consists of the State of Impermanence (āniccātāʾ, the State of Suffering (dukkhātāʾ and the State of Soullessness or Non-self (ānāttātāʾ. While the notion of soullessness evidently contradicts the Christian concept of the eternal soul, there is truth in the Buddhist concept of impermanence and suffering. The Buddha points out that all things are impermanent, nonstatic and instable. Nothing is the same at this moment as it was a moment ago and nothing will remain the same in the future. For this reason, all things are under the state of suffering, not painful or frustrating experiences but the tense and contradictive state resulting from impermanence. Moreover, since nothing is perfect or constant. It cannot provide complete fulfillment to those who desire enjoyment, but it would cause suffering for those who attach to it.

2.3. Suffering Is the Result of Oppression. It is obvious that many forms of suffering mentioned above are caused by oppression, exploitation or abuse. In other words, one’s misfortune can be the result of others’ sin—selfishness, indifference, hatred and cruelty. In many cases, poverty is a witness to this truth. Because of the existing system that causes economic, social and political dependence of some social classes or countries on others, the gap between the rich and the poor and the distance between the developed and developing society grows ever larger. While there is enough food in this planet for its inhabitants, people, so obsessed with themselves, have no time to think about feeding the hungry. As a result, millions are left to endure malnutrition and starvation. Scripture testifies that some suffering is the result of oppression. Many passages indicate that the innocent face hardship because of the actions of other persons. The death of Abel is the result of Cain’s sin (Gen 4); Joseph’s tortures in many circumstances came from others’ evil (Gen 37—41); Israel was often attacked by other wicked nations; above all is the exploitation and oppression that the Jewish people experienced in Egypt (Ex 1—3).

These testimonies, especially the Exodus account, become the paradigm for *liberation theologies in Latin America as well as Asia. Accusing academic theology of generating artificial and irrelevant questions and producing answers that have little, if any, bearing upon real life, liberation theologians move beyond the general problem of suffering to specifically attack the actual human suffering caused by exploitation and oppression. Instead of blaming God and focusing on the question “Why does God allow such suffering?” believers are called to take responsibility by asking, “How should we respond to this kind of suffering?” At this point, we must be mindful that liberation theology is relevant to suffering caused by oppression, but it is not the answer for all kinds of suffering. After all, liberation from oppressive situations does not guarantee freedom from spiritual suffering and other kinds of slavery in this life.

2.4. Suffering Is a Mystery. Though suffering can be traced back to various sources, some manifestations of suffering are simply meaningless and inexplicable, for example, diseases that take away the life of infants and natural disasters that severely afflict numerous people. The 2004 tsunami in Asia that brought about great devastation, despair and death undoubtedly diminishes all attempts to make sense of it. The book of Job evidently affirms this truth. Job’s story truly challenges the rigid understanding of retribution, that the righteous are always blessed and the wicked always suffer. Through his experience, we learn that the righteous may severely suffer though they have not sinned. When God finally responds to Job in chapters 38—41, he neither blames Satan nor gives the reason for Job’s suffering. Job’s questions remain unanswered. In contrast, God proclaims the mystery and complexity of the creation which is beyond human comprehension in order to remind Job that humankind has no right to accuse God as unjust. For this reason, the book of Job rejects all kinds of theodicy available to us and proclaims that some kinds of suffering may remain a mystery which no one can explain. Furthermore, it shows that the primary question about suffering is an existential one concerning the proper response to one’s misery rather than an intellectual quest for the cause of affliction.



3. God’s Response to Suffering.

 

In place of the famous question “Why does an omnipotent and loving God allow suffering?” we must ask a more appropriate question: “How does God respond to human suffering?” This will give us a new point of view of human life and the reality of suffering and it will provide a new power which can sustain us in the midst of our human predicament. God’s response to suffering is demonstrated in his sustaining and redemptive work for humanity and the whole creation. In spite of human rebellion which leads to distorted creation and human affliction, the Creator God continues to uphold creation through his sustaining work (Ps 104; Col 1:17; Heb 1:3). It is through his sovereignty and providence that the world continues to exist. In the silence of God, he is still at work in and through his creation. Furthermore, God has taken the initiative in redeeming this created order. The offspring of the woman mentioned in Genesis 3:15 is understood as referring to Christ who would crush the head of Satan. God’s redemptive work for Noah and his family during the flood (Gen 6—9), his election of Abraham (Gen 12) and his liberation of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt (Ex 3—14) clearly reveal his redemptive plan for all humankind.

The most significant response of God to suffering is found in Jesus Christ, particularly his passion and death on the cross. Through Christ, God intervened in creation in order to participate in human suffering as well as to save human beings and the whole created order. First of all, he placed himself alongside humankind as he “became flesh and lived among us” (Jn 1:14). As human, Jesus fully shared the limitations and pains that are parts of human life, yet he was without sin (Mt 4:2-11; Jn 11:33-35; Heb 4:15). During his earthly ministry, Jesus always responded to the afflicted. He healed the blind, the sick, the paralytic and those who suffered from other diseases or demon-possession (e.g., Mt 8:14-17; 9:27-34; 12:9-13). He called those who were regarded “sinners” to follow him and he dwelt among them (Mt 9:9-11; Mk 2:13-17; Lk 19:1-10). At the cross, God, through Christ, shared the affliction of humankind in order to redeem us from sin and its consequences. This is indeed the new meaning of suffering. The resurrection and glorification of Christ after he has suffered and died also reveal that justice will eventually be done. In the midst of inexplicable pain and unjust suffering, believers can be assured that they will finally be raised from the dead and share Christ’s glory (1 Thess 4:13-18).

Since the cross of Christ is the clearest expression of God’s response to human suffering, it is important to explore this aspect more fully. Martin Luther’s theology of the cross and Jürgen Moltmann’s The Crucified God provide a wonderful insight concerning this issue. For Luther, the theology of the cross is a theology of revelation. The true knowledge of God can be found only in God’s self-revelation. This revelation, nonetheless, is indirect and hidden in the suffering and the cross of Christ. In the same way that Moses was allowed to see God only from the rear (Ex 33:23), we can only see the indirect revelation of God in suffering and the cross. Suffering, therefore, is seen as a means by which human beings are brought to God. Here, Luther introduces the dialectic between opus alienum Dei, God’s alien work, and opus proprium Dei, God’s proper work. The alien works refer to “putting down, killing, taking away hope and leading to desperation” and the proper works refer to “forgiving, giving mercy, encouraging and saving.” However, these works result from the same love of God, and the proper works are veiled in the alien works and take place concurrently with them. Finally, the theology of the cross is a theology of faith and of faith alone. At the cross, Christ suffered on our behalf and he took upon himself our sin in order that we might possess his righteousness. However, it is through faith alone that the true significance of the cross is understood and through faith alone that its power can be appropriated. While unbelievers only see the helplessness and hopelessness of a dying man upon the cross, believers recognize the presence and work of the crucified and hidden God who is present in human suffering and is actively working through it.

Grounded on Luther’s theologia crucis, Moltmann argues that God reveals himself to humankind through suffering and the cross, not through power and glory. Christ died on the cross crying, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” For Moltmann, this cry of abandonment is not the end of theology, but rather the beginning of a truly Christian theology—a liberating theology that makes Jesus’ experience of God on the cross the foundation of all our ideas about God. On the cross, God has not just acted externally, but he has acted in himself and has suffered in himself. Thus the crucified Christ reveals the crucified God, and the suffering of Christ manifests the suffering of God himself. Mark points out that Jesus died with a cry of godforsakenness (Mk 15:34) and Paul stresses that the Father has abandoned and delivered up the Son for godforsaken people (Rom 8:32). Therefore, it may be said that the Son suffers dying in forsakenness but the Father suffers the death of the Son, and if God considers himself as the Father of Jesus Christ, then he also suffers the death of his fatherhood in the death of the Son.

Moltmann concludes that the concrete history of God in the death of Jesus on the cross can be understood as history of history because it contains within itself all the depths of human history. There is no suffering that is not God’s suffering; no death that has not been God’s death on the cross; and no life and joy which have not been integrated into the eternal life and eternal joy of God. Whoever suffers without reason always feels that he or she is abandoned by God. However, whoever cries out to God in this suffering joins in the death-cry of Jesus, and at the same time God is crying with him or her and intercedes for him or her. Moreover, the trinitarian history of God is open to the future. It moves towards the eschatological consummation so that the Trinity may be all in all. God is in us. God suffers in us. We are participating in the trinitarian process of the history of God. In the same way that we participate in the suffering of God, we will participate in the joy of God when he brings his history to completion.

From this understanding, it is clear that God is active concerning the matter of human suffering. The cross reveals that God has assumed the responsibility over the reality of evil and suffering in this world. It also shows that the hidden God is not a detached observer, but a suffering God who walks alongside us in our affliction. When human reason makes us see only helplessness and hopelessness, faith in God enables us to see help from God and hope in the future. Though we may not understand the reason for all of our sufferings, by faith we are able to go through them and to make sense of our life in this suffering world. Job’s experience also affirms this reality. Through his encounter with God, Job found a new power which was able to sustain him in his agony. He did not discover any explanation for his suffering, but he gained a new attitude to life that God is the true center of all things and nothing is beyond his concern. All things are created by him and dependent on him. In all circumstances, God is still fully present at the center, directing and sustaining all things, seen and unseen. Consequently, human destiny is in the hand of God. Human life remains within the divine cosmic purpose. God’s purpose, however, is far beyond what any human could ever comprehend.

By contrast, Buddhism, as an atheistic and humanistic system, maintains that there is no God or Savior who can help humankind in suffering. Each person must be responsible for himself or herself. No one can deliver others from the law of kāmmā. Moreover, all persons and things are impermanent, and one’s attachment to them will lead to suffering because nothing can provide real fulfillment. Consequently, one must not attach to anything or anyone and one must depend upon one’s self in dealing with one’s desire. It is through one’s own efforts in practicing the Noble Eightfold Path that it leads one toward nibbānā (or nirvana ), freedom from the wheel of birth and death, and in turn, suffering. For this reason, it may be said that one must constantly attempt to be free from suffering, but no one can be assured that one’s efforts are sufficient to reach that ultimate goal.



4. Believers’ Response to Suffering.

 

A theology of suffering will become irrelevant if it does not attempt to answer the question “How should one respond to the reality of suffering?” The above discussion suggests that believers should respond to suffering in three manners: faith, solidarity and repentance.

Above all, one should respond to the reality of suffering, especially incomprehensible suffering, by faith. Different causes of suffering demand different kinds of responses, but faith must be the primary response of believers in all situations. This is the essence of the theology of the cross and the book of Job. It is asserted throughout the Bible and it is summarized in Hebrews 11.

Believers can continue to believe not because faith gives them the explanation for the problem of suffering but because it helps them cope with affliction on the practical level. Nonetheless, faith does not require that we deny our feelings when we come to God. On the contrary, those who suffer can honestly protest and complain to their Lord. Prayers of lament can be found throughout the Bible. In fact, the cry of Jesus on the cross echoes the lament of his people in Psalm 22. Even when it is filled with anger and protest, our cry does not destroy our faith and hope but draws us closer to God.

In the second place, the painful situations of others call for our solidarity with the afflicted. This response is not just the imitation of Christ’s ministry in the past but is the continuation of his ministry in this world. It is not asking the question “What would Jesus do in this situation?” which implies his absence from our present situation, but asks, “What is Jesus doing in this situation and what am I to do as a Christian?” After his resurrection, Jesus promised the coming of the Holy Spirit upon his followers as a continuation of his ministry on earth. Therefore Christ’s redemptive work still continues in present situations through the ministry of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers. More specifically, believers are called to participate in the ministry of advocate or pārāklesis. The word “advocate” comes from Greek word pārākletos which literally means “called to the side.” This word signifies “a role of comforting, exhorting and encouraging.” In his earthly ministry, Christ’s role as an advocate is apparent, and he continues his role as our advocate in our contemporary concrete circumstances through the presence and work of the Holy Spirit. To participate in the suffering of others, consequently, is to be their advocate and to enable them to experience the presence and power of Christ alongside them in their needs and struggles.

Finally, suffering can be the result of sin that demands repentance and submission to God. The lengthy allusion to retribution of Job’s friends is not without any merit. It was wrong in Job’s case but it may be right in some circumstances in our lives. Therefore, when we face hardship we should humbly and carefully examine ourselves to see if it is the result of our sins. Then we must repent. It is interesting that passages that support retribution also include the call for repentance (e.g., Deut 30:1-20). In 1 and 2 Kings, the prophets called God’s people to repent in order to avoid the national disaster which was to come. The call for repentance continues in the prophetic books and in the New Testament, in which the main focus of the call goes beyond earthly suffering to eternal suffering. This response to suffering also applies to those who have not reconciled with God through Christ. People may be far from physical suffering yet they constantly undergo spiritual suffering. This kind of suffering will ultimately lead them to God, the only person who can free them from the suffering that greatly afflicts their soul. It is precisely in this context that Luther proclaims that suffering “in so far as it takes everything away from us, leaves us nothing but God: it cannot take God away from us, and actually brings him closer to us” (Luther, WA 5.165.39-166.1).

See also EVIL, PROBLEM OF; HEALING AND DELIVERANCE; THEODICY.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. R. Anderson,
The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with Theological Praxis (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001); D. A. Carson,
How Long, O Lord? Reflections on Suffering and Evil (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990); W. Farley,
Tragic Vision and Divine Compassion: A Contemporary Theodicy (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1990); D. J. Hall,
God and Human Suffering: An Exercise in the Theology of the Cross (Minneapolis: Ausburg, 1986); J. Hartley,
The Book of Job (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988); J. Jones,
Why Do People Suffer? The Scandal of Pain in God’s World (Oxford: Lion Publishing, 1993); W. L. King,
Buddhism and Christianity: Some Bridges of Understanding (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962); M. Luther,
D. Martin Luther’s Werke: Kristische Gesamtausgabe (Weimar: H. Böhlau, 1883); A. E. McGrath,
Luther’s Theology of the Cross: Martin Luther’s Theological Breakthrough (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994); idem, Suffering and God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995); J. Moltmann,
The Crucified God: The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993); Nyanatiloka, ed., Buddhist Dictionary: Manual of Buddhist Terms and Doctrines (Kandy, Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society, 1980); Dhammapitaka (P.A. Payutto),
Buddhadhamma (Bangkok: Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University, 2003); J. Wood,
Job and the Human Situation (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1966). S. Boonyakiat

 

SUGIRTHARAJAH, R. S.
See POSTCOLONIAL THEOLOGY.

 

SUH, CHUL WON.
See KOREAN THEOLOGY.

 

SUH, NAM DONG.
See MINJUNG THEOLOGY.

 

SUPERSESSIONISM.
See JUDAISM.

SYMBOL.
See MYTH.





SYNCRETISM

 

In its most basic sense, religious syncretism is a phenomenon that occurs when diverse elements from religious traditions blend. Religions inevitably bump into each other, and when they do ideas, practices, and lore are exchanged. These may clash with a religion’s belief system, but if the result is a fusion of thought in which conflicting elements are brought together and reinterpreted to form a new harmony, this is called syncretism.

This basic definition may be a helpful starting point, but it is vague and its application as a working definition is much debated among religious scholars. Some of the questions swirling around the term are: How much contact between different religious systems qualifies as syncretistic? Is syncretism a temporary or a permanent phenomenon? When speaking of syncretism, are we referring to a result, to a process or to a combination of both? What is it that is being blended? Is it religious elements only that blend, or does it include other ideologies and influences from the greater culture?

Scholars of religion have widely pointed out that all religions are syncretistic to some degree because religions are not externally situated to their environment, but develop in response to cultural, social and religious forces. Traditions are continually being refashioned as they undergo a process of synthesis and expunction. Thus, the concept of a “pure” religion, untainted by outside influences, is regarded by many scholars of religion to be a myth, since “pure” religions have in effect already undergone previous syncretizations which have been legitimized over time. The diversity within even the Christian tradition in response to local interaction would seem to bear out these observations. If, then, syncretism is generally acknowledged to be intrinsic to religion, why has it been the subject of so much debate? Discussions concerning the presence and nature of syncretism are not only what is at issue. For practitioners, an important question is whether syncretism should be regarded as a positive or a negative in terms of its effect on religious identity.

The negative view of syncretism holds that syncretism is a distorted form of a religious tradition, a deviation from a religion’s original purity. However, if we allow that religions are syncretistic by nature (which is still open to debate), then the key problem is less syncretism itself, but rather the degree of syncretism involved and how close conflicting meanings come to touching the core beliefs of a religious tradition. In other words, what are the boundaries of syncretism? How far can a tradition integrate external elements before its integrity or core identity is compromised? Syncretism presents challenges to the normative theological positions that function to protect the essential character of the religion. If syncretism affects a religion’s central beliefs, the religion could be so fundamentally altered as to either produce a new religion or result in its dissolution. How a tradition understands truth also plays a role in a religion’s openness to syncretism. If a religion is given to exclusivist truth claims, it is more likely to be resistant to syncretism.

Syncretism, despite its lack of precision as a working term, is still helpful for understanding the dynamics of religious interpenetration. As interreligious dialogue intensifies in this age of globalization, an awareness and exploration of these dynamics may prove helpful in the ongoing negotiation of religious identity.

See also ACCULTURATION; CONTEXTUALIZATION; HERESY; POPULAR RELIGIONS; THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY

 

Systematic theology is a rationally ordered, comprehensive and coherent articulation of Christian beliefs. To go beyond this simple definition, however, we quickly encounter a number of important questions that this article will seek to address.

1. Systematic Theology Classically Considered

2. Systematic Theology Contextually Considered

3. Systematic Theology Ecclesially Considered


 


1. Systematic Theology Classically Considered.

 

1.1. Relationship to Biblical Theology and Historical Theology. Whereas systematic theology borrows from contemporary thought forms and seeks to articulate theology for today, *biblical theology remains within the biblical world using the language, concepts and thought frames of the Bible. Historical theology explores how others have articulated the faith in the past. The best systematic theology, however, is rooted in the Bible and Christian tradition and thus is in conversation with biblical and historical theologians.

1.2. Origins of Systematic Theology. There was little or no attempt in the first two centuries of the church to write ordered and complete explanations of Christian beliefs. Origen, in the third century, was the first to do this sort of work. Although a few wrote similar works, until the thirteenth century most theological writings centered on a particular *doctrine. Systematic theology as we know it was born and flourished in the age of medieval scholasticism with the work of theologians such as Thomas Aquinas.

1.3. Methodological Issues. There is no universally accepted approach to systematic theology. The following paragraphs describe key decisions theologians make as they construct a systematic theology.

1.3.1. Foundation: Revelation vs. Reason. God’s *revelation, accepted through faith, serves as the foundation for some systematic theologies. Others seek to build their theological systems on rational arguments independent of revelation or faith, for example, philosophical arguments proving the existence of a God. Some have sought to combine the two foundations through first arguing for the historicity and rationality of the Bible. In part this is a question of audience. Those whose foundation is reason seek to be intelligible and persuasive to those without faith.

1.3.2. Respectability and Intelligibility vs. Integrity. To become too consistent with and acceptable to the rationality of the day can lead to a loss of the integrity of a theology, whether, for example, becoming too Greek in the case of Origen or too in line with modern sensibilities as in the case of liberal theology. We will always have tension between intelligibility and integrity because we must use thought forms of the day to communicate. Good intentions alone are not sufficient protection from being overly influenced by contemporary thought forms. For instance, in the twentieth century, fundamentalist and evangelical theologians critiqued the lack of integrity in liberal theology. Yet, like the liberals, they used a modern rational foundation in an attempt to be persuasive and intelligible. Unfortunately, framing theology as facts and propositions had the consequence of at times changing and distorting the character of the theology.

1.3.3. Timeless and Universal vs. Contextual. One response to the previous section might be to advocate less contextuality. In fact, what is needed is to more intentionally contextualize so that a systematic theology reflects not only connection with and acceptability to the culture, but also communicates ways that the culture is in tension with and challenged by the gospel. All theology, even if perceived by the writer to be timeless and above culture, is influenced by its context. It is much better to be self-aware of that influence.

1.3.4. Relation to the Bible. All systematic theologies are alike in being constructive and moving beyond the biblical text, yet they display diversity in their use of the Bible. One approach, sometimes called philosophical theology, explores theological themes without using the Bible. Some systematic theologians may be guilty of prooftexting—looking for supporting biblical texts after one has already formulated the doctrine. A more common misuse of the Bible has been to perceive the Bible as containing scattered theological propositions awaiting a systematic theologian to put them in order. A more appropriate use of the Bible in systematic theology is to follow the lead of, and interact with, the work of biblical theologians who look at the broader context and engage the biblical authors themselves as theologians.

1.3.5. Order. There are strong commonalities in the structure of systematic theologies. For instance, the doctrines of God and creation often come early in a theological work, and ecclesiology and eschatology are often at the end. Yet there is no standard order. Theologians place doctrines in particular places to make specific points and to shape the way the whole is understood. For example, most place their discussion of *sin, the problem, before *Christology, the solution. Karl Barth, however, places the discussion of sin within his section on Christology. Through this, among other things, he emphasizes that we only fully understand sin through looking at the one without sin and how humans crucified him. Another example is C. Norman Kraus’s beginning his systematic theology with Christology to underscore the centrality of Jesus Christ and to view all other doctrines through the lens of that discussion.

1.3.6. Degree of Systematization. To be systematic is to cohere. One doctrine should not contradict another. Too much systematization, however, detracts from the theology’s ability to communicate truth about God. The living God cannot be contained or fully explained by our logical statements. Therefore a degree of mystery, provisionality and even some apparent contradiction can be appropriate and positive elements in a Christian systematic theology. Coherence itself is evaluated differently in different approaches. A theology using propositional logic evaluates statements according to their logical consistency with premises of other propositions. A theology using narrative logic evaluates statements by how they cohere with the pattern of the narrative.

1.4. Challenge and Opportunity Today. Any age presents theologians with challenges and opportunities. As the optimism and confidence of the modern scientific approach to knowledge crumbles, theologians face the challenge of making truth claims in a world unsure of how to define and evaluate truth. Theologians today also have the opportunity to approach systematic theology from other paradigms than the *logical positivism of modernity. The following section of the article will explore how systematic theologians might take advantage of this opportunity and intentionally root their theology in specific contexts of *mission as did the biblical writers and early Christian theologians. M. D. Baker



2. Systematic Theology Contextually Considered.

 

Systematic theologies often give the impression of universality, not of particularity and cultural conditioning. But in reality these theologies reflect contextual or cultural elements. They are contextual because they arise to meet specific needs as well as address particular issues, questions and concerns of a particular public. Viewed this way, being contextual means engaging theologically one’s milieu: where God’s story of the world meets our big and little stories at a particular time and place. It calls for a genuine give-and-take with one’s culture to discern what form of the Word is appropriate for a particular time and place.

More precisely, all doctrinal formulations can be said to be historically relative in at least four ways: They are conditioned (1) by the presuppositions at work in church and society; (2) by the issues and concerns they seek to address; (3) by the thought patterns being utilized; and (4) by the available vocabulary of the culture in which they are composed. For instance, when Euro-American cultures insist that what should be said, should be said as directly and as rationally and as clearly as possible, they are speaking of a style of communication that typifies much of Western doctrinal articulations. For other relationally oriented cultures, such as those in Asia, where indirect rather than direct modes of communication prevail, a preference comes for dialogue and the symbolic as more effective doctrinal expressions. Context-relatedness as well as cultural conditioning thus point to regional differences in theological expressions and concerns. Better, they engender a plurality of doctrinal articulations in a truly global church.

2.1. The Need for Dialogue in Theological Construction. To affirm contextuality is not, however, to reject systematic theological reflection. One could even say the Western genre of systematic theology (as comprehensive and logical articulations of beliefs) remains valid in non-Western settings, but it has to be reconfigured to be in harmony with cultural realities as well as the ethos of the church in these other regions. For instance, Asian (folk) religious sensibilities long for comprehensiveness and harmony, and these become difficult to reconcile with the theological compartmentalization integral to Western articulations. Systematic reflection then must not be tied to some Western philosophical or theological framework; rather, it must be born from engagement of key themes in the Christian faith arising out of a dialogue between the Bible (text) and life (context) for the sake of giving witness to God’s project in the world.

At best, Majority World theologians must maintain a dialogical relation with Western churches, their creedal statements and their key theologians in order to achieve greater depth as well as universality. Yet as it stands, the greater need in the Majority World remains a direct cultural encounter with the gospel. This calls for local theological articulation not dependent on the hermeneutical and theological lenses of Western theologies. The goal must be local articulation of Christian truth through Asian, African or Latin American eyes.

2.2. Rethinking Systematics. To suggest that systematic theology must be contextual yet biblical calls for dual exegeses of both Bible and culture for the sake of God’s reign in Christ. It must also take account of newer developments and resources from the worldwide church. The church’s sensitivity to newer contexts and theological developments remains vital as a way of responding to the Spirit’s call to continue Jesus’ mission into all the world.

To put it another way, systematic theology must serve the church in mission. Christ is the special thing about the Christian faith, and advancing God’s reign in Christ qualifies the nature of the church as well as Christian theology. Hence, the church is something more than a group of believers. It is about life in proximity to the reign of God and about the experience and practice of the *justice and righteousness of that reign. Viewed this way, Christian theology cannot simply be congregational or church theology. It must also engage cultural and public life against the horizon of the coming *kingdom.

Moreover, a renewed systematics would exhibit biblical integrity that goes beyond the style of a prooftexting systematics. For instance, there are newer developments in biblical studies on the historical Jesus (cf. N. T. Wright) that have yet to impact systematic theological construction. The same is true with the recognition of the great variety of forms in Scripture. Scripture’s great variety of forms (story, proverbs, history, poetry, gospel) challenges the dominance of propositional and prooftexting models of ordering Christian beliefs. More positively, rethinking involves a return to the narrative structure of biblical faith and reclaiming the polyphonic, multifaceted character of the Bible as God’s word (see Narrative Theology).

From a consciously contextual engagement, emerging approaches to systematic theology from the Majority World seek to draw from the native languages a new theological syntax and vocabulary for perceiving Christian truth. The original Filipino wording of the Lord’s Prayer, for instance, reveals how biblical faith has been expressed and appropriated in and through Filipino aspects of culture. It also shows the potential of the ordinary language to become the reservoir for theological words. Thus, from a global perspective, cultural themes such as mañana (Hispanic) and loob (Filipino) or theology reconfigured as shinhak (Chinese) become critical motifs for re-reading Scripture beyond simply Western theological lenses. Other theologians convey this newness by underlining the importance of developing contextualized creedal statements (e.g., the Apostles’ Creed in the Thai language, an African Creed) or explaining the significance of Jesus Christ in the particular region. Interesting Euro-American counterpoints to these developments would be systematic theological construction done from within a particular confessional tradition (e.g., Pentecostal) yet seeking to become truly an intercultural (global and multicultural) theology (Yong). One can say that Jürgen Moltmann was a pacesetter in this field. Another more traditional approach would be to focus on particular doctrinal topics relevant to engaging modernity/late modernity: themes such as the *Trinity, *creation and *sin, *revelation and Scripture, Jesus Christ (see Christology) and *salvation, human being (see Anthropology, Theological), Holy Spirit (see Pneumatology), *eschatology (cf. Ford and Muers).

In a recent major study that focuses on theological constants in the church’s mission down through the centuries, six themes were cited as crucial: Jesus Christ, the church, the future, salvation, human nature and human culture (Bevans and Schroeder). How these constants are viewed and valued reflect the way the church will *preach, serve and witness to God’s reign in different contexts. The list of actual topics is suggestive for doing systematics from a missional, global perspective. Quite interestingly, the church and human culture become key theological agendas crucial for systematic reflection in aid of the church’s continuing witness for Christ.

T. D. Gener



3. Systematic Theology Ecclesially Considered.

 

3.1. What Is Systematic About Systematic Theology? What makes systematic theology “systematic”? I take seriously Wolfhart Pannenberg’s thesis that the proclamation and witness of the church assumes a coherent message (Pannenberg, 19). Theology thus reaches for systematic expression rather than falling into an inconsistent cafeteria of ideas because it seeks to discern the compatibility of the Scripture’s diverse voices in their witness to the one gospel. Theology also discerns the witness to this compatibility in the historic doctrine and life of the church. Yet, since the one gospel is discerned by a faith that is partial and unclear (1 Cor 13:9-12) and spoken in many voices from many contexts, it must qualify its systematic direction with one that is admittedly limited, open-ended, incomplete and in dialogue with other perspectives.

3.2. Is Systematic Theology Comprehensive? In light of the above insights, let us look again at Baker’s definition of systematic theology as a “rationally ordered, comprehensive, and coherent articulation of Christian beliefs.” We already noted that systematic theology is ordered and coherent. The thorny problem is whether systematic theology is comprehensive. Baker cautions against over-systematizing, but the critical problem of comprehensiveness in systematic theology still needs to be addressed. Even if it can be argued that the Bible’s message is comprehensive, one can hardly claim to fully grasp its totality in the present time of partial knowing. Interestingly, in describing his theological project, Moltmann accepts the adjective “systematic” for his theology but rejects the noun, “system.” Hidden behind this rejection is the Barthian fear that any effort to construct a “comprehensive” system lures one toward an ideological center from which one can connect all of the dots and tie up all of the loose ends. Moltmann notes that a system does not invite dialogue or inspire critical thinking among readers (Moltmann, xi-xii). This caution is especially relevant when one considers Pannenberg’s assumption that systematic theology also seeks coherence with regard to the truth implied in all other disciplines of inquiry, a staggering goal if theology is to form a comprehensive system. As Cornel West has noted, the days of “wholesale synthesis” are over given the complexity and plurality of both knowledge and methods of inquiry in our time. Systematic theology can “no longer aspire in a serious manner to be the tribunal before which other fields must come” (West, 277). The truth of theology relates to all of life and thus dialogues with other disciplines, but with the same openendedness and incompletion referred to above. One can wonder whether such is possible if systematic theology has the ambitious goal of constructing a comprehensive system. Those insisting on open systems might represent a more modest and realistic proposal.

3.3. The Church as Context for Systematic Theology. The gospel of Scripture belongs to the witness of the whole church. Systematic theology is thus not individualistic but has the church as its home address. The turn to the church was begun by Barth, who changed his Dogmatics from Christian to Church Dogmatics in order to argue that theology guides the proclamation and witness of the church. As part of the postmodern turn to community, George Lindbeck argued that theology is not the ordering of abstract propositions (fundamentalist), nor the deciphering of biblical symbols to get at an amorphous experience (liberal). Instead, theology functions within the church as a socially and linguistically constructed interpretation of the faith that is guided by doctrinal “grammar.” Theological utterances are intrasystematically “true” when they cohere not only with other utterances but also with “the correlative forms of life” in the church.

If theology is to dialogue with integrity with the external culture, the church must be anchored in the truth. For this reason, Rein-hard Hütter is not satisfied with Lindbeck’s functional view of theology as a sociolinguistic construct of the church. He plunges deeper than the church to the Spirit who constitutes the church. He shifts the focus to the church as itself transformed in its core practices by the Spirit. The church is the fundamental locus of God’s saving activity, which is what anchors it in truth.

Has Hütter adequately anchored the church in truth? What seems needed to anchor the church in truth is not only Spirit but also Word. For Kevin Vanhoozer, the locus of God’s saving activity has its base in the biblical canon and not fundamentally in the church. The church participates in this saving activity as it performs the message of its canon through its own pneumatologically inspired life and mission. Theology for Vanhoozer seeks to discern how the various “maps” of Scripture “fit” or are compatible within their orientation toward the one gospel of Jesus Christ. Because of the canonical witness, theology is not only done with Latin or Asian eyes (Gener) but with the eyes of the Latin or Asian church, shaped fundamentally by Scripture and in critical (though constructive) dialogue with their cultures.

3.4. Conclusion. Rather than “logical” consistency of truth or even, primarily, a “rationally ordered” coherence (Baker), perhaps we should speak of systematic theology as seeking to discern and elaborate on a coherent truth suggested by the biblical texts themselves in their diverse witness to the one gospel, a coherence implied as well by the Spirit in the doctrine, life and mission of the church. The theologian’s systematic proposals are constantly tested by the witness of Scripture and in dialogue with a plurality of other proposals seeking to test themselves by the same canonical tribunal. After all, though the faith is diversely expressed, it seeks a fundamental unity in Christ in the midst of its diversity.

F. D. Macchia
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TECHNOLOGY

 

Few factors and forces shaping our world are more significant than technology. It is commonplace to say we live in a technological era. *Globalization itself is largely made possible by technologies of transportation and communication. Technology continues to expand not only into all corners of our world, but into all corners of our lives, and shows no sign of abating.

1. Defining Technology

2. Mapping Out Technology

3. Benefits and Costs of Technology

4. Theological and Ethical Perspective


 


1. Defining Technology.

 

In popular usage technology usually refers to the products of inventors and engineers: telephones, computers, refrigerators, automobiles, electric lights, water purification plants, compact disc players and so on. The word technology derives from two Greek roots, technē and logos. As biology is the study of bios (“biological life” in Greek) and theology is the study of theos (“God” in Greek), so “technology” originally meant “the study of techne.” Technē was the Greek word for an “art, skill or craft” for “making or doing” something. It was “know-how.” All groups of people have had such “know-how” and techniques for meeting their needs and desires—for building houses, making clothing, farming and animal husbandry, and preparing food. Other techniques helped them in making decisions, governing themselves, communicating with others, raising children and worshiping God.

Some techniques are handed down by tradition, others are imposed by authorities: “this is the way we do this; period!” But what distinguishes human (from animal) techniques is the capacity to revise or replace various techniques through the application of rationality. Human techniques are not just a product of instinct or tradition but of reason. Humans don’t just submit to nature but create artificial means to manipulate it, developing tools and methods to more effectively achieve their ends and goals. Both *science and technology use reason, measurement, observation and experimentation as their method. The difference is that while science aims to know and understand things, technology aims to change things, to have a practical effect, to be useful.

Because of its roots in “making and doing,” in “crafts and skills,” and in practical “knowhow,” technology is closely linked to work. An analysis and critique of technology closely parallels that of work. However, technology also invades our leisure, entertainment, communication, gastronomy, transportation and other areas, so that we cannot treat it merely as a subset of work. Indeed work may be a subset of technology.

Despite its original meaning, technology no longer means just “the study of techniques.” Technology refers to the tools and techniques themselves (“do we have the ‘technology’ to do this or that?”). This subtle change in language highlights the fact that modern techniques are now virtually all the result of study (discourse, logos), of research and rational analysis. There remain, of course, some techniques handed on by long-standing tradition, socialization, religious faith and even biological instinct. But such traditional techniques are in retreat because of the demonstrable, measurable superiority and efficacy of rational, scientific ones.



2. Mapping Out Technology.

 

Technology’s initial impact is usually on the brute physical tasks of life. Technological invention provides tools and machines to augment human and animal powers. Instead of depending on human or animal power alone—to harvest crops, lift heavy loads, distribute goods to faraway places or add fuel to hot furnaces—machines have been invented to do the job. The promise of technology is greater efficiency in getting good things done, and less danger of bad things happening.

Industrial and manufacturing technologies mass-produce most of the goods we use (replacing the small craftsman, hand-worker of the past). More and more of the world’s food is produced by giant agribusinesses with fewer workers and more machines (in sharp contrast to the labor-intensive family farms of the past). Much of human travel is by automobile, bus, train or plane (less by foot, horseback—or even by the simpler technology of the bicycle). Previously our energy needs were met by feeding ourselves and our animals, or lighting a wood fire. Now the energy to run our complex technologies comes from gas, electricity or nuclear power, each of which is elaborately technological in character.

Among the most ominous technological developments has been the development of more and more powerful weapons. Nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, long-range missile delivery systems—the proliferation and growing power of these technologies poses a terrible threat around the world. The arms trade is big business everywhere. Even on a more personal level, the mass production and distribution of firearms represents a serious and growing challenge.

Communication and information technology (IT) may have started with the invention of moveable type and the printing press around 1500, but things really changed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries with the development of telegraph and telephone, then radio and television. Since 1980, the personal computer and, since 1995, the Internet, have brought a radical transformation to the communications world. Mass production and lower labor costs in a global marketplace have made computers and cell phones widely available across the globe. This democratization of information and communication has been amazing. It has even been instrumental in some popular political movements for change. There remains, however, a “digital divide” between the IT “haves” and “have-nots,” though this may be shrinking and surmountable.

Biotechnology (as much or more than IT) may be the most important technological frontier. Drugs, prostheses and medical/health care instruments and devices are important aspects of this development. Still more significant are research and development of genetic medicine and (more broadly) agricultural and veterinary biotechnology. Mapping and researching the human genome promises that someday genetically-based disease will not just be identifiable but treatable. In agriculture and animal science, cloning and genetic modification are already widely used to expand crop yields and increase disease and drought resistance.

The latest developments in technology have to do with nanotechnology: the increased—and nearly ubiquitous—miniaturization of technology. Already automobiles and home appliances are embedded with hundreds of tiny computers serving multiple functions.

In viewing the map of contemporary technology we do not want to forget that technology has not just a physical side but a method/ process side as well. Just as an engineer uses the technological method to construct a bridge or computer, a public relations director uses technological methods to design a persuasive sales strategy and a business manager “re-engineers” an organization for greater efficiency. Whether manufacturing something, seeking reelection of a political candidate, scheduling a workforce for peak hours of customer need, or evangelizing a group of people, the technological way always relies on rational, scientific analysis, and a search for the measurably, quantifiably, most efficient, “one best way.”



3. Benefits and Costs of Technology.

 

The benefits of much of today’s technology are considerable. Improved sanitation and clean running water are not the least of technology’s benefits. Mass-produced books and literature (and light to read them by during the evening) would be on many lists of technology’s greatest blessings. Telephones—and now portable, inexpensive cell phones—computers and Internet connectivity are often positive tools for education and relationships. The possibility of traveling to other cultures to learn languages, meet and serve other people is a great blessing. Much of modern medicine and health care has been of great benefit. Technology has empowered many small (as well as large) businesses, providing jobs, goods and services that might otherwise have been impossible. Despite any costs and drawbacks, technology has a long record of achievements and successes.

But there are costs as well as benefits to technology’s users. In truth, technology is always ambiguous, not “either/or” but “both/and”—both beneficial and costly, both good and bad. The same automobile technology that enables a visit to a loved one confined to a hospital contributes to traffic congestion and air pollution that have adverse health consequences. The same information technology that helps spread the Christian gospel in unparalleled ways also is used by terrorists and pornographers to spread their messages. The same biotechnology that makes a crop resistant to one pest can inadvertently create a plague of another kind by upsetting the cycle of nature. The same genetic technology that may permit treatment of dwarfism may be used by others to breed some eight- or nine-foot tall future basketball stars.

Technologies occupy time and space and affect the environments around them. Television and the automobile are not just modest additions to existing traditions; they have changed the way people eat and interact in fundamental ways. E-mail has changed the way people write and communicate. The sheer volume of information on the Internet and the ease of cutting and pasting text have changed people’s ability to understand the contexts of ideas and information—or to think deeply and analytically about a small, focused amount of information. The dominating presence of entertainment media replaces the capacity to create music, invent games and entertain oneself. Computer-based e-learning enables student access from great distances—but subtly eliminates the social context of learning and suppresses the ambiguity of knowledge. Computers understand binary thinking and calculation, not paradox; black and white, not gray. But real life is often gray and paradoxical and requires wise, practical accommodation and judgment, not just a mechanical “yes” or “no.” So too, learning and intellectual growth flourish best with substantial face-to-face interaction; sitting alone before a computer terminal habituates students to a solitary approach to learning.

Technology typically brings standardization, speed and amplification of human work and communication powers. But these systems have their own vulnerabilities that are not simply the result of bad people exploiting them. Even without hackers, spammers, cyber-terrorists and virus creators, technological systems break down. Data is corrupted or lost. Drugs turn out to have adverse side effects that were not seen earlier. Media-addicted children display behavioral and social problems that were not foreseen. Global temperatures rise. Nuclear waste storage safety degrades. And so on.



4. Theological and Ethical Perspective.

 

From beginning to end, the Bible stresses two great themes about the nature of God. God is the Creator (of good, useful, beautiful things) and God is the Redeemer (of broken things and hurting people). A Christian perspective begins by seeing the human technological impulse as rooted in people’s being made in the image and likeness of God the Creator and Redeemer.

As God imaginatively created the world, filling what was void, shaping what was formless and illuminating what was in darkness—so, in their own fashion, do God’s creatures. As God created by his word (Gen 1) and by his hands molding the dust of the earth (Gen 2), so also do his creatures (we speak and we act, we move information bits and material atoms). God creates things that are useful and things that are beautiful (“pleasing to the eye”). He creates people to live, work and rest in partnership with himself and with their human companions. It is in this perspective that Christians must first see the technological impulse. Their first response to technology is not negative but positive. The command and example of God the Creator is vast and inspiring in its implications for technological entrepreneurship and creativity.

Nevertheless, the biblical creation accounts indicate three clear boundaries within which work and technology may be affirmed—and outside of which they must be rejected. First is the boundary of time: God models and commands a cessation of work on the sabbath day. There is a day when work could be done—but must not be. Second is the boundary of space: the tree at the center of the garden could be harvested but must not be. Third, human work (and by extension technology) begins and proceeds in relation to God’s Word. It is God who commands it and specifies its general character; it is God who declares what is good. People could work without the calling and guidance of God—but must not. People could try to be their own god and moral authority, but this will end in disaster.

Bad technology, then, respects no temporal boundary (but rather erases the rhythm of life and invades human rest); bad technology respects no spatial boundary (but invades everywhere it can; “if it can be done, it will be done”). Bad technology is motivated and justified only by curiosity, profit-motives and a will to power (rather than by a sense of God’s calling and purposes). Bad technology proclaims its own goodness (or neutrality—which is the same thing), instead of seeking a moral evaluation from God. Bad technology grasps for an autonomous knowledge of good and evil from the forbidden tree (“we shall be as gods, knowing good and evil”).

Bad technology invades and manipulates life and creation without regard to the wishes of its Creator. Bad technology cares about usefulness but not about beauty. Bad technology is arrogant and idolatrous, proclaiming its independence or neutrality with respect to God. Bad technology exploits rather than stewards the earth; it subdues but does not care for creation. Bad technology re-divides people in their life and work (in God’s creation “partnership” was the model). Bad technology alienates people from their truest selves.

After the Fall, the gates to Eden are barred—so there is no going back, and so we should expect no utopian, ideal technology. Christians may not proceed as though there has been a Creation but no subsequent Fall. Outside the primeval Garden, technology continues, but now it is ambiguous in the sense that it reflects both the goodness of God’s creation and the corruption of the Fall into sin. But while human work and technology are easily enough corrupted in human history, it is always God’s will to preserve and redeem human life. Thus technology is no longer merely an expression of God-given creativity, nor is it merely a damnable expression of the Fall—it is now, at its best, the expression of a desire to do God’s will in preserving the world (retarding the effects of sin) and redeeming its people (liberating those in bondage). The implications of this biblical study are that Christians must be realistic, not utopian. As much as possible, they should promote and express the great themes of God’s creation through their technology: inventing things that are useful as well as beautiful, that serve God and the people and represent faithful stewardship of God’s creation. Always Christians must respect the notion that humans are not God and must humbly and responsibly find and respect an appropriate limit to technological activity—rather than yield to the “all technology, all the time, everywhere, to the maximum” mentality.

Creation is the starting point, but we must proceed to redemption to develop a fully Christian view of technology. Redemption focuses attention on the pattern carried out by Jesus in the New Testament as God the Redeemer come into the world. For example, Jesus’ great platform statement (Luke 4) suggests themes that can guide a redemptive technology: setting captives free, bringing good news to the poor, healing the sick. Good technology, in this perspective, bears witness to God’s desire to reconcile those alienated from each other, from God, from the earth, from the self. Good technology helps liberate people, it does not addict or enslave them to anything or anyone (including the technology itself). It creates freedom, not dependence. Good technology serves the healing and health needs of the people. Like their Redeemer, Christians will seek to feed the hungry and spread the good news. Technological development in this perspective is never motivated by mere curiosity or the profit motive alone but by a desire to help others and overcome the problems and challenges of the world. This redemptive end drives and controls whatever technological means are developed.

Christians seeking God’s guidance for a creative and redemptive technology must not only be instructed by the Word of God in Scripture but must also seek the guiding power of God’s Holy Spirit. The use of technology involves a spiritual as well as intellectual conflict. Christians must also reject any sort of cultural individualism and cultivate true community with other members of the body of Christ. The questions of technology are rarely simple and the answers must be sought in community with one another, in the cultural and geographical settings to which God has called them.

See also CULTURE AND SOCIETY; MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISMS; SCIENCE AND THEOLOGY; SOCIAL ETHICS; WORK, THEOLOGY OF.
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TERRORISM

 

Terrorism, the use of violence and intimidation to achieve a political end, is the plague of our generation. On September 11, 2001, terrorists took over four airplanes in the United States and flew two into the Twin Towers of New York City and one into the Pentagon, while the fourth crashed in a field in rural Pennsylvania. Almost three thousand people died in this terrorist attack.

Other recent acts of terrorism include the air disaster over Lockerbie, Scotland, on December 21, 1988, when Pan Am Flight 103 was brought down by plastic explosives in which 270 civilians died. Coordinated explosions rocked the city of Madrid, Spain, on March 11, 2004 (just three days before the general elections) killing about two hundred persons and injuring hundreds more. On July 7, 2005, explosions occurred almost simultaneously on three London Underground trains and on a bus during rush hour, killing over forty and wounding hundreds.

These terrorist acts have produced vigorous reactions. The United States and many other countries have entered into what appears to be a permanent “war on terrorism” mode. It has been claimed by the Bush administration of the United States that the wars in Afghanistan and in Iraq have been waged to fight terrorists “over there and not on our own shores.” Billions of dollars are being spent every week to fight terrorism. Nevertheless, these wars against terrorism are not being won. Even those who favored these military responses to terrorism are having second thoughts.

1. Defining Terrorism

2. The Causes of Terrorism

3. Christian Responses


 


1. Defining Terrorism.

 

Terrorism is morally wrong and cannot be justified on any grounds. Nevertheless, if we are to respond to terrorism with the mind of Christ it is imperative that we try to understand what it is and what it is not. Definitions about terrorism generally make reference to attacks on innocent civilians in order to achieve political ends.

Borrowing from Demy and Stewart (30-33), we find two working definitions of terrorism:• The deliberate and systematic murder, maiming and menacing of the innocent to inspire fear for political ends.

• The unlawful use of—or unthreatened use of—force or violence against individuals or property to coerce or intimidate governments or societies, often to achieve political, religious, or ideological objectives.


 



Terrorism has become an integral part of the contemporary international scene. Since the September 11th attack was the first of its kind in the United States, it is frequently stated that this is a “new kind of war.” Nevertheless, acts of terrorism are not new. According to the definitions mentioned above, previous centuries also witnessed terrorist actions. For example, piracy on the high seas, political assassinations and kidnappings, suicide missions, death squads, guerrilla warfare and state implemented reigns of terror all utilize terrorist tactics to achieve their goals. They existed in previous centuries and they are still with us today.

It is essential to recognize that although terrorism contains elements of both *warfare and crime, it does not fit totally into either category. Wars have traditionally been fought by political entities with stated objectives following a specific declaration of hostility. It has been assumed that these political groups have control over their armed forces and could bring an end to the fighting if peace talks would lead to an armistice. Noncombatants, at least in theory, are granted immunity. In contrast, crime is usually committed by an individual or small group of people without sanction by a political group. Those who commit crimes usually prefer anonymity and do not claim responsibility for their actions. E. L. Long Jr. rightly recognizes that terrorism is closer to criminal activity than it is to war:• Terrorism is usually implemented by a small group without the (acknowledged) backing of a specific political sovereignty.

• It is almost impossible to predict when, where, or at whom terrorists will attack.

• Terrorists are personally committed to their cause, and therefore might not surrender even if an armistice were to be negotiated.

• Noncombatant civilians are precisely the target of most terrorist attacks. (Long, 13)


 



Long concludes that a traditional strategy of warfare does not suffice because “it is unlikely that the day will come when terrorism ceases to exist because terrorists have agreed to an armistice as a result of having been successfully defeated by superior force” (Long, 15). If he is correct, then the contemporary strategies utilized to wage “war on terrorism” will not be successful. Terrorism will be reduced only if the root causes of terrorism are eradicated (or at least lessened). It is here that pacifist Christians and Christians who believe in just war theory can work together.



2. The Causes of Terrorism.

 

What are the most significant causes of terrorism? Although some acts of terrorism do not seem to have any logical connection to identifiable roots, the following have frequently been cited. They can be classified in three categories.

2.1. Political. The last half of the twentieth century was dominated by the Cold War which pitted the USA and its Western allies against the USSR and the Soviet bloc. Much of the foreign policy of the United States was dominated by “reductionist realists,” who urged alliances with anti-communist national governments regardless of their internal human rights record. In fact, at one time the United States supported both the Taliban and Saddam Hussein because both were perceived to be effective allies in the struggle against communism. A comparable neglect of human rights was executed by the USSR in its alliances and hegemony. When the Cold War came to an end the United States was left standing as the only remaining superpower. Some who believe that the United States has abused its power have resorted to acts of terrorism because they see these acts as their most effective strategy to counteract the superpower. In the volatile Middle East, for example, some terrorist groups point to the United States’ one-sided support of Israel as the motivation for their attacks. In any case it seems clear that true peace will not overcome terrorism unless a substantial degree of political justice is realized.

2.2. Economic. Closely related to political factors are economic causes. In fact, the Bible is quite clear in affirming the economic root of conflicts and wars (Jas 4:1-2). The 1990s witnessed a swing toward free market economic policies in many parts of the world. Neo-liberal economists promised that all boats would rise, and that all countries and their citizens would benefit from fewer restrictions on trade. Although many have benefited from these policies, many have not. The gap between the haves and the have-nots has increased. If it is perceived that the rules of the economic game have been implemented by the United States and its “First World” allies in order to maintain and extend their hegemony, some of those most negatively affected quite naturally turn to terrorism in an attempt to level the playing field.

2.3. Religious. The religious factor is perhaps the most difficult cause to analyze. Precisely because most major religions exalt peace, it is difficult to insinuate that very religious people might commit acts of violence and terrorism. Nevertheless, we know that even within the Christian tradition, just war theory emerged because Christians had taken up arms for unjust causes. M. Juergensmeyer has clearly articulated the nexus between faith and terrorism:What makes religious violence particularly savage and relentless is that its perpetrators have placed such religious images of the divine struggle—cosmic war—in the service of worldly political battles. For this reason, acts of religious terror serve not only as tactics in a political strategy but also as evocations of a much larger spiritual confrontation. (Juergensmeyer, 146)




 




It has been well documented that Bin Laden did not utilize terrorist actions until United States troops occupied Saudi Arabia, which Bin Laden and many Muslims claim as their “holy land.” Although President Bush has tried to portray the war in Iraq as not a war on Islam, it is widely perceived as such by many Muslim followers. In a more general way, Western culture (exemplified by Hollywood’s glorification of free sex, abundant alcohol and extreme individualistic materialism) is perceived as a frontal attack on Islam that needs to be repulsed. (Conservative Christians in North America should at least be able to empathize with Muslims regarding their frustrations. Conservatives and liberals have fought their own “cultural wars” on abortion, homosexuality and other issues, and extreme responses have even included terrorist bombings on abortion clinics.)

Many Christians in the Global South have a different perspective on terrorism and the way to fight it. They have experienced “state terrorism,” frequently at the hands of military dictatorships. Examples of state terrorism are numerous and varied. The CIA supported a coup d’état in Chile in 1973 that resulted in the death of the democratically elected president Allende and the installation of General Pinochet who oversaw the “disappearances” of 30,000 Chileans during his rule. The Somoza dynasty ruled Nicaragua for over five decades with a reign of terror. Similar acts of terrorism were committed by the Marcos regime in the Philippines, the military junta in Argentina and numerous countries in Africa. Most Christians from the Majority World believe that no goal, however noble it may sound, (e.g., fighting communism during the Cold War) justifies terrorist actions committed by the state. The tragic irony, however, is that many of these military governments were supported by the very (majority world) countries that now raise the loudest voices against terrorism.

Christians in the Global South, because of bitter experience, are clear in their identification and denunciation of structural sin. The witness of Scripture clearly identifies governments (1 Sam 8:10-18), courts of justice (Job 31:21), families and economic structures (Amos 4:1-3), and even religious systems (Mt 23) as fallen institutions that are frequently used to oppress others. If God-given structures in biblical times could be twisted to cause evil, how much more in our complex twenty-first century?



3. Christian Responses.

 

These causes of terrorism cry out for comprehensive and holistic responses that incorporate Christian values. Jesus calls his followers to love our enemies and pray for them (Mt 5:44) and the apostle Paul urges us to overcome evil with good (Rom 12:21). Glen Stassen (2004) and others have elaborated these kinds of responses in their ten practices of just peacemaking: (1) support nonviolent direct action; (2) take independent initiatives to reduce threats; (3) use cooperative conflict resolution; (4) acknowledge responsibility for conflict and injustice and seek repentance and forgiveness; (5) advance democracy, human rights and religious liberty; (6) foster just and sustainable economic development; (7) work with emerging cooperative forces in the international system; (8) strengthen the United Nations and international efforts for cooperation and human rights; (9) reduce offensive weapons and weapons trade; and (10) encourage grassroots peacemaking groups and voluntary associations. These kinds of actions respond quite well to the social, political and economic roots of terrorism mentioned above.

Some historical implementations of these practices are encouraging. Take, for example, the fifth principle of fostering just and sustainable economic development. The opposite strategy was implemented in Russia and Turkey. Russia chose to fight the ethnic-minority Muslim Chechens in their southern territory by repeatedly attacking with a large military force. Violence has continued and terrorism has not abated, as seen by the Beslan school hostage takeover in 2004 that took 338 lives, mostly children. On the other hand, the Turkish government had wrestled with ethnic-minority Muslim Kurds in southeastern Turkey for decades. In the 1990s the government combined greater military restraint with huge investments in education, health and agriculture (e.g., $36 billion in the Southeastern Anatolia Project). This has been combined with permitting a significant increase in Kurdish representation in the Turkish parliament (Stassen, 2-4). As a consequence of these measures, terrorism has greatly declined in the last decade in this area. These kinds of actions have proven effective because they separate militant terrorism leaders from potential sympathizers by resolving the political and economic injustices that terrorists try to exploit.

Followers of Jesus Christ are called to seek first God’s reign, righteousness and justice. Terrorism, the plague of our generation, will demand our highest commitment to Christ and holistic love for our neighbors. If we overcome poverty, diseases like HIV/AIDS and malaria, political oppression, and religious *persecution, the seeds of terrorism will also be overcome.

See also PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION; POLITICAL THEOLOGY; SOCIAL ETHICS; WAR.
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TESTIMONY

 

Testimonies are universally known, be they in a juridical, religious or social context. A testimony is expressed either as a sign of something that exists (e.g., a memorial) or more frequently in terms of a claim of something that happened, given by a person or a group of people in dialogue with others. The verbs to testify and to witness are often used interchangeably. Whereas the idea of testifying focuses more on whether something is true, the action of witnessing relates often to something that is said to have taken place. From a theological point of view it is important to understand the biblical notion of testimony because it relates to the understanding of one’s faith. Furthermore, the practice of testifying/witnessing is an exercise in explaining why something is significant. This practice is in need of interpretation. It is being evaluated and judged by those that listen to the testimony, and they weigh it against the life of the witness. A testimony is therefore significant, both in terms of the individual and in view of the social context.

1. The Biblical Use of Testimony

2. The Interpretation of Testimonies

3. The Religious and Social Significance of Testimonies

4. Conclusion


 


1. The Biblical Use of Testimony.

 

The basic biblical idea of testimony relates to the fact that God met his people, revealed himself and established a covenant with them. God, on numerous occasions in the history of Israel, through Jesus Christ and in the life of the early church, is experienced and remembered as the one who is present and changes the destiny of humankind.

1.1. In the Old Testament. The Hebrew term ʿedut that is generally translated “testimony” (mārtyrion in the LXX) often relates in the Old Testament to an object (a piece of evidence) that calls to mind a particular event in the past, for instance, the “ark of testimony” in which the tablets of the law are kept. Closely related is the idea that God, because he made a covenant with his people, is meeting them in the tent where the ark of the testimony is kept. In other words, the fact that God led his people out of Egypt, made a covenant with them and gave them the law is the testimony that gives the Israelites an understanding of who they are and how they are to live with their God and with each other. The Psalms frequently refer to creation or key historical events such as the Exodus as testimonies of God’s glory and good will toward the people who would put their faith in him.

The juridical aspect of testimony, although present in various degrees in the examples mentioned above, comes to focus in the writings of the prophets. For instance, Isaiah 43:8- 13 provides a good example in which God calls his people to a courtroom-like situation with all the other nations watching. There he makes clear that only God, not the idols of the surrounding nations, can save and that his people are witnesses to this fact. The role of testimony is explained in terms of salvation—so that people may know, believe and understand.

1.2. In the New Testament. The role of testimony in the New Testament is closely related to eyewitness accounts of the life and resurrection of Jesus Christ (Acts 1:22), but also to the life-changing consequences that the proclamation of the gospel brings about. Christians are called on to be witnesses to the world (Acts 1:8). Witnessing is evocative and changes the situation of those involved: “With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all” (Acts 4:33).

In a juridical context statements are made and evidence is shown. If that is not conclusive, the faithful witness may go further and ultimately be ready to pay the price of one’s life. Hence, Jesus Christ is understood to be the supreme witness, for he gave his life for the sake of the truth and the salvation of many. In Acts 7 Stephen is described as the first witness who becomes a martyr of the Christian faith. It is the Johannine writings that use the notion of testimony most frequently in the New Testament. Jesus is the ultimate witness of God’s love to humankind.



2. The Interpretation of Testimonies.

 

Testimonies may be appreciated at face value, but as in a courtroom situation, they need to be interpreted and evaluated. In our day and age people ask questions about the language of religious testimony and whether it can be understood, whether a testimony makes sense, and whether a testimony can be verified.

2.1. The Morphology of Religious Testimonies. A morphology of testimonies relates to the form of the narration and the particular language that is used. In a religious context it has been shown that these testimonies resemble folk tales. Since folk tales are common in all cultures, it is assumed that religious testimonies, because of their affinity with stories, can be understood by all. Hence “God talk” does not automatically make religious testimonies unintelligible. It is, however, important to be able to relate any “God talk” to an individual’s or a group’s life.

2.2. The Language of Religious Testimonies. Religious testimonies basically relate to events in ordinary life. But a sudden turn of events is interpreted as a gift or intervention of God. There is a new dimension bringing about a surplus of meaning. This added value is understood in religious or transcendent terms. In other words, a testimony of faith always points to more than the sum of its parts, that is, there is more to the story and it points beyond oneself, usually to God or another person.

2.3. The Juridical Dynamics in Evaluating a Testimony. In the first instance a testimony is taken at face value. But then it is considered against the life of the witness. The question is asked, “How does this match up with his or her life?” “Are the claims made significant to the life of the witness?” Finally, those who hear and see what is spoken for must ask themselves what bearing this message has to them personally. This process calls for discernment, evaluation and deliberation. For this reason a testimony is always open to a test, a judging of whether a claim is true and relevant or not. In Christianity, for instance, it is not enough to claim that Jesus Christ is risen from the dead. There is also a need to live in the transforming power of the Risen One.



3. The Religious and Social Significance of Testimonies.

 

Consequently, religious testimonies are significant for the individual, for the community of faith and for the society in which believers live. Testimonies speak about the transformation of people and their life together. That is the reason why they are basically of interest to all.

3.1. For the Individual. *Faith is identity forming. It helps the person discover who she or he is. This happens through learning but also to an important degree through personal experience. That is precisely why testimonies are vital. They are a means of coming to terms with oneself, relating to life’s questions spiritually and becoming a socially responsible person. Another aspect of testimony is that, because it offers a surplus of meaning, it is an important tool in the search for insight. In biblical parlance, wisdom has to be discovered: “Happy are those who find wisdom” (Prov 3:13). And spiritual insight is a development: “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor” (Lk 2:52).

3.2. For the Community of Believers. A testimony always relates to others; witnessing one’s faith by means of an experience shows that a testimony is never self-sufficient. A testimony involves others, first because of the process of discernment that is necessary; secondly because it challenges the hearers to respond to the statements and claims made. It has been observed that vibrant communities and churches usually uphold the practice of sharing testimonies. Christian revivals as in the Holiness and Pentecostal movements have often included a strong testimonial element in their worship and proclamation. Non-Western cultures too are well acquainted with the impact testimonies can bring.

3.3. For Society. Finally it must be noted that religious testimonies, because they often witness to a restoration of the individual and give him or her a sense of calling, fulfill an important social dimension. Like the pattern of folk tales, they eventually bring the person back home, to the daily context, to the task at hand. A testimony shared brings the person out of isolation into the arena of life. The witness speaks out and the others respond.



4. Conclusion.

 

The theological significance of testimonies resides first in the fact that they relate the person’s perception of God. Accordingly, an understanding of the role of testimonies in the Bible is essential. Second, the experiences embedded in testimonies point the individual or the group away from themselves to God and to others. Hence, they are only meaningful if they are contextualized. Third, in order to prevent a testimony from being deceptive, it has to be weighed, questioned and evaluated. This process not only brings clarity but also new insight.

Testimonies engender action. What begins with a religious perception leads to praise and ultimately to ethical commitment. It is no surprise then, that believers realized long ago that there is power in the word of a truthful witness.

See also CONVERSION; EXPERIENCE, THEOLOGY OF.
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THEISM

 

Theism refers to belief in the existence of God, an infinite personal moral being responsible for the creation and sustenance of the universe. The term came into vogue in 1678 to contrast with *atheism, which denies the existence of God. Theism is different from agnosticism (belief that the existence of God is unknown and/ or unknowable) and skepticism (doubt of the existence of God). Deism, pantheism, panentheism and *polytheism have the basic tenet of belief in the existence of deity in common with theism. However, the differences are vast and irreconcilable. Deism holds the view of a remote, distant and indifferent God; theism believes in an actively engaging and involved God. Polytheism has a plurality of deities; theism focuses on one God. Pantheism sees “all as God”: the world is identical with God; theism believes in a creator God distinct from the created world. Panentheism sees “all in God,” that is, the world is contained in God; theism postulates a personal transcendent God distinct from the creation. Moreover, there are different hues and shades of theism depending upon how one understands God and the universe.

1. Monotheism

2. The Arguments for Theism

3. God in Theism

4. Theistic Worldview

5. Conclusion 


 


1. Monotheism.

 

In common usage, the overriding idea of theism refers to monotheism. The major theistic religions are *Judaism, Christianity and *Islam. A few traditions in the Hindu faith such as Saivism and Vaishanavism, each with a supreme personal deity, are also considered theistic, though they have doctrines which are irreconcilable with the theism of Semitic religions; for instance, the doctrine of *reincarnation of souls. The evolutionary theory of religion argues that monotheism is the final stage of an evolutionary process. However, an empirical and scientific study of religions, including traditional or tribal religions, seems strongly to suggest the opposite, that is, all other shades of theism, including polytheism, are a degeneration of an original monotheistic faith.



2. The Arguments for Theism.

 

The traditional proofs for the existence of God are (a) the cosmological argument (everything has a cause, and the cause behind the universe is God); (b) the teleological argument (the intricate design of the universe postulates an intelligent and purposeful God behind it); (c) the ontological argument (the attribute of existence must belong to a being “greater than which nothing can be imagined”); and (d) the moral argument (the human sense of right and wrong indicates the reality of a just God).



3. God in Theism.

 

God has attributes inseparable from his being; they are the very essence of his being. Millard Erickson classifies them into four categories: (a) Communicable attributes (which God shares with humans such as love, kindness) and incommunicable attributes (which cannot be shared, such as omnipresence, omniscience); (b) immanent or intransitive (which remain within God’s nature, such as spirituality) and emanant or transitive attributes (which flow out, affecting the creation such as mercy); (c) absolute (which God has in himself, such as infinity) and relative attributes (which God manifests in dealing with the creation, such as omnipresence); and (d) natural and moral attributes (knowledge and holiness, respectively).

The “New Theism” of *process theology is gaining wider acceptance in contemporary times. It holds that instead of a monopolar view of God (an independent, timeless, immutable entity), a bipolar conception (having a transcendent and timeless nature, and an immanent nature by which he becomes part of the cosmic process) explains better his nature as a loving and involving God in the affairs of the universe. New Theism believes that such a God becomes relevant to men and women in modern times who seek a firm confidence in the reality of God in the midst of suffering. But a being who is contingent on the universe for his progression to perfection of existence cannot claim to be the Ultimate, and such a God does not have any meaningful relevance to those who suffer now; he may be of some help to future generations when he actually and fully becomes God. Orthodoxy rests in keeping a balance between the divine qualities of greatness and goodness, and of immanence and transcendence; imbalance results in heresy.

The *Trinity is crucial in understanding Christian theism. It is the key to understand who God is, what he is like, how he acts, how he is to be approached and how relational he is. Christianity denies the Islamic charge that Christian theism is actually polytheism.

Christian theism and ethics are inseparably related to each other because ethics is grounded on the very character and nature of God, not on a moral code conceived and codified by some moralists or political theorists for running the society smoothly. “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy,” says the God of the Bible (Lev 19:2; l Pet 1:15-16).



4. Theistic Worldview.

 

Norman L. Geisler proposes six major grids of a biblical theistic worldview: (a) God exists beyond and in the world; it explains the transcendence and immanence of God. (b) The world was created ex nihilo; the world is neither eternal nor an emanation from him nor a reshaped entity from an already existing material. (c) *Miracles are possible; supernatural intervention is possible because God is sovereign over his creation and is an engaging God. (d) People are made in God’s image and endowed with freedom and dignity, and human life is sacred. (e) There is a moral law. This law is given by a personal moral being and humans, created with an inherent sense of “moral ought,” must obey this law. (f) Final judgment: a final reckoning is awaited when human moral actions are rewarded and punished. This repudiates the doctrines of reincarnation and universal salvation of all (see Universalism).



5. Conclusion.

 

According to biblical theism God is; he is knowable, for he reveals; he is relational and so he can be experienced and cherished; he can be prayed to and he is the ultimate, be it in creation, redemption, sustenance, judgment or restoration. He is the ultimate reference point that provides meaning, purpose and unity to everything. The problem of *suffering mercilessly becomes a non-issue if God’s existence is denied. One has then no ground or reason even to get angry at suffering. Humans lose their freedom and dignity, and nature its beauty and meaning. Values like justice, mercy, compassion and service lose their rationale. Biblical theism holds the view that all humans have an inner sense of God, and it is the power of *sin that causes them to deny God’s existence. So, in a Christian worldview, everything begins with the affirmation, “In the beginning God. . . .” Theistic “proofs” are not meant to lead to a belief in God; their role is not to determine or produce belief, but to reconfirm it.

See also ATHEISM; GOD, DOCTRINE OF; POLYTHEISM; TRINITY, TRIUNE GOD.
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THEODICY

 

One of the most vexing questions asked within the context of religious community, regardless of geographic location, involves the nature and meaning of moral *evil, commonly phrased this way: Why is there so much *suffering in the world?

1. Preliminary Considerations

2. Framing Theodicy

3. Theodicy in the Western World: Two Examples


 


1. Preliminary Considerations.

 

When asked within the context of theological discourse, the question of the problem of moral evil is often framed by what theologians call theodicy. It is typically accepted that the first use of the term theodicy (“God” and “justice”) to address human suffering in theological terms stems from the work of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, whose 1710 book addressing this issue was titled Theodicy: Essays on the Goodness of God, the Freedom of Man and the Origin of Evil.

Theodicy refers to divine justice, or when phrased as a question: What can one say about God in light of human suffering in the world? Implied in the very question is an assumption of divine justice and righteousness that need only be uncovered within the context of human misery: It is an exercise in justifying the righteousness of God. Put differently, traditional understandings of God include the belief that God ultimately controls all the events of history, whereby God is understood as omnipotent (all-powerful) and omniscient (all-knowing). Encompassed here are assumptions with respect to the nature of good versus that of evil. In other words, one would generally hold that a “good” God would seek as a primary endeavor to prevent the innocent from suffering altogether.

This line of inquiry, although not initially named theodicy, dates back to antiquity, but events throughout the course of human history reinforce its religious significance. Jewish thought provides an early example of theodicy through the book of Job in the Hebrew Bible, as well as commentary revolving around this text. In addition, early Christian thinkers wrestled with this text as well as the nature and meaning of human suffering lodged in the Christ event—the presence of God in the suffering figure of Jesus. Furthermore, although this article focuses on theodicy within two traditions, in light of two of the most horrific and wide-scale examples of human suffering of the modern period, theodicies are present in all traditions premised on ethical theism.

Philosopher of religion John Hick arguably has provided one of the more enduring analyses of theodicy in contemporary religious discourse. According to Hick, the problem of evil within the context of theodicy is typically resolved in one of three ways: (1) the nature of evil is reformulated and its ability to generate challenges to the assumption of a good God and world are lessened; (2) the power and abilities of God are reconsidered—restricted—so as to avoid implicating God in human suffering; or (3) the nature or existence of God is questioned or denied.



2. Framing Theodicy.

 

Augustine argues that evil results from humans freely deciding to turn away from God. Augustine finds theological balance through a “principle of plenitude,” an idea that all possible kinds of existence found within the universe, whether good or bad, come together to form a perfect good. Within this cosmological structure, God, remaining unblemished by this misuse of free will, sees all things and acts to ensure a sense of harmony and balance. Irenaeus offers another option, one that incorporates a sense of human corruption and the perfection of God. His response to moral evil suggests that God created humans as imperfect, and the world involves a space in which humans improve themselves—better connect to the will of God. Hence, evil is a necessary part of the world in that humans grow and mature in God’s will through the sufferings they endure. Moral evil involves the potential for events and actions that are pedagogically significant.

For some, the resolution of human suffering, moral evil, offered by both Augustine and Irenaeus are faulty. The overwhelming horror of the slave trade and the Holocaust, for example, render the solution offered by both Augustine and Irenaeus morally empty and theologically bankrupt. And, instead of rethinking the nature of evil or the power of God, some scholars question the very existence of God. This position has had limited appeal. Instead, Augustine’s resolution of the conflict between the assumed character of God and the presence of human suffering has held sway over Christian thought in the West for centuries. One sees this perspective, for example, at work in much of what comes to shape the thought of the *Reformation and also more recent liberal and neo-orthodox theological positions. Liberal thinkers worked to theologically remove the stain of human sin through a great appeal to potential for human growth and development. Neo-orthodox thinkers, drawing more directly from Augustine, argued that liberal thought gave too much credit to humanity and failed to recognize the deep and abiding problematic of human behavior.

While numerous examples of human suffering generating energetic discussion of theodicy abound, within the modern period perhaps two have held the imagination of theologians with a firm grip: the Atlantic slave trade and the Jewish Holocaust.



3. Theodicy in the Western World: Two Examples.

 

3.1. African Americans and Theodicy. The spirituals reflect the earliest recorded account of African American consciousness regarding the issue of human suffering. These songs allowed the slaves opportunity to make sense of the world through a religious worldview while suffering from spiritual and moral evil. In addition, they offer a view of the black religious experience that considers the tragedy of suffering but seeks strength in opposition through Jesus Christ. In marked juxtaposition to a suffering servant model of Jesus, the biblical account of Jesus as the risen and therefore conquering Savior thrusts the African American oppressed of the Christian faith toward confidence in the midst of their suffering. The following Spiritual confirms this assertion:Ride on, King Jesus, 
Ride on, the conquering King. 
O, ride on King Jesus, 
Ride on. 
No man can hinder thee.




 




The model of the conquering Jesus allows the hope of evil coming to an end, through a partnership between Jesus and the enslaved. Further evidence of early African American theodicy-related questioning is found in various forms of protest and resistance literature. In the Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, published in 1829, David Walker addressed the “miseries and wretchedness” of the plight of blacks in North America. Walker’s theodical questioning emphasized human misuse of power as the core problem of theodicy. Walker further suggested that the ignorance and treacherous misfortune among African American slaves were experiences “God has suffered our fathers to be enveloped in for many ages, no doubt in consequence of their disobedience to their Maker” (Walker, 41). In this light, suffering for the enslaved had a pedagogical and, as a result, fruitful element within it.

Antislavery activist Maria Stewart warned in 1831 that tyranny against descendants of Africa would soon and firmly be eradicated by God. In accordance with her perspective on Scripture, Stewart did not conclude God sanctioned the suffering of African Americans. However, the fact that pervasive suffering existed among enslaved blacks prompted her to suggest that some form of merit was associated with it. For Stewart enslaved blacks were blinded by ignorance. Through suffering, blacks would someday “hearken unto the voice of the Lord” and on that day “the Lord will raise us up, and enough to aid and befriend us, and we shall begin to flourish.” Stewart concluded that such suffering existed in accordance with God’s permissive will, though it was temporary.

Bishop Henry McNeal Turner of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, one of the more outspoken churchmen of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, concluded that God in some way sanctioned evil for a divine function and purpose. This quandary leads to an understanding of suffering as having redemptive qualities. Utilizing the biblical sufferings of the Israelites and their struggles for freedom, Turner extracted that God sides with darker humanity’s plight in like fashion. As a result, Turner’s theodicy suggests that Africans were brought to the United States as slaves in order to receive Christianity and the secondary benefit of Western culture and norms.

Furthermore, motivated by a social gospel ideology, Reverend Reverdy Cassius Ransom, an early-twentieth-century churchman and activist, reasoned that white Christians had somehow lost the mandate of the *gospel, which offers freedom to all. Therefore, it was up to African Americans to express the true sense and meaning of Christ’s teachings and actions. In this regard, Ransom concluded that African Americans learned valuable lessons through their sufferings, which could be used to spiritually and socially develop North American society. The theodical result of this ideology is that suffering includes a refining quality and that African Americans benefited from this refining process to be equipped for a great service for God on earth.

Recent thinkers such as William Jones, an African American humanist, argues that African American theodical discourse fails to produce satisfactory responses to the problem of evil and suffering. For instance, he observes that black theology cannot identify in human history a “definitive event of liberation” for African Americans. Its theological reasoning collapses into the single question: Is God a white racist? To question whether or not God is a white racist in and of itself causes theological recoil. Yet, for Jones, having to entertain the very thought of divine one-sidedness renders God’s benevolence questionable. As a result, Jones advances the concept of secular humanism as an ideal for responding to human tragedy. Jones considers secular humanism his own theological position and a necessary step to broaden the theological circle to include a non-theistic model for assessing human suffering.

Though he holds secular humanism as a system best suited for dealing with the issue of evil and suffering, Jones promotes humanocentric theism as a second workable solution potentially more palatable to the black religious tradition. Through this approach, Jones affirms the ontological status of the human being as “cocreator of essential features of human existence.” This shared burden removes God’s overriding sovereignty and eradicates quietism through greater human participation. This theory exalts the status of humanity as essential and fully capable in the effort of securing the fulfillment of God’s plan on earth.

*Black theologian James Cone has offered a perspective to counter that of Jones and Pinn. In his book, God of the Oppressed, Cone states that the Jesus “of the biblical and black traditions is not a theological concept but a liberating presence in the lives of the poor in their fight for dignity and worth” (Cone, xiii). The affirmative nature of Cone’s words here draws him to the ultimate conclusion that God is indeed on the side of the oppressed. Along these lines Cone argues that the Christ event (the Christian understanding of the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus Christ) is, indeed, the ultimate proof that God sides with the oppressed.

*Womanist theologian Deloris Williams’ analysis of surrogacy and redemption offers yet another perspective about the role and meaning for suffering. She seeks to rethink the Christ event, placing priority on Christ’s ministry. In this case, instead of seeing Jesus as the ultimate surrogate figure, standing in the place of someone else, his strivings against oppression and injustice are emphasized. Suffering, therefore, is not a sacred act to be shared. Rather, one’s resistance to evil has primary existential impact. This, in turn, strengthens the oppressed to carry on under the weight of oppression.

Further assessing the experience of the sufferer (notably African American women), Williams advances a notion of a collective “wilderness” experience, which can be understood as shared among all African Americans. While black liberation theologians emphasize the exodus/liberation tradition, Williams gives serious attention to the wilderness experience in the exodus story, in which the ex-slaves grumbled against God and wanted not to bear responsibility for the work, consciousness and struggle associated with maintaining freedom. Conceptualizing the wilderness experience as the black religious experience promotes for Williams a view of African American suffering outside of a strictly “redemptive” framework. In this way, suffering, while tragic, becomes but an awful part of lived experience.

3.2. Jewish Thought and Theodicy. The troubling nature of moral evil has generated a great deal of consideration. Within Jewish thought, one sees this early in the book of Job found in the Hebrew Bible. Here the resolution is framed by the mysteries of God’s dealings with humans. Continuing periods of oppression, such as exile, were also met with theological inquiry as found in the books of the prophets in the Hebrew Bible. Discussion of the covenant between Jews and God often served as the cipher for such debates of theodicy. More recently, the death of millions of Jews during the mid-twentieth century, the Holocaust, was met with disbelief and horror. And the depth of this tragedy was not lost on philosophers, theologians and other religious thinkers: Was this suffering the result of sin, or were victims of the Holocaust innocent, thereby calling into question the character and purposes of God?

Some writers suggest that the suffering of the Jews is a consequence of sin. For some this involves recognition of their “participation” in the death of Christ. However, this, as one might imagine, is a difficult position to maintain for a variety of reasons. More common is an assumption that Jewish suffering is pedagogical in nature, the result of movement away from the will of God through a lack of adherence to the covenant between God and the people of Israel. In this situation, God is innocent of senseless suffering inflicted. Rather, the nature of suffering is altered: It is the consequence of human misdeeds, and therefore there is no innocent suffering. This is rejected by some because the level of suffering (unto death) is beyond any wrongdoing those who suffered could have conceivably committed, when one takes into consideration the twentieth-century Holocaust during which millions of Jews died. And furthermore, this theodicy of guilt does not account for the varying levels of moral accountability represented: Did small children who faced the ovens in death camps commit crimes that could merit such punishment? The killing that took place, from the perspective of some thinkers, was far too indiscriminate for such an explanation. The possibility of innocent suffering and disproportionate suffering remain viable. An alternate position involves serious attention to the concept of God, and in this way maintains the possibility of the sufferer being innocent of wrongdoing.

Philosopher Richard Rubenstein rejects efforts to address human suffering through a theodicy that remains committed to the power and ultimate authority of God. That is to say, modern suffering in the form of the Holocaust trumps the biblical witness to the righteousness and justice of God. To maintain belief in such a God requires holding God accountable for, perhaps the author of, extreme human suffering. Hence, according to Rubenstein, God is not sovereign over human life. No, God is the “source of nature,” and there is no special preference given to humans within this framework. Human suffering remains real and harmful. Rubenstein does not in this sense deny the existence of God. Instead he simply denies God’s intimate concern with and responsibility for the advancement of humanity.

See also GOD, DOCTRINE OF; Evil, PROBLEM OF; JUSTICE; PERSECUTION AND MARTYRDOM; SUFFERING.
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THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION

 

Theological education, though beset by the perpetual tensions resulting from the paradigm shifts that arise from time to time, represents the church’s ongoing responsibility to prepare its leadership for the future. The present state of theological education, however, bears the marks of its past struggles.

1. Meaning

2. Purpose

3. Its Institutions

4. The Theological Curriculum

5. The Publics Served

6. How Theologians Operate

7. The Globalization of Theological Education

8. A Perennial Tension


 


1. Meaning.

 

Theological education is about theologia and educare. In combination, they involve the “general” and the “particular,” respectively (Niebuhr). As such its meaning derives from this combination.

1.1. Theologia. For the Greeks epistēmē was true knowledge, and also an organized body of knowledge. The Latin also carried a dual meaning, where scientia, knowledge, was the habitus (habit) of the soul differentiating truth from error; it was also an enterprise of investigation and reflection. This dual meaning has affected theological education.

The clerical schoolmen introduced the term theologia after the eleventh century. For them, knowledge was hexis, an enduring characteristic of the soul, translated into the Latin, habitus. Theology was also habitus, a cognitive disposition and soul orientation having the character of knowledge. This dualism has since formed parallel understandings in Christendom.

1.1.1. Practical Habitus. The Augustinian-monastic tradition all along held theology to be practical habitus, having the primary character of wisdom, a salvation-oriented knowledge of God, even though it could be deepened and extended through study. However, it is something directly infused as a divine gift tied to faith, prayer, virtues and the like.

1.1.2. Cognitive Habitus. The Thomist school of thought, however, saw theology as a discipline, a “science,” a demonstrative undertaking in the Aristotelian sense. The medieval university regarded theologia, as cognitive habitus of the soul, a science, a discipline. A ratio studiorum was developed, together with a new set of literature on “the study of theology.” Theology as Aristotelian science was maintained from the thirteenth to the eighteenth centuries.

1.2. Educare. The Greeks saw education as pāideiā, or “culturing,” of an individual in ārete, or virtue of excellence (Jaeger). Education formed the “liberal man,” or the “man of affairs,” in Greek and Roman education, respectively. This viewpoint influenced European education for centuries.

Combining theologia and educare involved therefore “culturing” and formation. The seventeenth- and eighteenth-century metaphorical usage of “seminary” is here instructive. Clergy education was likened to “seed plants,” as those educated dispersed to spread virtues of piety, civility and learning (Gilpin, 1-2). 



2. Purpose.

 

From the early forms of patristic training to the era of the medieval university, the purpose was clergy education. Later, Schleiermacher saw theology as an effort specified for a particular community and its various needs for nurture and leadership (Schleiermacher).

The post-Schleiermacher encyclopaedists of the nineteenth century accepted the medieval’s singular purpose. However, the *Enlightenment meanwhile had introduced a sublime tension, a purely academic versus a purely vocational purpose. Since that time, both of these have been held in an uneasy tension.



3. Its Institutions.

 

3.1. Early Centers of Learning. Beginning in the second century there were centers at Alexandria, Antioch and Constantinople, featuring pedagogues. These were centers for *apologetics rather than training (Cohrs, 329). They emphasized catechetics and apologetics while focusing on educating the masses. There were catechumenal and catechetical schools. The former provided rudimentary instructions for probationers; the latter served the purpose of instruction in Christian doctrine and Christian life.

3.2. The Monastic School. The Middle Ages saw the rise of the monastic school, the first attempt at a truly formal clergy education, characterized by spirituality and discipline. It emphasized a life of meditation, prayer and study, including manual labor. The basic curriculum included instruction in the Psalter, *Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer. In addition there was instruction in the Athanasian Creed, exorcism, penitential office, evangelism and homilies, reading and writing, church music, calculating religious festivals, and Latin grammar (Cohrs, 330). Those who proceeded further studied Gregory’s Regula pastoralis, Isidore’s De officiis ecclesiasticis, and the pastoral epistle of Gelasius. Monks, in addition, studied the Benedictine rule, while canons studied the Regula de vita canonica. The most advanced studies were the Trivium (grammar, rhetoric and dialectic) and the Quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music).

3.3. The Cathedral School. In the eleventh and twelfth centuries the cathedral school became prominent, even overtaking the monastic school. Beginning at this time scholarly learning rose considerably due to a revival of classical learning. Though the cathedral school was employed for clergy education, it was really a locus of general learning (studium generale). Thus the formal education of ministers included classical studies. As scholarship became more intense, theology embodied the human effort of discerning and setting forth the revealed truth of God. This paved the way for academic study of theology under the schoolmen.

3.4. The Medieval University. Monastic and cathedral schools together formed the medieval university. The studia generalia, or liberal arts curricula, of the cathedral school were the basis. It was here that the full range of medieval studies first occurred. Beyond the foundational core in liberal studies followed philosophy, physics, ethics and finally theology, regarded as queen of medieval studies—in view, it was thought, of the supernatural origin of its principles (Farley, 38).

3.5. The Modern University. The modern university, said to begin with Halle (1694), was soon dominated by the agenda of the Enlightenment, which made rationalism supreme in theological studies. Theology became “a faculty of studies embracing particular scholarly disciplines” (Farley, 82). That led to a twofold purpose, with both practical and theoretical disciplines—the one having to do with disciplines that applied the truths of divine revelation to clerical duties; the other dealing with Scripture studies, church history and dogmatics. It is from this earlier twofold division that the now-familiar Hagenbach fourfold scheme developed. But when historical-critical method was brought to bear on Scripture, exegetical theology became an independent discipline, extricated from the dominant dogmatics, with its own literature and methods.

The twentieth century witnessed the rise of religious studies departments within the modern university, which blossomed in the 1960s. They were specifically designed for the academic study of religions, thus marking a departure from prior focus on the study of Christianity. This era coincided with the period of extension of European and North American-style theological education to the rest of the world.

3.6. The Seminary. Seminaries arose in the nineteenth century alongside modern university divinity schools. They were designed for training clergy along confessional lines. They were an innovation of the time, checking the excesses of private tutors that had arisen in later versions of “Reading Divinities.” They have served to preserve clergy education in one form or another since the rise of Andover in 1808. However, seminaries quickly adopted the historical-critical method and the fourfold curriculum of the universities, which was originally designed not for training pastors but for teaching specialists!



4. The Theological Curriculum.

 

Dogmatics, as a rational, dialectic inquiry, goes back to the medieval scholastics. Protestant theologians who followed them merely formed this inquiry into topics, or loci. That marked the birth of theological or dogmatic “science.” The fourfold disciplines of theology, arranged as dogmatics, church history, biblical studies and practical theology, later emerged to give theology a place in the modern research universities of the eighteenth century. However, prior to the days of the “Theological Enlightenment,” at the University of Halle, Augustus Francke had presented theology as a matter that concerned a practical Christian life. But when Halle became the center of the Theological Enlightenment, theology became purely academic.

In reaction to the Theological Enlightenment, groups such as Quakers, Baptists and Congregationalists, and later, Methodists, adopted “unorthodox” approaches to ministry education in a manner that attempted to recover the practical life of ministerial formation. For example, in colonial America, the reform of ministerial education was a priority for the Puritans, not least because of the perceived in-effectiveness of the recently migrated ministers who had trained in European universities—dubbed “Old Divinity” (Gilpin, 3, 32-34). Under the later Puritan program, dubbed “New Divinity,” ministerial formation was largely within the ecclesiastical context. But the multiform of training (called reading divinities) in the late eighteenth century exhibited failures that gave rise to seminaries.

From 1890 to 1920, the curriculum of many seminaries emphasized practical theology, under the influence of the newly emerging social sciences (Smith, 80). This marked the beginning of the now seemingly endless “practical subjects.” Tension developed between the pursuit of scholarly knowledge of the theological disciplines and a focus on ministerial tasks.

The tension between pure vocation and specialist disciplines has become a tightrope that theological educators walk. Back in 1903, William Rainey Harper struggled with how professional training and graduate education might be realized in a single institution (Cherry, 7). That tension persists. While the fourfold disciplines, developed along specialist lines, have largely characterized the curriculum since the eighteenth century, public expectations have been that they also serve to prepare for practical life and the tasks of ministry. These combined hopes have proved elusive. The many calls for reform in the twentieth century bear witness to deep dissatisfaction. Gilpin says no other discipline has been examined so intensely in recent years as the academic study of religion and graduate professional education for ministry (Gilpin, x).

The curriculum offered by seminaries today, in response to the training needs of a church whose nature, function and purpose Niebuhr once described as “uncertain,” has increasingly focused on adding more practical subjects. This phenomenon has led to overload of the curriculum, fueled by the elective system. Niebuhr described the curriculum as no longer a course of study but “studious jumps in various directions” (Niebhur, xviii). Edward Farley too notes that the standard three-year master of divinity (MDiv) in North American seminaries is dominated by an aggregate of relatively “independent disciplines,” “one course exposure,” a “mélange of introductions” (Farley, 14, 15).



5. The Publics Served.

 

At one time theological education attempted to serve a threefold public of church, nation and academy, though not always successfully. Thus it was concerned with piety, civility and learning, respectively. In North America these were once “complementary purposes” that formed “the social presupposition of the seminary ideal” (Gilpin, 4-5; Cherry, 29-53). From time to time the question arises over justification for the “public good” served by theological education. This, to some extent, helps foster healthy self-criticism among theologians and within their institutions, while at the same time it has proved subversive.

Serving the church public concerns clergy education or the “theological task of churchly formation” (Gilpin, 40). Serving the national public requires a “public voice” (Gilpin), seeking to influence the moral conscience of society and impact key social operatives. Serving the academy means contributing to the advancement of pure knowledge. However, the ability of theological institutions to continue to serve these publics simultaneously is in serious doubt. In a post-Christian Europe and to some extent in North America, the issue of the public good has become a moot point because theologians “have lost sight of their public” (Gilpin). Critical discussion of the public good served by theological institutions has, however, seldom surfaced in parts of Africa, Asia and Latin America, even though this is crucial in their forging a clear identity and direction.



6. How Theologians Operate.

 

The approach adopted by academic theologians in the course of duty is characteristically insular. The tendency is “isolation of theology from civic discourse” (Gilpin, 40). The apparent inability of academics to fully engage the general and informed public is nowhere more serious than in theological education. The approach of theology from a purely academic perspective often calls an inquirer to take a “detached” posture. If emphasis is purely academic, need for personal engagement with the subject of inquiry is not readily apparent. Rediscovery and infusing the virtues of piety, civility and learning is therefore one challenge facing theological education (Banks).

There remains a vital need for theologizing in a manner that better engages the lay public. In Africa, Asia and Latin America, for example, what might be termed “folk theologizing” is quite vibrant—on street corners, at beaches, market places and so forth. A serious effort at digging into the theological significance of this for church and society still begs for attention.

Yet even the usual content of theological education has room for innovation. For example, Africa has a vast repertoire of oral data, hymnology, linguistic frames and so forth, waiting to be mined and to be engaged by Scripture, in an attempt truly to touch the inner core of the people. The linguistic mines that constitute African languages and vernaculars, with potential for introducing functional theological vocabularies to address that core, provide just a few illustrations.



7. The Globalization of Theological Education.

 

The twentieth century witnessed the center of Christianity shift to the South (Walls, 45). However, scholarship, particularly theological education, in Africa, Asia and Latin America, remains deeply tied to Europe and North America. The last quarter of the twentieth century witnessed attention to *globalization (ATS). While the American Association of Theological Schools says globalization is about *mission to the entire world, others say globalization, though having a theological basis in a truly “Catholic” sense, implies multiplicity of perspectives, not uniformity (Gonzalez and Gonzalez, 14). A delicate balance must be struck between universality and particularity. The power struggle in the globalization debate has at times resulted in suspicion and outright resistance, as theologians from Africa, Asia and Latin America clamor for “de-Europeanization of theology,” (Gonzalez and Gonzalez, 20, 21) and as voices are raised on behalf of marginalized groups in North America (Thistlethwaite, 29-30).

The tendency toward proliferating weak programs in the growth areas of the world makes them vulnerable to unhealthy and paternalistic influences in an era of globalization. Whereas knowledge grows through healthy collaboration, collaboration is as necessary locally as it is internationally. Collaboration is best fostered by mutual respect and dignity, not by paternalism or the strong preying on the weak.



8. A Perennial Tension.

 

A current fundamental issue of theological education is, in a sense, the theory-practice tension that relates study to vocation. This is critical because the “three disciplines”—exegetical, historical and dogmatic theology—are not the theory of the “fourth” (practical theology)! Their interrelationship into a unity has been put into question (Farley, 1983). The challenge for theological education remains how to bridge the seemingly irreconcilable lines of this tension. Jenkins says, while “creative and responsible relationship between theology as an academic subject and theology as a necessary contribution to the perennial task of the Christian churches . . . is difficult to maintain, theology . . . cannot be done without theologians, as Christianity without its tradition and history is irresponsible sectarianism” (Jenkins, 344).

The twentieth century witnessed a flurry of debates about reform of theological education, largely with respect to its relevance. Is the need of the hour “giving meaningful account of our current technological life” (Miller, 113-14)? Is it time for another paradigm shift, and in what direction? When a paradigm shift occurs in theological education, will it escape eventual formalism, and will it be spared this perennial tension that has dogged theology all along? Time will tell.

See also THEOLOGICAL METHOD.
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THEOLOGICAL METHOD

 

Theological method involves how theologians construct and evaluate theologies and the way they justify their theological approach. At issue here is also the meaning of theology or what the theological process involves. For a beginning orientation informed by the discussion that follows, theology may be viewed as the mutual interaction between our knowledge of God (Christian faith or the Judeo-Christian tradition) and our experiences (culture, life), while preserving the normative character of Scripture. Doing theology is missional, for it participates in what God is doing in the world and anticipates the fulfillment of God’s project of a renewed creation. In simpler terms doing theology involves a transformational correlation between the Bible and life for the sake of advancing God’s reign in Christ.

1. A Global Orientation

2. A Theodramatic Proposal


 


1. A Global Orientation.

 

For a description of the global ferment and related proposals on the meaning and significance of theological method, we will explore biblical-historical and contextual perspectives for renewed understanding and practice. We will begin by recognizing the plurality of theological approaches in contemporary theologies. Next we will engage in a conversation on the Bible and theological methods with the goal of affirming yet reorienting method in biblical-theological and *mission-oriented ways.

1.1. From Uniformity to a Plurality of Theologies and Methods. The actual term theology appeared relatively late in the history of the church. Yet long before the term was used, the phenomenon itself—knowledge of God as it interacts with human experiences—was very much part of the Bible, even the early Christian movement of the first eleven centuries (Brueggemann; Farley). The premodern senses of the study of theology involved both the formation of a Christian disposition and a discipline that issues in a body of Christian teachings (Farley, 31-34). In the West, theology’s double reference as habitus and as scientia remained intact from the twelfth century to the Enlightenment, even if the development of theology as a science became more and more pronounced in this second period. From the seventeenth century to the present, this double reference—theology as knowledge (wisdom) and as a discipline (science)—virtually disappeared from the Euro-American theological schools. Theology became primarily intellectual, and Christianity was understood in terms of a set of *doctrines (Farley, 39).

Times have changed. With the collapse of Euro-American (Western) dominance in Christian theology, there is an increased recognition of a polycentric world and a polycentric world Christianity, with emphasis on many theological centers (Bediako; Dyrness, 1990; Sanneh; Tracy 1994, 5, 22). History is replaced with histories and theology with theologies. A rereading of the Bible with new eyes—Asian, African, Latin American and other perspectives—has strained the historical categories that Euro-Americans have developed, thus leading to the recognition of diversity of theological forms and categories (Dyrness 1997, 8-9). The future beckons for a truly catholic Christianity that honors unity-in-diversity in both church and theology.

Non-Western theologies often take one of four forms: confessional/denominational, liberation, inculturation or dialogue with religions. The mainstream approach theologizes from the official or confessional stance of a tradition. Theologians from different church traditions (e.g., Roman Catholic, mainline Protestant, evangelical, Eastern Orthodox, Anabaptist, Pentecostal/charismatic) draw from their specific theological emphases and practices to bring to light their distinctive responses to cultural challenges (Tracy 1994, 120-30). Generally, this way of doing theology also expresses itself in the more conventional forms of philosophical (or apologetic), *systematic and practical theologies of a particular Christian tradition.

Inculturation, or *contextualization, is another major theological approach. It concerns “the process of proclaiming and explaining the Gospel in a language a particular people understands” (de Mesa, 54). This means that we “can tell our faith to our own culture and in our language to our own people” (Ariajah quoted by de Mesa, 55). In this way, Christian life and thought seeks to penetrate the most profound depth of a people’s soul and culture by making explicit use of cultural idioms, resources and practices (de Mesa, 56).

Liberation theologies address the problem of massive poverty and political oppression in various parts of the globe. They give voice to God’s activity and transforming grace among the victims of modern history. *Liberation theologies favor a praxis-based rethinking of Christian theology. Indeed, the revolutionary impact of liberation theology lies more in the role of method as critical reflection on Christian praxis (Bevans, 73).

Finally, theologies of dialogue with other religions reflect another theological approach. The shapes of theological expression (e.g., synthesis, accommodation, instruction, cooperation) reflect an openness to other religions, recognizing God’s activity in them and trying to see how they are related to God’s unique revelation in Christ (Samuel and Sugden, 122). How Christians relate to other faiths in belief and in action remains critical for Asian churches (and beyond) as they seek to avoid religious conflicts and maintain respect for each other’s religious traditions. In sum, theologians from outside the West often engage their cultures from a more consciously practical and missiological stance, with the larger goal of transforming cultures from within (Bosch, 27-28). Issues of confessional distinctiveness and loyalties, cultural identity, massive poverty and dialogue with the religions play prominent roles in doing theology.

Compared to non-Western theologies, Euro-American theologians tend to be more intellectual and *hermeneutical in their theological approaches. In many ways, this tradition of theologizing goes back to the Latin fathers, best exemplified by Augustine. Contemporary Euro-American theologians are more inclined to appropriate conceptual schemes (e.g., religio-philosophical, cultural-anthropological) as analytic tools to open up either the meaning of Scripture or of human experience and as conceptual allies in exploring and defending Christian faith in a secularized (modern or postmodern) environment (Badham, 3-23; Vanhoozer 2002, 15-24) (see Modernism and Postmodernisms). Moreover, the religious question for Euro-Americans continues to be the secular crisis of nonbelief. Theological discourses focus more on the reasonableness of the faith, seeking to address the crises of cognitive claims in a pluralist context (Branson and Padilla, 320-21; Mudge and Poling, 127). Admittedly, there exist Euro-American post-Holocaust and political theologies with sensitivities and concerns that parallel the liberation theologies in Latin America. There are also North American *black and *feminist theologies that extend the dialogue between Christian faith and the concern for freedom and dignity with respect to race and gender relations (Badham, 6-7, 16-19). But the more traditional theological issue in the North Atlantic remains the intellectual challenges of the Enlightenment to the Christian faith. In this vein, the newness of postmodern theologies (also a reaction to the Enlightenment) reflects an improved holistic framework of theological reflection that retrieves a much needed focus on narrative and agency (Dyrness 1997; Frei; Murphy; Raschke; Vanhoozer 2005).

Newer typologies of method emphasize the influences of global flows and processes in practicing theology. On the one hand, there are global theological flows, theologies that find relatively wide acceptance in churches worldwide (e.g., theologies of liberation, feminist theologies, theologies of ecology and of human rights). On the other hand, *globalization elicits a counterreaction of cultural logics, a strong assertion of the inner logics of cultural identity among the different regions of the world (e.g., antiglobalism, ethnification, primitivism) (Schreiter, 14-27).

1.2. The Bible and Theological Methods. From a biblical point of view, how should we view this phenomenon of plurality of theologies and theological approaches? Is it a sign of progress or regress in Christian theology? Are there such things as biblically-oriented theological methods? Or, in other words, does the Bible provide us with guidelines on the matter of theological methods? The following discussion presupposes that the Bible does provide us with principles and guidelines to affirm and renew our efforts at theological construction.

1.2.1. Theological Method and the Gospel. Theological method should flow from the reality and the challenge of the *gospel of the reign of God. The gospel is first of all the good news that God’s reign has arrived in Christ. It calls for metānoiā, which literally means “to think differently” or “to turn.” It involves a call for everyone to consider and believe the full implications of God’s reign present to us in the person of Jesus Christ (cf. Mk 1:14-15). In the West, this has often been read as highlighting the discontinuity of the gospel with modern experience and secularity. Representing other Western theologians, Lesslie Newbigin argues, for instance, that the secularity of Western public culture has driven any “religion” to the margins so that simply a listening mode to modern culture would be self-defeating. Foundationally, however, as theologians of contextualization would insist, the gospel as an announcement implies universal communication and intelligibility. The gospel thus assumes the principle of continuity, not just discontinuity, with human experiences. As D. J. Hall puts it, “While the core of the Christian message (as good news) is discontinuous with human experience, the message is nevertheless intended to human beings and must therefore in some way be, or become, continuous (good news) with their experience” (Hall, 327).

African theologians such as Kwame Bediako and John Mbiti go beyond mere communication to assert the dimension of continuity. For them, turning and believing in the gospel opposes substitution and total negation of cultures. Rather, it proposes the redirection of life and cultures toward the newness that Christ brings. In terms of method, this image of “turning” could be invoked to view the continuity-discontinuity dynamic between biblical faith and culture. The theological correlation between faith and culture could then mean a transformational correlation, which implies acceptance, confrontation and re-formation of cultures and experiences in view of God’s project in the world.

1.2.2. Theological Method and Revelation. God’s action in creation through God’s people grounds itself in the very nature of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The outworking of God’s purposes in creation, the incarnation and the outpouring of the Spirit serve as the grounding and norm for Christian action. Here the “theological” is not simply “hermeneutical,” for the theological vision, which is also an empowering horizon, grounds itself in the possibility and actuality of restored creation and humanity in Christ. Building on the theme of continuity and embodiment, theological methods thus attempt a discerning correlation between Christian action and divine action. Theology reflects on God’s action in creation and articulates the grounding and placement of Christian forms of life within God’s project of creational renewal (Dyrness 1997). This proffers a critical rereading and thus, reenacting of Scripture as God’s people in history guided by the Holy Spirit. Here then is a key foundation for the use of Scripture in the church’s mission, where embodiment and agency play key roles in theological construction (Gener, 150-53). This is also the foundation for making theology truly practical as it seeks to implement methods and practices by which women and men interact with God to fulfill the divine intent for human life (Willard, 14-15).

From a Christ-centered emphasis in biblical *revelation, North American theologian David Tracy retrieves a twofold understanding of biblical *Christology with renewed significance for theological method: Jesus Christ as God’s self-revelation is not just Word in the form of divine presence (logos) but also Word in the form of disruptive proclamation (kerygma). Recalling the twofold understanding of the Word in John’s Gospel (Jn 1:1-14), Tracy revisits the theme of continuity-discontinuity in theology. Jesus Christ as both Logos and Kerygma affirms that other cultures and religions truly have seeds of the Word in them that find their fulfillment in the fullness of Christ. But there is more. If Jesus Christ embodies both Logos and Kerygma, then both the sacramental/ritual element (which attests to Christ’s continuing presence in the world) and the proclamatory dimension of Christian faith (which points to Christ’s message in the Bible) need to be held together and affirmed. Word as disruption and as continuing presence complement each other, even if manifestation through symbols and rituals needs to be qualified by the priority of proclamation. In the Old Testament, the same direction is evident. The “numinous” remains present through Israel’s communal rites and symbols even if the Hebraic faith is clear that “the Word outweighs the numinous . . . the instruction through the Torah overcomes any manifestation through an image” (Ricoeur, 56). Or as M. I. Wallace explains: “The mystery of the sacred [in the cosmos] is not to be annihilated by the Word, but rather taken up into the Word’s reemployment of cosmic symbolism as a support for the new history and new language revealed by God to the community” (Wallace, 37).

Preverbal religious expressions in the form of meditation, rituals and symbols are equally important to biblical instruction and teaching in light of Christian revelation. Theologies of inculturation and of dialogue with the religions draw from this duality of Christian revelation in Jesus Christ. Cultural idioms and experiences as well as religious and philosophical thought can be sources of theologizing, not just the Bible. This christological orientation also leads to the appropriation of the visual and the bodily in theologizing, not just the didactic dimensions of biblical faith.

1.2.3. Theological Method and Literary Forms. As God’s way of communicating with God’s people, Holy Scripture, like our ordinary ways of speaking, utilizes many forms of speech. As J. Goldingay says, “Faith in scripture is not a mere formal matter: It rests on paying attention to words in their diversity” (Goldingay, 3). Understanding Scripture then means honoring this pluriformity of speech in the Bible (e.g., narrative, law, prophecy, gospel) with appropriate attention to the historical situations in which these diverse words are spoken.

Interestingly, theologians (and churches) tend to favor a particular biblical genre or book in their theological approaches, be it *doctrine, apocalyptic, history, poetic or story (Vanhoozer 2002, 31; Tracy 1994, 126-27; Bautista). Yet the presence of diverse literary forms in the Bible resists a reductionistic “one-size-fits-all approach to the Bible-theology relation” (Vanhoozer 2002, 31). Different literary forms invite diversity of theologies and theological expressions for churches throughout the world (Yung, 223-33, Bautista).

This recognition of diversity of biblical forms connects well with the reality of Christian formation. Linking the literary element with the role of agency, shaping a person’s or a nation’s faith and character, is a complex, multilayered process. The Bible, which plays a critical role in such formation, must also be complex and multilayered in order to achieve its object. Sometimes it seems as if the Bible’s “imperative” nature is its dominant function (cf. Torah, the prophets, Sermon on the Mount). Altogether, passages that proffer commands lend the Bible an overwhelming aura of authority. But the imperative mood should not be allowed to eclipse the many other, non-imperative moods and forms in Scripture—the dialogues, the parables, the consolations and the promises, for example. Beyond its imperatives, the Bible serves the community by revealing faithful expressions of worship and lament, the pleasures of literary art, sexuality and even skepticism.

The presence of diverse Scriptural forms of communication provides a necessary impetus for plurality of theological expressions and continues to inspire the recognition of “new explosions of different forms (narrative, ritual, symbol, concept)” in contemporary global theologies (Tracy 1997, 128; Yung 223-33).

1.2.4. Theological Method, History and Dialogue. Scripture reveals God in *history. God’s word is in history—it is history told with the confessional purpose of highlighting God’s action in creation. By God’s self-revelation in the history of Israel and of Jesus Christ, God reveals to people the meaning of events and generates an interpersonal dialogue between God and human beings as well as among human beings. History thus emerges as a “project” where God intends to accomplish the divine plan of salvation (Croatto, 9). The presence of God in history as revealed in the Bible thus affirms and challenges human activities and practices. It can be said that theologies of praxis and liberation draw from this dialogical matrix of God being in history and creation. Such historical understanding has also led to a recognition of the situational character of biblical writings, a renewed appreciation of the logic of narrative, the importance of the role of tradition in theologizing and new ways of understanding God’s character (Dyrness 1997).

One could see in the Bible the many ways the past has been appropriated in the life of God’s people that they may be able to live discerningly in the present. As B. D. Napier comments of the Old Testament,we have in the Old Testament no past which has not already been appropriated in the present, and so appropriated as to be in the present, to live in the present. [The past] was past, but it now is. . . . The event lives in faith. . . . As such, it is . . . not so much . . . merely memorialized as reexperienced—created and lived again. (quoted by McClendon, 33)




 




Doing theology then calls for reflection and dialogue between the past and the present, between our knowledge of God’s will and our contemporary experiences. It is aware of “the variety of messages that appear in the Bible” in different situations, and it perceives “which of these messages has special relevance to us or to the people we have to minister to” (Goldingay, 260). A rereading of the Bible from the Latin American situation, for instance, has opened up the understanding of God’s salvific action in history as liberation of the oppressed. Here the history of the exodus and of Jesus Christ have become the primary models of how God acts in history on behalf of the poor and the oppressed. Even if Christ’s act of liberation from sin transcends political liberation, it nevertheless includes it (Gutiérrez, 168-78). Feminist theologies also engage in rereading and reappropriating the Bible from the point of view of women’s experience of oppression and marginalization.

1.2.5. Theological Method, Community and Discipleship. The practice of theology is inseparable from Christian discipleship and community. The formation of the Bible itself attests to this relationship. Scripture witnesses to formative relationships, or even dialogues, existing between the human authors and God, and between the writings themselves and the faith communities that eventually regarded these writings as sacred. God speaks to people but people also respond to God, with this exchange often dramatized and represented by the authors and the traditioning (interpretive) processes present within the Bible itself. There is thus a reflexive relation between creation of scriptures and creation of faith community (Bautista).

The inseparability of theology from community formation can be expressed in another way. The fact that the gospel is always embodied in a culture calls for discernment. This cultural embodiment points us to the reality of the church (cf. the story of Pentecost). “The New Testament knows nothing of a relationship with Christ which is purely mental and spiritual, un-embodied in any of the structures of human relationship. . . . It is an embodied relationship and the body is—in principle—the whole body of believers” (Newbigin 1969, 106, 109). Hence one could insist on the inextricable link between the church and the gospel. The witness of the Christian community in a local setting is itself part of the gospel for that particular culture. More precisely the church is the concrete communal base by which the meaning of the gospel could be embodied and discerned thoughtfully in different contexts and situations (cf. Newbigin 1989, 222-33). This discernment is facilitated through the practice of theology. Theological methods should therefore be attuned to tools that help analyze, describe and move the church to life-giving action (Browning; Wijsen et al.).

Thus a global orientation in theology is ultimately pastoral and missiological (cf. Yung). For theology assists in the mission of the church as well as the formation of Christ’s disciples (cf. 2 Cor 3:6, “letters of Christ”) among the different local and regional churches throughout the world. For the story of the church in local situations reveals both the liberating power of the gospel and its cultural domestication. The measure of any good theology thus requires a determination about whether or not faithful Christian disciples are being formed in Christ’s body spread throughout the world. As such it can only be done through the power of the Spirit of Christ working to renew both the church and the world for the glory of living God (cf. Jn 14:26; 16:12; Rom 8:18-27).

T. D. Gener and L. Bautista



2. A Theodramatic Proposal.

 

The apostle Paul may have been thinking of doxology rather than dogmatics, but his exhortation to the church applies to doing theology as well: “all things should be done decently and in order” (1 Cor 14:40). To ask what this means in a polycentric, pluralistic world is to raise the urgent question of theological method.

The first issue is this: are we looking for a general method that theologians find useful but whose credentials are not derived from theology itself or a method peculiar to theology that is informed from the start by a particular understanding of God and God’s word? This article surveys some problems associated with the first option and the possibilities associated with the second.

2.1. Faith Seeking Understanding: How? Where? Whose? Anselm’s celebrated definition of theology—faith seeking understanding—remains serviceable. Theology is the cognitive and passionate endeavor to know and love the God of the gospel and to demonstrate this understanding in forms of obedient speech and practice. The object of understanding is ultimately God but proximately the Bible.

The Bible is the soul of theology that guides the body of Christ. The church reads Scripture in order to know God and to be formed unto godliness. Theological method thus involves moving from the text (sacra pagina) to truth (sacra doctrina) and then from truth to its application in specific contexts of life. Understanding is the operative term, but theologians have turned to a variety of ancillary disciplines for help in reading the Bible, formulating truth and practicing their faith.

Understanding involves grasping the relationship between what the Bible says about God and what we know about the contemporary situation. The ingredients of theological understanding include Scripture, reason and experience. And because there is a history of Christian understanding, theological method must also attend to church tradition. The presence of certain “helping” disciplines, however, often inclines theologians to give more weight to one of these factors than the others.

With the rise of the medieval university, for example, theology became a schoolroom activity (hence the term “scholastic”) complete with textbooks, a “handmaiden” (viz., philosophy) and a set of conceptual tools drawn largely from Aristotle’s logic and metaphysics. Reading the Bible in community for edification (lectio) gave way to a formal procedure of argumentation (disputatio) about its revealed propositional content. Theological method, reconstituted as the science of God, aimed to translate biblical descriptions of God in terms of metaphysical categories (e.g., substance, infinite, cause).

Many non-Western theologians, along with Western postmoderns, wonder why medieval and modern conceptions of theological science should be the only ways to speak of God “decently and in order.” Here are three common objections to traditional theological method: (1) “It is modern and hence obsolete.” (2) “It is theoretical and hence impractical.” (3) “It is Western and hence imperialist.” Yesterday’s timeless universal truths today stand unconcealed as Western academic preferences. In an era of world Christianity, academic approaches too often appear detached from the cultural and sociopolitical realities of everyday life. The plethora of alternative approaches to theological method now in the world marketplace are in part reactions, sometimes legitimate and sometimes exaggerated, to the West’s millennium-long monopoly on method.

2.2. Should Theological Method Go Local? The contemporary “turn to context” highlights the interpreter’s situatedness, challenges the exegetical presumption of objectivity, and recovers the pastoral and practical dimension of biblical interpretation (Charry). Yet theology needs to proceed carefully as it seeks to balance its new-found “glocal” (global + local) responsibilities (see Local Theologies).

2.2.1. Exaggerating “The One”: Losing Cultural Differences. The temptation of conservative theology is to conserve: to preserve the self-same content in different contexts. The message of the gospel is considered unchanging; local cultural forms are merely vehicles for conveying the essential, permanent deposit of truth. Doing contextual theology is on this view a matter of importing the self-same doctrinal kernel into new cultural husks (Bevans; Clark). However, in their haste to move from biblical text to contemporary context, these theologians fail to make productive use of the local culture’s insights or to recognize the cultural beam in their own eyes.

2.2.2. Exaggerating “The Many”: Losing the Unity of the Gospel. Those delivered from their methodological bondage to Western forms of logic and criticism tend to celebrate particularity (i.e., specific sociocultural identities). Indeed, the proliferation of ethnic theologies is one of the hallmarks of twenty-first-century Christianity. The challenge of this ethnification of theology is to prevent contextual difference from trumping textual sameness. There is danger in letting one’s own experience, Western or non-Western, become the framework for interpreting the Bible (Lindbeck). Theologies that attend to context must beware of not becoming mere expressions of context. Biblical authority inevitably suffers when the correlation of text and context is symmetrical, a dialogue of equals.

Theology is always contextual. Yet we should resist the ethnification of theology when it reinforces parochialism or fosters a hermeneutics of advocacy on behalf of a single interest group only. Insofar as their particular cultural vantage point gives them insights into Scripture that we would otherwise miss, however, ethnic theologies make a positive contribution to the catholic church. At their best, ethnic theologies are local instantiations of the faith of the church universal, where “universal” stands not for something supracultural but multicultural—catholicity, the whole church as it is extended in space and time. Adjectives such as “African,” “Asian American,” “German Lutheran” remain qualifiers, not identifiers, when our identity is ultimately “in Christ.”

2.3. Theological Method and “The Method”: A Dramatic Proposal. It was Aristotle who declared that those who wish to succeed must ask the right preliminary questions. If the right preliminary question for theology is “How can human creatures speak of God?” it is not clear how other disciplines—natural sciences, social sciences, arts and humanities—can be of much help. Karl Barth rightly insists that the method of theology must correspond to its subject matter: the self-revelation of God.

2.3.1. The Core Principle: The Gospel as Theodrama. Understanding is largely a matter of grasping the relation between the parts and the whole of a subject matter. Theologians must therefore make a judgment as to what Christianity is all about (Kelsey, 4-10). At the core of Christianity lies neither a philosophy nor a system of morality nor a social or political program but a gospel: news about what the good God has done in the history of Israel that climaxes in Jesus Christ. Christianity is about a divine doing, a theodrama (theos + draō = God-doing). The Bible not only shows and tells but plays an active role in the great drama of redemption put into motion by the speech and action of God.

In a theodramatic paradigm, we may view the Bible as a script; doctrine as theatrical direction; and the church as part of the on-going performance of salvation. Theology—aided by a new helping discipline, dramaturgy (= the working of drama)—is faith seeking theodramatic understanding: an understanding of what God has said and done and an understanding of what disciples must say and do in response (Vanhoozer 2005). On this view of the whole, the task of theology has less to do with formulating grand theoretical systems than with helping disciples—the supporting actors—to understand the play and their part in it. An added benefit: in one form or another, drama (unlike philosophy) is found in virtually all cultures of the world.

2.3.2. The Canonic Principle: Holy Script. The Bible is the divinely authorized and hence normative specification of the play. God, as playwright, weaves together the voices of his commissioned witnesses, the prophets and apostles, who together present Jesus Christ. The Bible is God’s word written because God speaks in and through the diverse authorial voices that comprise the canon. The Bible is the theologians’ holy script. The “canonic” principle stipulates that theology, regardless of its context, must accord with the Scriptures if it does not want to proclaim and perform some gospel other than that of Jesus Christ. The primary aim of theology is to transform and conform our minds (including the imagination) and lives to the world made new in Jesus Christ.

Theodramatic method affirms the new-found interest in story or narrative but goes further by emphasizing the embodied nature of our witness to the meaning and truth of the Bible. In the context of drama, interpretation means performance. We demonstrate our understanding of the theodrama by faithful and fitting performances here and now. Doctrine helps us to understand what has already been done (by the triune God) and what remains to be done (by us).

Theological method belongs less to theoretical science than to practical reason or phronesis. It is as much concerned with design sfor living as with systems of knowledge. Theology’s task is ongoing, not because the gospel changes but because the historical stage, cultural scenery and intellectual setting of the church—the company of gospel players—is constantly changing. Doctrine serves the church by helping to form disciples with good judgment: the ability to discern what is fitting for Christian disciples to say and do in particular contexts.

2.3.3. The Catholic Principle: A Pentecostal Plurality. Because no single interpretative approach or community will discern all that there is to be gleaned from the Scriptures, theodramatic method also espouses a “catholic” principle, which stipulates that the ethnic and social diversity of the church is the enabling condition for an enriched and enlarged understanding. We must take care not to make the adjectival qualifiers of confessional theology (e.g., *Lutheran, *Reformed, Baptist, Greek Orthodox, etc.) or of contextual theology (e.g., *black, *feminist, *African, *Asian, etc.) into autonomous substantives of their own. It takes all these adjectival approaches to hear the fullness of what God is saying in Scripture to the church.

There is already cultural and experiential diversity in the Bible, as well as a diversity of literary forms—modes of cognition and experience—all coordinated by their common service to the gospel. A canonically-centered catholic tradition that includes voices from past and present, North and South, East and West, thus corresponds to the nature of the Bible itself. To affirm a “Pentecostal plurality” is to acknowledge that it takes many interpretative communities spanning many times, places and cultures in order fully to appreciate the rich, thick meaning of Scripture.

2.3.4. The Contextual Principle: Wise Practice. Theodramatic method encourages disciples to view everyday life as the stage on which to pursue and to demonstrate faith’s search for understanding. It is therefore well situated to respond to the greatest change in the next Christendom: the rejection of “our Enlightenment-derived assumption that religions should be segregated into a separate sphere of life, distinct from everyday reality” (Jenkins, 141).

The mission of theology is to continue the evangelical action by responding to the prompts of Word and Spirit in culturally appropriate manners. The apostle Paul “improvised” the gospel for non-Jewish listeners in Asia Minor and Rome. In similar fashion, the Council of Nicaea improvised the doctrine of the *Trinity in suggesting that homoousios was a “fit” concept to express the implicit logic of the Scriptures in terms appropriate to fourth-century intellectual culture. To participate fittingly in the drama of redemption requires good judgment: not common but “canon sense” that grasps what God is doing in Christ and “context-sense” that discerns how to bear a creative yet faithful witness to the gospel in particular cultural and intellectual settings far removed from first-century Palestine.

2.4. Conclusion: How to Dialogue in Diaspora. We conclude with three theses that respond to the objections to theological method above: (1) Theology is biblical, attuned to the Spirit’s polyphonic and multiperspectival speaking, a rich and imaginative resource for cultivating canon-sense. (2) Theology is polyphonic and multiperspectival, a scripted-yet-spirited performance that comprises church tradition, a rich resource for cultivating catholic sensibility. (3) Theology is sapiential, a form of practical wisdom that seeks to embody the will of God, the mind of Christ and the fruit of the Spirit in new situations.

Genuinely to understand Scripture is to know how to perform it here and now, not simply what it meant or how it applied there and then. African, Asian, *Latin American and *North American theology are best seen as types of regional theater—performance traditions that show how to embody the biblical text in their respective contexts. Those who cannot see their own cultural conditioning are doomed to repeat it. It is therefore for the sake of faithful, corrective, yea even creative biblical interpretation that Western theologians need to attend to how the Bible is being read and practiced in the non-Western world (and vice versa).

Christians from all parts of the world can learn from the past and from other Christian communities how best to put on Christ in new contextual scenes. Individual congregations (local theater) should draw upon the resources of confessional traditions (regional theater) and the ecumenical creeds (masterpiece theater). The local church is a contextualized performance of the catholic church: the universal church made particular, visible and concrete.

We come to an enriched understanding of the Scriptures by seeing what other faithful interpreters have made of it. The conceptual grid of cultures where the gospel is still new may slash through the jungles of established theological habits and renew readings of Scripture in cultures where the gospel is long-established (Clark, 118). This is not to say that anything goes. The canonic principle keeps us centered; the catholic principle keeps us bounded. Doing theology demands both canon sense and catholic sensibility.

In the final analysis, however, theology is not about us, the supporting actors. It is about the divine playwright and his play. It is about preparing the bride of Jesus Christ for her final wedding scene. Theological method succeeds when it equips the church to speak truly, live justly, and act in ways that befit her spouse—and when it equips individuals to think and live in right relation to the triune God.

K. J. Vanhoozer

 

See also CONTEXTUALIZATION; DOCTRINE; DOGMA; HERMENEUTICS; SCIENTIFIC THEOLOGY; SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY; THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION.
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TIME

 

Time is that dimension of reality whose constituents are ordered by the earlier/later than relations. As such it is distinct from space. The brevity of the present article belies the enormous theological significance of one’s concept of time.

1. Is Time Real?

2. Is Time Substantival or Relational?

3. Is Time Linear or Cyclic?

4. Is Time Tensed?

5. What Is God’s Relationship to Time?

6. Is Time Finite or Infinite?


 


1. Is Time Real?

 

Most fundamental is the question of whether time is even real. Certain monistic religions which construe ultimate reality to be an absolutely undifferentiated whole regard time, with its distinctions between earlier and later events, as illusory. For example, in Advaita Vendanta Hinduism, the ultimate, all-embracing reality, or Brahman, is beyond all differences and distinctions, so that temporal relations and distinctions between events, while of practical importance, are part of the realm of illusion (maya) and therefore unreal. By contrast nonmonistic religions such as Dvaita Vendanta Hinduism or those in the Judeo-Christian tradition take time to be an objective feature of at least the contingent world. Given the pervasiveness and ineradicability of our experience of the world as temporal, the person who denies the veridicality of that experience has an enormous burden of proof to bear if he is to convince us that time is illusory. In the face of our temporal experience, arguments for a timeless view of reality, like Zeno’s celebrated paradoxes of motion or McTaggart’s paradox of tenses, take on the air of recalcitrant brain-teasers rather than successful defeaters of time’s reality; moreover, solutions to these problems can be and have been proposed.



2. Is Time Substantival or Relational?

 

A second fundamental issue with possible theological ramifications is whether time is to be construed substantivally or relationally. On a substantival understanding time is a thing which exists independently of any events. On a relational view, time cannot exist independently of all events but is in some way constituted by the occurrence of events. If, then, God existing alone without the world is immutable, it follows on a relational understanding that God in such a state is timeless and that time begins at the moment of creation. It is meaningless to ask what God was doing before creation, since there was no “before.” By contrast on a substantival view the origin of the universe need not imply the beginning of time or divine atemporality. Isaac Newton famously held that infinite time and space are necessary concomitants of God’s being, in contrast to the Christian tradition that they are freely created by God.



3. Is Time Linear or Cyclic?

 

The topology of time is another fundamental question of significance for theology. The Judeo-Christian tradition takes time to be linear in its structure, in contrast to views of time as cyclic. Hence, eschatology becomes an important issue for that tradition. Cyclic views of time are dubiously intelligible if tense and temporal becoming are real, since once the cycle has run its course the cycle would seem to begin a second time, which presupposes linearity.



4. Is Time Tensed?

 

That raises one of the most controverted issues in the philosophy of time: whether time is tensed, that is, whether the distinction between past, present and future is an objective feature of reality or merely a subjective feature of human consciousness. On tenseless views of time, events are related by the tenseless temporal relations earlier than, simultaneous with and later than, but all events are equally real and existent, the distinction between past, present and future being no more objective than the distinction between here and there. By contrast, advocates of tensed time maintain that while spatial “tenses” are purely subjective, the temporal tense of an event is a mind-independent, nonrelational feature of that event. Many tensed time theorists subscribe to presentism, the view that the only time that exists is the present. On this view presentness does not move along an existent series of events like a spotlight along a row of buildings; rather as events come into being they become present.

Closely related to the objectivity of tense is the objectivity of temporal becoming. Expressed metaphorically as the flow or passage of time, temporal becoming is things’ coming into and going out of existence. On tenseless views of time, all moments of time are equally real, and temporal becoming is an illusion of consciousness. Although some theorists have tried to marry objective tense to a becomingless series of events, McTaggart argued persuasively that such a view leads inevitably to contradiction or a vicious infinite regress of higher time dimensions. Presentism is immune to McTaggart’s paradox because the only tense any moment or event ever has is presentness; in coming to be things become present, and in ceasing to be present they simply cease to be.

Although it is frequently alleged that the special theory of relativity requires a tenseless, becomingless view of time, the claim is correct at most with respect to a literal interpretation of Minkowski’s four-dimensional spacetime. Einstein’s original theory was not a spacetime theory but treated space and time as distinct and assumed that tense and temporal becoming were objective realities. More importantly, Lorentz’s physical interpretation of the theory, which retains a preferred frame and, hence, relations of absolute simultaneity, remains a viable and perhaps even preferable alternative to Minkowski’s and is wholly compatible with the objectivity of tense and temporal becoming. Moreover, in the general theory of relativity a cosmic time emerges in cosmological models of universes characterized, like ours, by large-scale homogeneity and isotropy of matter distribution, a time which is a parameter independent of reference frames and so provides the same measure of the universe’s duration for any observer. Such a cosmic time is well-suited to be the seat of objective tenses and temporal becoming.

Profound theological consequences issue from one’s view of temporal becoming. On subjectivist views, the whole spacetime manifold exists tenselessly and so never comes into being or passes away. Creatio ex nihilo implies merely that the spacetime block is finite in the earlier than direction. *Evil is never really done away with; even if eventually conquered, its stain remains indelibly on the earlier portions of the spacetime block, and the suffering of the persons located there is unrelieved. God’s eschatological victory over evil becomes somewhat hollow, since the evil deeds he judges are never really extinguished but exist no less permanently than God’s eschatological acts.

Presentist and nonpresentist (sometimes misleadingly called “eternalist”) views of time also imply very different accounts of temporal persistence. On presentism, objects exist wholly at a time and endure through time. But on tenseless theories of time an object cannot endure through time, since an object existing at t1 and t2 has different properties and so by the principle of the indiscernibility of identicals cannot be self-identical. The presentist avoids this problem of intrinsic change by holding that the only properties an object has are those it presently has. So no object has (present tense) incompatible properties. Partisans of tenseless time must, and typically do, therefore opt for perdurance rather than endurance: objects are extended in time, just as they are in space. We observe only spatio-temporal slices or parts of temporally extended wholes.

On perdurantism, persons are four-dimensional “worms” occupying regions of spacetime. But then persons are not self-conscious agents and so not appropriate subjects for a loving relationship with God. If we say instead that persons are the temporal parts of those spacetime worms, then it follows that personal identity over time is impossible, since the parts do not endure through time. Such a view makes eschatological praise or blame impossible, since some later temporal part cannot be held morally responsible for deeds done by some different, earlier part, which was literally another person.



5. What Is God’s Relationship to Time?

 

But perhaps the most important implications of one’s view of time will be for the doctrine of divine eternity, and hence God’s relationship to time. To say that God is eternal is to say that God’s existence is permanent: He never came into being nor will he ever cease to exist; he is without beginning or end. Such an understanding leaves it an open question whether God exists timelessly or temporally; that is to say, whether God transcends the temporal dimension altogether or exists at every moment of time from the infinite past through the infinite future. How one answers this question is apt to depend on one’s view of time. On a tenseless view of time, it is natural to think of God existing “outside” the spacetime block, which exists co-eternally with God in an asymmetrical relation of ontological dependence. But given the objective reality of tense and temporal becoming, it becomes difficult to maintain divine timelessness. For if God is really related to the world, He will stand in changing relations with things as they change and therefore must be temporal. Thomas Aquinas, recognizing that at the moment of creation God does come to stand in new relations with creatures, preserved God’s atemporality by holding that the relations between God and creatures are real only for the creatures but unreal for God—an extraordinarily implausible doctrine in view of the fact that many of those relations are causal. Moreover, if there are tensed facts, then any omniscient being must know them. But then his knowledge will be constantly changing as the tensed facts change, so that any omniscient being must be temporal. Since God is essentially omniscient, he must therefore be temporal, given that a temporal world exists. The tenseless time theorist, by denying the objective reality of tensed facts and temporal becoming, escapes these conclusions, but only at a considerable theological price tag, as seen above.



6. Is Time Finite or Infinite?

 

Yet one more issue concerning the nature of time comes into play at this point: is time finite or infinite? If God exists temporally, either alternative poses difficulties. If time is infinite, how could God endure through an infinite number of successive, equal intervals so as to arrive at today? And why did God refrain for so long (infinity) from creating the world? On the other hand, if time had a beginning in the finite past, then, since God had no beginning, how does he relate to time? One possible answer is to hold that God sans the world exists timelessly and since the creation of the world temporally. God’s temporality is thus not an essential but a contingent property of God, dependent on the free choice of a timeless being to create a temporal world and to enter into relations with it.

See also SPACE.
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TRINITY, TRIUNE GOD

 

The ingredients of the doctrine of the Trinity are all present in the Bible, although it was left to the church to put them together in the midst of controversy. Foreshadowed in the Old Testament, and emerging in the New Testament, the focal point is the relation of Jesus to the Father. The fourth-century crisis led to the crystallization of the doctrine at the Council of Constantinople (381). Thereafter the Eastern and Western churches developed it in different ways, the West beginning with the premise of the unity of God’s being, the East with the priority of the Father. The particular crux for the East is the filioque clause, according to which the West insists that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. In contemporary discussion, attempts are being made to overcome these divisions. Recent trinitarian theologies are driven not only by ecumenical but also by ecological or egalitarian concerns. The current recovery of the doctrine of the Trinity is producing widespread benefits for understanding human life, including *worship, *mission and politics.
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5. Trinitarian Discourse in Contemporary Theology

6. Key Questions and Challenges 


 


1. Biblical Roots.

 

1.1. Old Testament Monotheism and Hints of Plurality in God. Israel was repeatedly taught that Yahweh is the only God (Deut 6:4-5), in contrast to the axiomatic assumption of the Ancient Near East that the gods were territorial and thus multiple. Isaiah stresses the uniqueness of Yahweh (Is 40:9-31; 42:8; 44:6-8), repudiating pagan polytheism. This lesson was finally learned only through the painful tragedy of the exile.

Hints of distinction within God should be seen in the light of this monotheism. Plural and singular are used of God as well as humanity (Gen 1:26-27). The angel of the Lord is identified with God (Gen 16:7-13; Ex 3:2-6; cf. Josh 5:13-15). On occasions God appears in bodily form—notably in the visit to Abraham (Gen 18—19), where there is a bewildering juxtaposition of men, angels and the Lord, boundaries blurred.

In Proverbs 8 Wisdom promises the same things God gives. This is more than metaphor—Wisdom cries aloud, hates and loves, is God’s master workman, advises, instructs, and is identified with—yet distinguished from—God. The Word of God is active in creation, paralleling God’s Spirit (Ps 33:6-9). God speaks (Ex 3:4-22; Ps 33:6-9) but this Word is never personified in the Old Testament as Wisdom is.

Occasionally Yahweh addresses Yahweh, as a distinct agent. Psalm 110:1, 4 stops short of explicitly identifying David’s Lord with Yahweh, but the connection could hardly be closer. Subtle ascriptions in Isaiah 63:7-14 refer to Yahweh (v. 8), the angel of his presence (v. 9), his holy spirit (vv. 10-11, 14).

1.2. Identity of Jesus Christ. At the center of the New Testament, and at the beginning of all discussions of the Trinity, is the unbroken relation between the Son and the Father. Appearing infrequently in the Old Testament, “Father” is now God’s personal name, in relation to Jesus Christ his Son. This relation is not patterned on human fatherhood—for God is not sexual, and, unlike pagan deities, has no wife or mistress—but human fatherhood derives from, and is measured by, God the Father (Eph 3:15). The name “the Father” refers to the unique relations of the Father to the Son, within God’s being; it is the proper name for God, not merely descriptive of what he is like.

Jesus refers to his relation with the Father throughout the Gospels (Mt 3:17; Lk 2:49; Jn 2:16; 4:21-24; 5:26). Repeatedly Jesus asserts he was sent into the world by the Father, shares with the Father in giving life, raising the dead and judging the world. He does the will of the Father who sent him (Jn 5:30, 36; 6:38-40, etc.), hears him and passes this on to his disciples (Jn 15:15), and so on. To know and see Jesus is to know and see the Father (Jn 14:6-9, 23- 24; 15:23-24), for he and the Father are one (Jn 10:30). No one can come to the Father except through him. Jesus refers to himself in relation to the Father and the Holy Spirit, and mentions the mutual indwelling of the three (Jn 14:16- 26; 15:26).

Jesus is distinct from the Father, yet one with him. Paul, in Romans 9:5, follows John in expressly designating Jesus Christ as ho theos (God). Paul’s pervasive name for Jesus Christ is “Lord” (kyrios), the Greek word used to transliterate YHWH, the covenant name of God in the Old Testament. John declares that Jesus is identical to the eternal Word who made all things, who is with God and is God (Jn 1:1-18). This is echoed by Paul (Col 1:15-20) and Hebrews (Heb 1:1-4).

1.3. The Holy Spirit. While early Christian *worship was explicitly binitarian, an implicit trinitarianism underlay it. The presence of the invisible and anonymous Holy Spirit is not normally noted; he is known by what he does. Even so, the Spirit is mentioned more by Paul than in the entire Old Testament. He is active at every stage, especially in the life and ministry of Jesus from conception to ascension.

His divine status is evident in Jesus’ teaching on his coming at Pentecost (Jn 14—16). The Father will send the Spirit following the Son’s request (Jn 14:16, 26). The Spirit’s coming is Jesus’ coming (Jn 14:18). When he comes he will enable the disciples to recognize the mutual indwelling of the Father and the Son (Jn 14:20). The Spirit’s coming is the same as the Father and the Son coming (Jn 14:21, 23).

This identity is clear in the great commission (Mt 28:18-20), with baptism “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” The Spirit is equal to the Father and the Son and shares in the one being of God. Paul also refers to the Holy Spirit in the same breath as the Father and the Son (Rom 8:9-11; 1 Cor 12:4-6; 2 Cor 13:13 [v. 14, English]; Eph 4:4-6). These conclusions are reinforced by the personal characteristics attributed to the Holy Spirit throughout the New Testament such as that he grieves over human sin (Eph 4:30), persuades and convicts (Jn 14:25-26; 16:5-15), and intercedes for us with groanings that cannot be uttered (Rom 8:26-27).

Moreover, the Holy Spirit is mentioned in triadic statements linking him with the Father and the Son (Rom 15:30; 1 Cor 12:4-6; 2 Cor 13:14, etc.). He is “the Spirit of Christ” (Rom 8:9; 1 Pet 1:11) and “the Spirit of [God’s] Son” (Gal 4:6). Personally distinct from the Father and the Son, he has divine status himself, since he reveals them—and only God reveals God.

Of the many triadic statements in the New Testament, whose patterns vary, the most prominent, and the one developed most by the fathers, is the pattern from the Father through the Son in or by the Holy Spirit—clear in the work of salvation and in the baptismal formula. From our side, in prayer, worship and the Christian life there is a reverse pattern by the Holy Spirit through the Son to the Father (e.g., Eph 2:18). However, these are not the only triads; that there is no one settled pattern shows a belief in the equality of the three divine Persons.

1.4. Questions Arising. This emerged late in the development of the New Testament, in the writings of John. The Son and the Spirit are fully God; but how can they—together with the Father—be one God? Moreover, how are they related? The problem focuses on the relation of the Father and the Son. Paul was aware of the question (1 Cor 8:5-6) but John is the only one in the New Testament who clearly understands this problem and attempts an explanation. His gospel starts and ends by equating Jesus with God (Jn 1:1-18; 20:31)—this is nothing accidental. The Word who is “in the beginning” (note the allusion to Gen 1:1) is “with God” and is also God. The “I am” sayings and the consistent stress on the relation between the Father and the Son support this. The Holy Spirit is also prominent, and is clearly distinct from the Father and the Son (Jn 14—16). True worship is directed to the Father in Jesus, the truth (cf. Jn 1:17; 14:6) by the Spirit (Jn 4:21-24).



2. Historical Development.

 

2.1. The Doctrine of the Trinity Emerged in Response to Threats to the Gospel. Gnosticism held that the Son was an emanation from God, one of a range of beings between God and the world. However, if the Son was not himself God he would be unable to save us, while if he was not incarnate God he could not represent us. In rebuttal, Irenaeus referred to the Son and the Holy Spirit as God’s two hands. Origen, following beginnings in Irenaeus, developed the doctrine of eternal generation, holding that the Son is co-eternal with the Father, and of the same nature.

Modalism argued that the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit were simply ways or modes in which the one God revealed himself successively in the course of human history and did not reflect eternal realities in God himself. This questioned our knowledge of God; he would not have revealed himself truly if it were so. Tertullian opposed modalism by stressing the distinctions between the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit and was the first to use the term persona. However, he may have subordinated the Son and the Spirit.

Arius, an Alexandrian presbyter, popularized the idea that the Son was a created, mediating figure through whom the one God made the world, and so was a different being than the Father. The problem again was that if the Son were not identical with God we could not be saved. Arius was refuted by the Council of Nicaea (325) and the controversy subsided for a while but in mid-century it erupted in full force. This time, Eunomius was the spearhead, more able than Arius but with similar ideas. Eventually a resolution occurred at the Council of Constantinople (381).

2.2. Perspectives on the Trinitarian Settlement.

2.2.1. Patristic Era. The theology of the Cappadocians lay behind Constantinople I. Basil developed the language needed to distinguish between the way God is one and the way he is three, reserving ousia for the one being of God, and hypostasis for the three. Confusingly, these terms had been used interchangeably. Hence, Constantinople I taught that the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit were distinct persons (hypostases), while identical and indivisible in being, possessed of the fullness of deity.

In the West, Augustine followed the Cappadocians, but from a different angle. He assumed axiomatically the unity of God’s being. The works of the Trinity are indivisible. However, the persons—particularly the Holy Spirit—appear problematic for him. He used a range of analogies for the Trinity, based in the structure of the human mind—knowledge, memory, will; a lover, the one loved and love. However, did he give less than personal status to the Holy Spirit? Was the Spirit subordinate? Augustine saw the Spirit as the bond of love between the Father and the Son; this seems like an attribute, not a person.

2.2.2. The Western Church After Augustine. Following Augustine, the West began with the essence or being of God, with a doctrine of absolute divine simplicity which ruled out complexity, and so had difficulty with the persons. Aquinas dealt first with the existence, essence and attributes of God and deferred consideration of the Trinity until later. The unity of God is known by reason, but the Trinity only by revelation. Not only are the two elements considered separately but the way we know them differs. This has been the dominant pattern in Western systematic theologies, with only occasional exceptions (Peter Lombard, John Calvin, John Owen).

2.2.3. Eastern and Western Doctrines. Unlike in the West, the Trinity is at the heart of Eastern worship (see Eastern Orthodox Theology). The Cappadocians focused on the three persons and the Biblical record, with the Father the basis of the Trinity as the source of the personal subsistence of the Son and the Spirit, the West more on the philosophical context and the one being of God. In the West, the Trinity has little impact on the day-to-day life of the church. However, with Gregory Palamas (1296-1359) the distinction developed in the East between the unknowable essence of God and his energies or operations in the world, which we can know and experience. Intended to safeguard the transcendence and incomprehensibility of God, many Westerners see this as placing a large question over the possibility of knowing God. In contrast, the Western tendency is to consider the economic Trinity (God’s revelation in human history) a reliable indicator of the immanent Trinity (God as he is in himself); since God is faithful and true, his Word-revelation is utterly reliable.

2.2.4. The Filioque Controversy. Constantinople I states that the Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father.” However, in Spain due to the threat of a continued Arianism, in localized liturgies an addition crept in—a Patre filioque—“from the Father and the Son.” This addition spread and was adopted by local councils, particularly the Council of Toledo (589), was accepted by the French church in the late eighth century, but was not inserted into the Creed by Rome until 1014 under Pope Benedict VIII. The fourth Lateran Council of 1215 mentioned it, and the Council of Lyons in 1274 proclaimed it as dogma.

The Eastern Church objects to this development on ecclesiastical grounds. Such a change should require an ecumenical council akin to Nicaea, Constantinople and Chalcedon, it maintains. The East also objects on theological grounds, for on Eastern premises this change destroys the monarchy of the Father and also confuses the Father and the Son. Moreover, the Spirit appears to be subordinate; the Father and the Son are the source of one other trinitarian person, the Spirit is not. This has some justification in that the West—following Augustine—has commonly seen the Spirit as the bond of love between the Father and the Son, his personal status questionable.

The Orthodox churches have engaged in extensive dialogue in past decades with Roman Catholic and Protestant churches. In particular, an agreement on the filioque was reached in 1993 between Eastern churches and representatives of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, led by T. F. Torrance. The solution, that the Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son, is a formula that found a certain acceptance in the East in the past. However, this is an agreement among those predisposed to agree, for the Reformed collaborators were sympathetic to the Eastern doctrine. This was not an agreement between the Palamite and Augustinian doctrines of the Trinity nor between Constantinople and Rome.



3. Theological Issues.

 

3.1. One Being, Three Persons. That God is one being (essence, from esse, to be) is, from the biblical background, axiomatic. That the one being of God consists eternally of three distinct persons is a matter the fathers saw as essential to *salvation, for if it were not so the truth and reliability of God’s revelation would be destroyed. Creation and salvation were presented in the Bible as works of God. Since the Son and the Holy Spirit are, together with the Father, direct and distinct personal actors in both realms, it followed that all three had the status of deity.

Since all three persons are God, the question could be approached from two opposite directions. It could be said that God is one being who exists as three persons (the preferred route in the West) or, alternatively, it could be said that he is three persons who are one undivided being (the approach favored in the East). However, both statements are equally ultimate. God is one being, three persons; he is three persons, one being.

When the church says that the Son or the Holy Spirit are fully God, it means that the whole of God without remainder is in each person. The whole God is in each person and each person is the whole God. Yet the one being of God is simple, not divisible. Unlike created beings, it is impossible to cut off and detach part of God, leaving the rest behind. He cannot be divided and is not composed of parts. That is why each of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit comprise all of God both severally and together. God cannot be apportioned to the several persons in amounts less than the whole of who he is. It follows that there is no more of God in the whole three persons than there is in any one of them.

3.2. Consubstantiality. It follows that the one identical divine being is shared by the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Each person is God-in-himself; nothing in Constantinople I suggests that the Son or the Holy Spirit derive their deity from the Father. Sometimes Gregory of Nyssa suggests a chain of causal dependency, but Gregory Nazianzen corrects him, and both stress that the relations of origin (begetting and procession) refer to the relations between the persons, not to the being of God. The theme present in Athanasius, taken up by the two Gregorys, that the Son is all that the Father is except for being the Father, entails the full status of deity a se (of himself). Even statements (“light of light,” “true God of true God”) are understood by contemporaries and the tradition to refer to the homoousion.

3.3. Perichoresis. Athanasius and the Cappadocians highlighted the full mutual indwelling of the three persons in the one being of God—which follows from the homoousial identity of the three and the undivided divine being. As Gerald Bray puts it, all three occupy the same divine space. The idea was developed further by John of Damascus. As human beings we are not only distinct but apart. We act differently, we go our separate ways, some are healthy and live long while others die. Moreover, there are a vast number of different human beings, and the sum total increases or diminishes as time goes by. But the divine persons are three, no more and no less, and are so eternally without change.

3.4. Order. There is a clear order in the relations of the persons: from the Father, through the Son, by the Holy Spirit. These relations are irreversible—the Son does not beget the Father, nor does the Father proceed from the Holy Spirit.

The three are eternally distinct from one another. Modalism confused them. The relations the three persons sustain are inseparable from their identity and so are eternal and unchangeable.

The Father is the Father of the Son, and the Son is the Son of the Father. The Father begets the Son, the Son is begotten by the Father. Mutatis mutandis, the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father (the West adds “and the Son”), while the Father (and the Son, according to the West) spirates the Spirit. The Father is neither begotten nor proceeds, the Son does not beget nor does he proceed, the Spirit neither begets nor spirates. These relations exist in the context of the mutual indwelling of the three.

Since there is only one being of God which all three persons share completely, when it is said that the Son is begotten by the Father or that the Spirit proceeds from the Father, the generation and procession concern the relations of the persons. Calvin sums this up when he says of the Son that he is God of himself (ex seipso esse) whereas in terms of his personal subsistence he is from the Father (ex Patre).



4. Trinity in Christian Life and Society.

 

4.1. Trinity and Society. The following examples are merely a selection; instances could be multiplied from a vast array of human life, where trinitarian doctrine has affected or could affect human society for good, and where its absence is correspondingly detrimental.

The connection between the Trinity and interpersonal relations lies behind the configurations of the political realm. God as Trinity is love. The Father loves the Son, the Son brings glory to the Father, the Spirit speaks of the Son—a revolving circle of glory (Gregory of Nyssa). This should impact the way we treat people. Christ gave himself for us in self-sacrificial love—we, in turn, are to seek the interests of others (Phil 2:1-11). Underlying this is the supreme point that this is what God is like.

Where the Trinity is acknowledged, takes root and permeates a society, we may expect to find a basis for order and freedom, the good of society and the dignity of the family and individual, rights and responsibilities, enterprise and justice. It is obvious—due to human sin—that no human society this side of heaven has ever properly encapsulated these elements together, or ever will. Where the Christian faith has taken root, a move toward these features has been noticeable; when its impact has diminished, the reverse is evident. This is clear in Western Europe and North America. Over the centuries, there developed the rule of law, respect for the human person, habeas corpus laws restricting the powers of the police and preventing arbitrary arrest, the independence of the judiciary, the distinction of different branches of government, limited responsible government and a variety of liberating, emancipatory actions. The rule of law emerged in the context of a Christian worldview. The great medieval jurist Henry de Bracton (d. 1268) taught in his groundbreaking and seminal work De legibus et consuetudinibus angliae, in which he systematized the laws of England, that the king was himself under the law—responsible to God, in the place of Jesus Christ, as God’s vicar.

With the breakdown of a Christian consensus during the late twentieth century, and with it the erosion of trinitarian belief, there have rapidly developed threats to the rule of law, the independence of the courts (in the UK) or rule by the judiciary (in the USA), and respect for human life. The concept of the person only emerged in the wake of trinitarian doctrine; with the decline of the latter comes the removal of the former. It is the Christian faith, properly developed, that gave such a concept, can give it again and restore it when eroded. This cannot mean that oppression and injustice will be eliminated where Christianity flourishes and permeates society: human sin remains. Moreover, these developments occurred over centuries—as the gospel seeped into society—and can take only a few years to destroy.

In short, political tyranny, where one person or group dominates and exploits others, suppressing liberty and human dignity, can be seen as a form of trinitarian heresy. There is a blend of monarchianism and subordinationism—the rule of the small group, the suppression of the rest. Unity triumphs at the expense of diversity. On the other hand, anarchy reflects tritheism or polytheism. Where groups or factions break away, form their own power bases to secure their own sectional ends, forcing the breakdown of social cohesion and order, it is akin to a multiplicity of rival centers. Diversity rules, unity is destroyed. In either sense, might makes right, power and will are paramount, justice and equity lost.

4.2. Trinity and the Arts. *Art and *music are spheres in which we can praise our creator, spheres which can display his glory. As developed in cultures permeated by Christian influence, they readily disclose the unity-in-diversity of God’s creation, reflective of the Trinity. The whole notion of developing a theme, of moving progressively and purposively to a goal, of returning after a myriad of complex modulations to a resolution, of a variety of instruments playing different notes which are all part of a single score, are all based in the matrix of realities found in the created order, which the holy Trinity put there in the work of creation itself, and which reflect who he is. In contrast, *Islam—with its relentless monism—is principially averse to polyphonic music, considering it disordered. Its music is largely monophonic and repetitive.

4.3. Trinity and the Church. *Worship, by definition, must give center-stage to God. Yet while Eastern liturgies are permeated with trinitarian prayers and doxologies, in the West the Trinity has in practice been marginalized. However, Christian worship is distinctively trinitarian (Jn 4:21-24; Eph 2:18), prayer itself being exploration of the Trinity, offered by the Holy Spirit through Christ the Son to the Father in the unity of the undivided Trinity. General theistic worship is defective; yet much of Western Christianity comes into this category.

Since both creation and redemption are mighty works of the triune God, and since both are integrally related, it follows that both the church’s missionary outreach and its work in the world should connectedly reflect its testimony to the holy Trinity. The world around us bears his imprint; the gospel itself reveals our three-personed God; the Cultural Mandate (Gen 1:26-28) and the Great Commission alike (Mt 28:18-20) both bear witness to this. The integration of gospel preaching and social action should bear a trinitarian cast.

4.4. Trinity and Egalitarianism. Much recent trinitarian thought has been stimulated by particular concerns. Feminist theologians have argued for reimagining and renaming God. The names God himself gives in the Bible are seen as patriarchal and oppressive to women. However, apart from the propriety of such an exercise, the alternatives have depersonalized God; the best proposals—such names as Parent, Child and Sanctifier—exhibit a less than personal doctrine of God. Our understanding of the human person (insofar as it is possible) came in the wake of the trinitarian debates, and where the doctrine of the Trinity has diminished in its impact, so has the respect accorded to human persons.

Many evangelicals argue that since the persons of the Trinity are mutually related, so male and female humans are to live as co-equals. However, *feminist theology goes further by wishing to name God according to the imaginative reconstrual of the feminist theologian or herstorian. Feminist commitments govern the theology. Behind these arguments is a refusal to recognize the analogical nature of the biblical and classical terminology. God is not a sexual being; the feminist argument against patriarchy fails to take this into account. Trinitarian theology, properly understood, is a source of liberation, not oppression.

At root is the axiom of trinitarian theology that the persons of the Trinity are of the identical indivisible being, equal in power and glory, and with a certain order in their relations. The Father begets the Son and spirates the Holy Spirit, the Son is begotten and (according to the West) shares with the Father in spirating the Spirit, while the Spirit neither begets nor spirates. In turn, in the economy of redemption, the Father sends the Son, and sends the Holy Spirit through the Son, while the Spirit does not send. These relations are irreversible. However, they are fully compatible with the identity of being of the indivisible Trinity, and the full equality of the three persons. Since humans are made in the image of God, the full equality of male and female—so complementarians argue—is entirely compatible with an order between them. R. Letham



5. Trinitarian Discourse in Contemporary T heolog y.

 

5.1. European and North American Theology. The trinitarian renaissance was started in the 1960s by the Reformed Karl Barth and Roman Catholic Karl Rahner. Barth placed the doctrine of the Trinity in the beginning of his Church Dogmatics because he believed that God’s revelation is trinitarian in form: “God reveals himself. He reveals himself through himself. He reveals himself” (CD I/1: 296). Barth was not willing to use the term “person” but rather “mode of being” (Seinsweise) since for him “person” denoted something too individualistic and unrelational. Barth, however, is not modalist because his emphasis on God as love entails relationality and because in later parts of his Dogmatics (IV/1), when speaking of election, he speaks of incarnation in terms of the journey of the prodigal son into the distant land, thus introducing difference and history into the life of the triune God. Rahner is famous for the distinction between the immanent Trinity (the way God exists in himself) and the economic Trinity (God revealed in salvation history): “The ‘economic’ Trinity is the ‘immanent’ Trinity and the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘economic’ Trinity” (Rahner, 22, italics in original). Theology in the past had made the Trinity highly speculative, separating it from the particularity of the history of Jesus and salvation history. Incarnation (as well as the cross and resurrection) has introduced something “new” in the life of the triune God. Similarly to Barth, Rahner was apprehensive about using the term “person,” for the said reasons, yet he finally went along with it for the sake of tradition.

Yet another formative contemporary trinitarian theologian with immense influence is the Eastern Orthodox John Zizioulas of Greece. The main argument of his Being as Communion is simply that all personal existence—unlike “individualism”—is relational, that is, in communion. Communion, and thus personhood, is not secondary but primary in being, including the triune God. Thus Zizioulas’s basic idea ties in with the so-called social trinitarianism. While the exact meaning and contours of that term are debated, its basic meaning is clear: the communal interrelationality among Father, Son and Spirit is the archetype of true personhood. Its implications are felt in all human communities, including the church.

Both Wolfhart Pannenberg and Jürgen Moltmann want to build their theology of the Trinity on salvation history, emphasize communion, introduce history into the life of God and make Trinity the structural principle of all Christian theology. Differently from tradition for which oneness/unity is the given and threeness the challenge, Moltmann believes that threeness is given and thus the starting point for considering the Christian God. While supporting Barth’s and Rahner’s revisions, Moltmann also believes they are not radical enough: there are still “modalistic” tendencies and unity takes precedence. For Moltmann, the cross of Christ is the gateway to the Trinity. The cross introduces suffering and thus critiques harshly the apatheia view of tradition. The cross makes not only suffering a key component in the Trinity but also shows us that the cross is an event in the inner-life of God.

If the cross belongs to the “eternity of God,” then the distinction between the immanent and the economic Trinity is an artificial one. This is based on a radical notion of God’s love: pathetic, suffering love. God’s freedom is not the abstract freedom of tradition (including Barth) but freedom guided by love. God “cannot but” love if God is true to his being as love, Moltmann argues. Therefore for him, creation is in a sense “necessary”: God’s love being extended and giving space to the Other. Thinking of God as self-sufficient with no desire to create the other, a “partner” to love, is just hypothetical thinking, not concrete theology, he believes. This pathetic love genuinely relates to creation and calls for response. Thus, Moltmann’s theology is developed into a trinitarian panentheism which emphasizes the principle of mutuality more than classical theism (yet less than full-blown pantheism in which God and world are equated). Trinitarian members similarly live in mutually constitutional relationship since relationality is the essence of personhood. Moltmann tries to defend unity by making this mutuality and relationality a matter of perichoresis, mutual interpenetration, an ancient concept going back to Eastern theology. The perichoretic mutuality comes to full force at the eschaton: “The economic Trinity completes and perfects itself to immanent Trinity when the history and experience of salvation are completed and perfected. When everything is ‘in God’ and ‘God is in all,’ then the economic Trinity is raised into and transcended in the immanent Trinity” (Moltmann, 161). In the meantime, mutuality and relationality speak for radical equality. All notions of hierarchy and (abuse) of power are being eliminated. Trinity thus serves also as sociopolitical critique resisting inequality in all spheres of life, whether between the two sexes, in the church or in politics. Critics of Moltmann have raised several questions: that his defense of the unity is not satisfactory, thus echoing tritheistic notions; whether the collapsing of the immanent Trinity into the economic means compromising the freedom of God; and whether the use of the Trinity as sociopolitical critique assumes too much similarity between the divine and human societies.

Echoing Moltmann and similar to Barth but even more radically, Pannenberg makes Trinity the structuring principle of theology by first discussing threeness (Systematic Theology 1: chap. 4) and then unity (chap. 5). For Pannenberg the reason is biblical: the New Testament takes the threeness for granted by speaking of the coming of the Son to inaugurate the kingdom of the Father, in the power of the Spirit. Jesus’ self-distinction from the Father reflects the eternal self-distinction of the Son, even though the latter can be stated only in hindsight in light of the resurrection. That self-distinction also makes creation possible, giving “space” to the otherness from God. If the Son is the principle of distinction/difference, the Spirit is the principle of mutuality between Father and Son and between creation and the triune Creator. Echoing Moltmann but somewhat differently, Pannenberg makes mutuality and “mutual dependence” the key to trinitarian distinctions: each trinitarian person “depends” on the others for his deity. For example, when the Father hands over the kingdom to the Son at the eschaton, the Son hands it back to the Father (1 Cor 15:24) and thus glorifies the Father (Phil 2:11). Pannenberg critiques the idea of Father, Son and Spirit as different “modes” of one divine subject and regards them rather as “living realizations of separate centers of action” (Pannenberg, 319). Pannenberg thus also questions tradition’s view according to which the Father is the “source” of deity since that makes the Trinity subordinationist. However, the “monarchy” of the Father is being affirmed but not apart from the Son and Spirit: even the monarchy of the Father is mutually established by the Son and Spirit as in their actions they serve the monarchy and make it possible, so to speak. Similarly to Moltmann, for Pannenberg threeness is the given; the unity is the challenge. Critical of Moltmann’s attempt at building unity on perichoresis, Pannenberg continues speaking of the “essence” of God because in a contemporary dynamic worldview and theology essence is being defined relationally rather than in terms of “substance.” Defending their unity, Pannenberg also builds on ancient theological (Gregory of Nyssa) and later philosophical (Descartes) ideas of their infinity. He sees infinity expressed in the Bible in terms of the two “definitions” of God, namely God as love (1 Jn 4:8) and as spirit (Jn 4:24), which speak for a relational understanding of “essence.” Regarding the immanent-economic distinction, Pannenberg is critical of Moltmann and others whom he sees collapsing the one into the other. While affirming Rahner’s “rule” of the identity of the immanent and economic Trinity, Pannenberg also wants to safeguard the freedom of God and thus avoid a total collapse.

Rahner’s American student, the Roman Catholic Catherine M. LaCugna, pushed the identity between the economic and immanent Trinity to an even more radical extent by virtually denying any distinction, lest there be another “god” behind the God revealed in Christ. God for Us, following the title of her main book, is the only God we know, and that God, following Zizioulas, exists as a communion of persons. As a feminist theologian, LaCugna has continued Moltmann’s critique of power structures. One of the many contributions of Pannenberg’s American Lutheran student Robert W. Jenson is to critique the “pagan” notion of God as “immune” to time. God’s constancy, rather than being understood in terms of the Greek concept of immutability, is best understood as the biblical notion of faithfulness through time. Time and history, therefore, are not excluded but rather included in the divine life. Echoing many, Jenson also wants to replace the Greek “substance ontology” with the notion of relationality. Radicalizing Barth’s notion of the Trinity as the distinguishing mark of the Christian God, Jenson further argues that Father, Son and Spirit are proper names for God. One of the implications of this is that we can not change proper names, not even for political reasons such as women’s concerns. This claim has made many feminists concerned.

Negotiating the issues of equality and sexism has become a key topic in contemporary trinitarian theology. At one end are those who call for an immediate moratorium on Father-Son language (M. Daly). Being metaphors, “Father” and “Son” can be exchanged for more appropriate ones (S. McFague). The “non-substitutionalist” position rejects any attempt to replace Father, Son and Spirit for other terms (Jenson). The mediating position argues that even though the original way of addressing God in Christian theology has been patriarchal and oppressive, a proper interpretation may help redeem its sexist nature. The Roman Catholic Elizabeth A. Johnson represents the last view. While critical of “literalist” use of language in tradition, wanting to replace it for a metaphorical one which acknowledges the mysterious and elusive nature of our terms, she also desires to rediscover resources in classical theology conducive to an egalitarian view such as the idea of relationality, talk about God in terms of spirit, occasional maternal metaphors and the like. “The mystery of God is properly understood as neither male nor female but transcends both in an unimaginable way. But insofar as God creates both male and female in the divine image and is the source of the perfections of both, either can equally well be used as metaphor to point to divine mystery” (Johnson, 9).

A radically unique way of appropriating trinitarian theology is offered by the American Baptist S. Mark Heim, who applies it to the theology of religions. His main argument is that the diversity in the triune God speaks for the diversity of religious ends. Various religious ends are God-willed, for example, nirvana for Hindus, paradise for Moslems, and eternal communion for Christians, and thus reflect the diversity in God’s own life. Objections to the novel idea include the lack of biblical and traditional precedents and support as well as the problem of the unity of the eschatological consummation.

5.2. Trinity in Latin American and Hispanic Theology. Unlike the European and North American societies—but similarly to most societies in Africa and Asia—Latin American people value community and communalism. There is also the struggle for liberation of the poor and oppressed. The Roman Catholic Leonardo Boff of Brazil speaks to these themes in his widely acclaimed Trinity and Society. While liberationist in its agenda, Boff’s main work is meant for all Christians and offers a balanced biblical, historical and systematic-theological study of the Trinity. Differently from many liberationists and feminists, Boff’s method is “from above.” Rather than arguing from the socioeconomic realities (which he takes very seriously), Boff considers the “divine society” the archetype for human communities. “The community of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit becomes the prototype of the human community dreamed of by those who wish to improve society[,] . . . as a source of inspiration, as a utopian goal . . . [for] the oppressed in their quest and struggle for integral liberation” (Boff, 6-7). With Moltmann he underlines that the divine communion is open and welcoming to all. With feminists, Boff speaks of openness and inclusivity in the triune God, as in maternal and paternal features in God. Differently from his female Catholic colleague LaCugna and somewhat critically of Moltmann, Boff speaks of the distinction between the economic and immanent Trinity and is not willing to subsume one in the other.

The most well-known Hispanic theologian in the United States, where Latino Christianity is becoming a major force, is the Cuban-born Justo L. González. In his Mañana: Christian Theology from a Hispanic Perspective, González offers a sketch of a trinitarian theology. Similarly to Moltmann, he sees the Crucified as the key to knowing the God of the Bible. Borrowing from Greek thought, classical theism came to speak of God as immutable, not capable of changing, which for González seems to support society’s economic and political status quo. The biblical God, in his Son, suffers the destiny of the weak and helpless. In keeping with his politically and socially sensitive reading of trinitarian history, González recasts the typical terminology of the “economic” Trinity to denote socioeconomic consequences of the Trinity. In this interpretation “commonality” becomes the key feature of the Trinity: “The commonality that exists within the Trinity is the pattern and goal of creation and is therefore the example that those who believe in the Trinity are called to follow. . . . If the Trinity is the doctrine of a God whose very life is a life of sharing, its clear consequence is that those who claim belief in such a God must live a similar life” (González, 113 -14).

5.3. Trinity in Asian Theology. Doing theology in the highly pluralistic, culturally diverse and religiously rich soil of Asia, several theologians have offered noteworthy contributions. The Japanese theologian Nozomu Miyahira, in his Towards a Theology of the Concord of God: A Japanese Perspective on the Trinity, builds on the Japanese idea of “concord” and “betweenness,” deriving from the ancient rice culture and cooperation as well as the sense of communalism. He wants to make a shift from the Western “Three Persons in One Substance” to “The Triune God: Three Betweennesses in One Concord.” Internationally the two most well-known Asian trinitarian theologians are the Roman Catholic Raimon Panikkar, half-Indian (from India), half-European (Spain), and the United Methodist Jung Young Lee, originally from North Korea. Panikkar gleans from Hinduism and Lee from Confucian and Buddhist sources, thus representing the major religions of this huge area.

For Lee, the most distinctive and integrating concept in the constructive trinitarian theology is the ancient Asian notion of yin-yang. Yin-yang represents dipolarity, change, mutuality. “Yang is the essence of heaven, while yin is that of the earth. Yang moves upward, and yin moves downward. Yang is the masculine principle, while yin is the feminine principle. Yang is positive, yin is negative; yang is activity, and yin is quiescence; yang is motion, and yin is rest” (Lee, 25). Echoing the global turn in theology, Lee replaces the theology of “substance” for the theology of “change,” which he sees in keeping with both a biblical and an Asian dynamic worldview as well as that of *process theology. In Asia, this comes to expression in the Chinese work I Ching, according to which “change” is the ultimate reality. The principle of yin-yang is the embodiment of change. In keeping with contemporary trinitarian orientations, yin and yang also speak of relationality and mutuality and thus are appropriate vehicles for expressing this ancient doctrine. Other distinctively Asian resources employed by Lee are the narrative, explorative rather than propositional and dogmatic approach to doing theology, honoring the mysterious nature of the name of God, inclusivity rather than exclusivity, and reluctance to choose between two seemingly antithetical options; rather than “either-or,” the Asian mindset is “both-and.” Lee believes that while Trinity is a distinctively Christian insight, it is not so exclusively. He sees the trinitarian structure in, for example, Chinese religions such as in Tao Te Ching (chap. 42): The Tao gives birth to one. One gives birth to two. Two gives birth to three. Three gives birth to all things.” (cited in Lee, 62). After all, the relational, dynamic Asian approach helps Lee make better sense of the mystery of the Trinity, for example, when it comes to sayings such as those found in the Gospel of John: “Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me” (Jn 14:11). Whereas for the dualistic, either/or logic of Aristotelian-Western reasoning the “in” becomes an insurmountable problem, for Asian thought it makes sense, Lee contends.

Panikkar’s diverse background has placed him at the convergence of four “rivers,” namely Hindu, Christian, Buddhist and secular. The key to the Trinity for him is the “cosmotheandric” principle defining all of reality, the coming together of the cosmos, God (theos) and humanity (anthropos). For Christians, this means “trinity.” Other religions do not call it trinity, yet Panikkar believes all religions exhibit this generic trinitarian substructure. In his small yet important book The Trinity and the Religious Experience of Man (1973), Panikkar develops his trinitarian theology on the basis of his cosmotheandric vision. He regards the term trinitarian as synonymous with [cosmo]theandric. Panikkar casts the doctrine of the Trinity in a new meaning. The Father is “Nothing.” What can be said about the Father is “nothing”; this is the apopathic way, the way to approach the Absolute without name. There is no “Father” in himself; the being of the Father is the Son. In the incarnation, kenosis, the Father gives himself totally to the Son. Thus the Son is God. Panikkar believes this understanding is the needed bridge between Christianity and Buddhism as well as advaitic (nondualistic) Hinduism. What kenosis (self-emptying) is for Christianity, nirvana and sunyata are for these two other religions. If the Father represents nothingness, then the Son is the “person” in the Trinity. The Spirit is the “immanence,” not unlike in many Asian religions. The key to unpacking these somewhat controversial statements is the Asian notion of advaita (nonduality). Calling the Father “nothing” is not an absolute statement and certainly has nothing to do with atheism or the Death of God movement. It is both true and not true at the same time. It is thus more suggestive than propositional. This method Panikkar sees as a major difference between the West and East.

In that perspective, it is more understandable that for Panikkar the Trinity is the meeting point between religions, in his terminology the key to religious pluralism. While critical of the “rough parity” type of pluralisms of John Hick and others, Panikkar also believes that there is a convergence between religions even when their distinctive features are not eradicated. This he calls “ecumenical ecumenism.” Both Panikkar’s and Lee’s proposals have been critiqued for weak biblical foundations, radical revisions of theological tradition and strong pluralistic orientations.

5.4. Trinity in African Theology. Because of strong communal features, most trinitarian reflections in Africa represent a social analogy in one form or another. Another distinctive feature of African theology, especially of Christology, is the use of ancestral metaphors (see Ancestors). Among several Africans the Roman Catholic theologian Charles Nyamiti of Tanzania is the most well known for his attempts to incorporate the ancestral theme into the doctrine of the Trinity. There are several facets to the theme of ancestry in the African contexts that can be related to the triune God such as kinship between the dead and the living kin; sacred status, usually acquired through death; mediation between human beings and God; exemplarity of behavior in community; and the right to regular communication with the living through prayer and rituals. Of course these can only be found analogously in the doctrine of God. In the triune God, all these features are to be found in perfection. Along with communion, the vital African notion of participation is to be found in its fullest sense in the triune God, thus making ancestry an ideal resource. The way Trinity, then, appears in Nyamiti’s thinking is this: the Father is the Ancestor, the Son is the Descendant, and the Spirit is the Oblation: God is ancestor because he not only generates the Son but is also the Prototype of the Son and because there exists between him and the Son an intimate relationship of sacred communication of nature and love through the Holy Spirit. . . . The Descendancy of the Son is related to the Father and the Holy Spirit—to the Father as proceeding from him, to the Spirit because it is in him and through him that the Descendant communicates mystically in love with the Ancestor, and thus fulfils his “ancestral” duties. (Nyamiti, 48-49)




 




Nyamiti’s view of the Spirit as Oblation of course parallels Augustine’s idea of the Spirit as the bond: the communication between the Ancestor (Father) and the Descendent (Son) happens through the Spirit.

The Nigerian Methodist A. Okechukwu Ogbonnaya, in On Communitarian Divinity, offers An African Interpretation of the Trinity as well. Its distinguishing feature is a dialogue with the early North African church father Tertullian, the architect of much of trinitarian terminology. Considering Tertullian, Ogbonnaya searches for clues for a better understanding of the communal nature of African life through the lenses of the doctrine of the Trinity. For Ogbonnaya, “Communality is the Essence of the Gods” (Ogbonnaya, 13). One of the key features of Tertullian’s notion of the Trinity is that even monarchy is perceived as communal; it belongs to all, not just to the Father.



6. Key Questions and Challenges.

 

With all its diversity and debates, there is an emerging consensus among contemporary theologians about several key principles and orientations such as that the Trinity is the structure of theology, that it is revealed in the biblical narrative, that it represents communion and thus true personhood, that it speaks to various contexts and needs, and that it is closely connected with practical life both at the personal and communal levels.

A number of disputed questions can also be named: How to best link the economic and immanent Trinity without, on the one hand, denying the freedom of God (by collapsing them into each other) or, on the other hand, making the Trinity again an abstract speculation, unrelated to Christian life (by separating them)? How to relate the unity and the threeness /threeness and unity? How to speak to the issues of inclusivity: can “Father” and “Son” be replaced by other terms? In what sense can the divine and human community be related to each other and in what sense can the Trinity serve as to critique the human community? What is the relationship of the Trinity to other religions? V.-M. Kärkkäinen

 

See also CHRISTOLOGY; GOD, DOCTRINE OF; PNEUMATOLOGY.
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UCHIMURA, KANZO.
See ASIAN THEOLOGY; ECCLESIOLOGY.

 

UNITY, CHRISTIAN.
See ECUMENISM.





UNIVERSALISM

 

Universalism is the belief that eventually all human beings will be saved. We can distinguish between hopeful universalists and convinced universalists. Hopeful universalists find reason in Scripture to be hopeful that everyone will be saved but they do not believe that we can be certain of this. Convinced universalists, on the other hand, are certain about this, in spite of the fact that Christians have traditionally believed that the Bible clearly teaches that some will be eternally condemned.

1. Hopeful Universalism

2. Convinced Universalism


 


1. Hopeful Universalism.

 

In the last three centuries, there have been a number of well-known theologians who expressed the hope, but not the assurance, that everyone will be saved. They are impressed with the evidence that convinced universalists cite in defense of their position but they see this line of biblical teaching to be in tension with other passages that indicate that some will be lost. Proponents of hopeful universalism include existentialist theologian Søren Kierkegaard and a number of Pietists, including the evangelists Johann Christoph Blumhardt and his son Christoph Friedrich Blumhardt. In England, F. D. Maurice lost his teaching position at King’s College London for supposedly affirming universal salvation, but it seems likely that he was only hopeful, as was the case with Frederic W. Farrar. In continental Europe, Protestant theologians Karl Barth and Emil Brunner expressed this hope, as did Roman Catholics Hans Urs von Balthasar and Karl Rahner. Others who have written in defense of this position include Reformed pastor Jan Bonda and evangelicals such as Donald Bloesch.



2. Convinced Universalism.

 

2.1. Proponents of Convinced Universalism. Contemporary proponents of universalism cite a number of early church fathers as precedents but few of these are consistently universalistic in their writings. Origen (c. 185-254) is the one most often appealed to because of his statements indicating that *hell is disciplinary, so that eventually everyone would be saved, but he also notes biblical evidence to the contrary, so that he was not dogmatic about universalism. On the other hand, a number of early church theologians (including Basil the Great and Augustine) testify to the popularity of universalism, even though they do not affirm it themselves and the view was condemned by the Fifth Council of Constantinople in 553. Irish theologian John Scotus Erigena (810-877) strongly advocated universalism in the Middle Ages and it became an issue in disputes during the Reformation period, but evidence that purports to show that it was taught by writers of the period is ambiguous.

Beginning in the seventeenth century, however, voices in defense of universalism began to multiply and it became a major distinctive of radical Pietism. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries universalist congregations increased in number and leading theologians of several denominations promoted universalism. Two main forms of this argument have been identified (Ludlow, in Parry and Partridge, 205-6). The first approach emphasized the necessity of postmortem punishment to reconcile everyone to God while the second one accepted the Calvinist doctrines of predestination and atonement but claimed that they applied to all people. In America, universalism became a strong movement during the eighteenth century, particularly within Unitarianism, but the most significant impetus to the acceptance of the idea was probably its promotion by Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), although even he spoke cautiously. Stronger affirmations of universalism have since been made by liberal theologians such as J. A. T. Robinson and John Hick who do not argue that the Bible has a consistent message in this regard (cf. also Gulley and Mulholland, 49). Others whose general theological perspective is more conservative have also affirmed universal salvation, including William Barclay, Jacques Ellul and Jürgen Moltmann, and a case for universalism is even being put forward within a conservative evangelical theology (e.g., Talbott).

2.2. The Argument for Universalism. Given the range of theological perspectives within which Christians have concluded that everyone will finally be saved, the defense of this position is not uniform, but common features surface as one reads the arguments of convinced universalists. Our primary focus will be on the case made by those who affirm the reliability of Scripture, but we recognize that no particular universalist might make all of the following statements. (1) The grace of God and the love of God revealed in Jesus is the usual starting point and foundation of belief in universal salvation. God’s chief attribute is identified as love (1 Jn 4:8, 16) and this love is both invincible and inescapable (Rom 8:35-39). God’s love for all people is without discrimination and it will not rest until all are reconciled to him. (2) The biblical texts cited in support of eternal conscious punishment are found in contexts of parable, hyperbole and great symbolism; they should be read seriously but not literally. These texts imply some kind of punishment after death but they do not teach that this is everlasting. Consequently, (3) biblical warnings of eternal judgment are best understood to be just threats which will not necessarily come to pass.

(4) God wills the salvation of everyone (Lam 3:22; 3:31-33; Ezek 33:11; Mt 18:14; Rom 11:32; 1 Cor 15:27-28; 2 Cor 5:19; Eph 1:9-10; Col 1:19- 20; 1 Tim 2:3-6; 2 Pet 3:9; 1 Jn 2:2), and he will eventually achieve what he intends (cf. Job 42:2; Ps 22:27; 65:1-2; 115:3; 139:7-8; 145:8-10; Is 25:6- 8; 45:22-24; 46:10-11; Mt 18:14; Lk 3:6; 19:10; Jn 1:9; 3:17; 12:32, 47; Acts 3:21; Rom 3:23-24; 5:18; 11:32; 1 Cor 15:22; Eph 1:9-11; Phil 2:10-11; Col 1:19-20; 1 Tim 2:3-4; 4:9-10; 2 Pet 2:9; Rev 5:13; 21:25). Given the ongoing divide between monergists and synergists within Christian theology, there are naturally universalists who do not attribute universal salvation to the belief in God’s sovereign ability to save all those whom he chooses to save (e.g., Robinson, Hick, E. Reitan [in Parry and Partridge, 140]). However, many traditionalists have noted the incoherence of asserting universal salvation if humans are libertarianly free. As long as people have the power of contrary choice, even God cannot guarantee that everyone will voluntarily repent and believe. For this reason, some universalists testify to a change in their position regarding God’s sovereignty in salvation (e.g., Gulley and Mulholland, 101-9; Talbott, in Parry and Partridge, 4-5).

(5) God will finally be victorious, which means that postmortem salvation is possible. As Robinson put it, “Judgment can never be God’s last word, because if it were, it would be the word that would speak his failure” (106). Eventually, the unbearable nature of the suffering of sinners in hell will destroy their illusions and convince them of their error, thus leading them to repentance and reconciliation with God. Nothing in all of creation can separate us from the love of God (Rom 8:38 - 39), and this includes our own actions. Just as the whole human race was implicated in the sin of Adam, so it will benefit from the righteousness of Christ and will participate in the life that he brings (Rom 5:18; 1 Cor 15:22, 25-28). The restoration of all things indicates universal restoration (Acts 3:21; cf. Eph 1:9-10; Phil 2:10-11; Col 1:19-20) and so God’s work of reconciling the world to himself in Christ will continue until everyone has been redeemed. This reconciliation must be full redemption; it cannot be just the pacification of evil powers.

(6) God’s patience is unlimited because he does not want anyone to perish, but wants “all to come to repentance” (2 Pet 3:9), and we should “regard the patience of our Lord as salvation” (2 Pet 3:15). So God persists, even beyond the grave, until his will has been accomplished because his love never ends (1 Cor 13:7-8).

The gates of the holy city are depicted as being open day and night (Is 60:11; Rev 21:25), which means that access to the throne of grace is a continuing possibility. The gates of hell are locked only from within (C. S. Lewis). Yet even when we find ourselves prisoners in the inner darkness that we have created, Jesus Christ has the keys to this hell and can reach out to us by his grace (Rev 1:18). Even when one is in hell one can be forgiven. (Bloesch, 227)




 

(7) All will finally know God (Is 11:9; Jer 31:31-34) because when Christ is “lifted up” he draws all people to himself (Jn 12:32) and everyone will eventually bow before Jesus and acknowledge that he is Lord, to the glory of God the Father (Phil 2:9-11). (8) Although “eternal” can be a reference to temporal duration, it frequently indicates that God is the source or designates the mode of living associated with the age to come. Thus, when “the letter of Jude describes that fire that consumed Sodom and Gomorrah as ‘eternal fire,’ the point is not that the fire literally burns forever without consuming the cities; it is not that the fire continues to burn even today. The point is that the fire is a form of divine judgment on those cities, a foreshadowing of eschatological judgment, that has its causal source in the eternal God himself” (Talbott, 87-88). The same point is made concerning eternal judgment in Matthew 25:41, 46, and it is also true of eternal life (Jn 17:3). In neither situation is “eternal” used in order to designate the duration of the judgment or the blessing. It is, rather, a statement concerning its source and its nature.

(9) No one who is rational enough to qualify as a free moral agent could possibly prefer an objective horror to eternal bliss, and so (10) we must understand the fire of hell to be cleansing, not punishing. It is not an end in itself but a means to an end, in fact a means of grace which serves the purpose of God’s great mercy (Rom 11:31-32). Thus the fire of 1 Corinthians 3:15 is identical to the “lake of fire,” in its purpose and effect. Thomas Talbott proposes that what is consumed and destroyed by the lake of fire of Revelation 20:15 is “the flesh, the sinful nature, the false self” (in Parry and Partridge, 42). Thus the eternal destruction of the wicked (2 Thess 1:9) is understood as the eternal destruction of “the old person or the false self,” which makes it redemptive rather than punitive (Talbott, 97-98). Universalists are agreed with traditionalists, however, that it is invalid to take the passages that speak of destruction and perishing as reference to annihilation. Even death will eventually be overcome by Christ and abolished (1 Cor 15:26). The unforgivable sin (Mt 12:31-32) is not a sin that can never be corrected, but one that must be dealt with through appropriate punishment (Talbott, 104). Indeed, (11) the blessedness of the redeemed in *heaven requires that all humans be saved, for God will wipe away every tear from the eyes of the redeemed (Rev 21:4) and he will do this by eliminating every cause of our sorrow.

Universalists also offer some practical reasons for preferring their view to the traditional view of hell. (12) Because the doctrine of hell is immoral it alienates people from Christianity, making the problem of hell insoluble from a Christian standpoint. Hick adopts this argument from *theodicy: “For the doctrine of hell has its implied premise either that God does not desire to save all His human creatures, in which case He is only limitedly good, or that His purpose has finally failed in the case of some . . . of them, in which case He is only limitedly sovereign. I therefore believe that the needs of Christian theodicy compel us to repudiate the idea of eternal punishment” (Hick 1977, 342). Robinson cites as one of his primary motives for writing In the End God, “the recognition that in the area of the Last Things the tradition was singularly failing to attract or to engage” (19). Hick sees further advantage to universalism in that (13) it prevents Christianity from becoming triumphalistic in its attitude to other faiths. Thus a relativistically pluralist theology of religions comports well with universalism. Finally, from a practical standpoint, (14) Hendrikus Berkhof has suggested that the attitude and behavior of Christians toward unbelievers indicates that many Christians do not really believe in eternal hell.

See also ESCHATOLOGY; HEAVEN; HELL.
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VATICAN COUNCIL II

 

The Second Vatican Council was without a doubt the most significant event for the Roman Catholic Church in the twentieth century. Roman Catholics understand it as the twenty-first Ecumenical Council, and it was held in four fall sessions from 1962 to 1965. What the Catholic Church teaches and practices in the early years of the twenty-first century cannot be understood apart from the debates and deliberations on both the events of the Council and on the magisterial documents that it produced.

1. Vatican II in the Context of the Mid-Twentieth Century

2. Not the Conclusion of Vatican I

3. Vatican II as a Church in Action

4. A Global Event

5. Vatican II Documents


 


1. Vatican II in the Context of the Mid-Twentieth Century.

 

The members of the Council had lived through two World Wars. These tremendous conflicts had provided them with a sense of the world as interconnected, wherein what goes on in one society has the potential to impact all other societies; the isolation of Catholicism was shattered as Catholics shared the struggles of war with Christians of other churches and with those of other religions.

Mid-century science and technology had provided great medical advances and brought about greatly improved transportation and communication. At the same time, the atrocities of the Second World War brought home the fact that these advances could be harnessed for the purposes of very great destruction.

The Council also occurred in the midst of the Cold War, a time in which the world was divided into capitalist countries of the West, the Communist countries of the Soviet Bloc and the “third world,” developing nations who courted the influence of the West or the Soviets or both. It was called a “cold” war because open hostilities between the West and the Soviets were avoided, while at the same time a nuclear arms race, the struggle to gain or keep other countries under the influence of either side, and the rhetoric in each camp which plainly held the other camp as an enemy was pronounced. It was a time when several countries (Germany, Korea and Vietnam) were politically divided by the Cold War.

Two other realities need to be mentioned. The 1960s saw the end of colonialism as a political structure—countries throughout the world that had been governed by the European powers were becoming independent. And the United Nations had emerged as an (imperfect) forum for dialogue among the world’s peoples.

Within the Catholic Church, the institutions of the priesthood and the religious orders were very strong. In 1960, there were 413,034 Catholic priests serving 537,533,000 Catholic faithful around the world (Foy, 357-58). In 2002, there were 405,067 Catholic priests serving 1,060,840,000 Catholic faithful around the world (Bunson, 328). The Conciliar era was a time when the Catholic Church, particularly in Europe, Asia and North America, counted on large groups of men and women to provide institutional leadership as priests and religious.

The center of gravity in Christianity was also shifting. At the dawn of the twentieth century, eighty percent of Christians lived in Europe and North America, while at the end of that century nearly sixty percent of Christians lived in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Pacific (Bevans and Schroeder, 242).



2. Not the Conclusion of Vatican I.

 

The First Vatican Council (1869-1870) had been interrupted by the Franco-Prussian War. Thus, each pope since that time had had the opportunity to re-convene and conclude that Council. Symbolically, John XXIII (pope 1958- 1963) opted instead to declare Vatican I concluded, and on January 25, 1959, he announced his intention to convene a new Council. The pope desired to set a different tone—a pastoral tone—from that of Vatican I, and made it clear in the preparations for Vatican II that he did not want the Council to issue any condemnations. Significantly, the final documents of Vatican II did avoid such language. An odium theologicum that held contempt for whatever the Church held as error (and these ranged from Protestantism to *atheism to communism) had become a feature of the Church’s institutional life. Pope John desired to distance himself from this strategy for the Church in the world. He advocated that the charity and mercy at the heart of the Christian life would be a better guide for the Church as it sought to share Christ with the world.



3. Vatican II as a Church in Action.

 

By all accounts, John XXIII himself had the inspiration for the calling of a Council. The pope had a profound desire that the pastors of the church—the episcopal college—from all over the world have the experience of discussing openly several major issues: an updating of the church’s expression of the truth of the *gospel, the unity of Christians, the exercise of teaching authority in the church, and the church’s relationship with the Jews and with people of other religions.

To accomplish this, the power of the Roman Curia needed to be curbed so that the church’s pastors could have an open discussion and fraternal encounter. Many officials of the Roman Curia were not in favor of holding a Council, yet so intent was John XXIII on holding one that when these officials proposed to the pope that the Council be postponed, John XXIII instead moved up the starting date of the Council from 1963 to 1962 (Rynne, 24). Once the Council was underway, the Curia’s power was for the most part checked by the world’s bishops, assembled and constituted as a Council. Even so, during the first session the pope also intervened at key points (when a vote was deadlocked on the document on Revelation, and the pope also reconstituted the commission that worked on the document on the church).



4. A Global Event.

 

Vatican II was a worldwide event, convening a total of 2,650 bishops of 93 nationalities from 136 nations. By contrast Vatican I (1869-1870) had 750 members, and most of these were European. Karl Rahner reflected years later that the Council was the inauguration of the era of a “world-Church” (Rahner, 80). Several key interventions at the Council by Eastern Rite bishops on issues such as the universal use of Latin in the liturgy led to a consensus among the Council Fathers that unity, not uniformity, must be the church’s purpose. As a result of Council deliberations, the vernacular replaced Latin as the liturgical language of Roman Catholics.

The shift away from uniformity raised questions about cultural differences in theological and ecclesiological matters, as the church attempted to articulate the truth of the gospel in differing contexts around the globe. John XXIII himself set the pastoral tone for this shift, declaring in his inaugural address to the Council that the eternal truth of Christ is one thing, while its expression or form is another. New terms such as inculturation (*contextualization is the term oft-preferred by Protestants) would be introduced into theological, ecclesial and missiological reflection in the post-conciliar era.



5. Vatican II Documents.

 

The Council met in four sessions and produced sixteen official documents.

Session I (October 11 to December 8, 1962). John XXIII’s opening and closing discourses of the inaugural session set a pastoral tone for the Council, and discussions were begun on the topics of divine *revelation, Christian unity, the liturgy and the nature of the church. A brief Message to Humanity (not counted as one of the sixteen official conciliar documents) was promulgated on October 20, 1962. Pope John also invited official observers from churches and other guests who were present at all the sessions, though not permitted to address the Council. John XXIII died on June 3, 1963, and by canon law the Council was suspended. When Paul VI (pope 1963-1978) was elected, he immediately manifested his intention to continue the Council. Paul VI expanded the number of official observers and guests, and also invited lay Catholics and religious as additional guests.

Session II (September 29 to December 4, 1963). Votes were taken which showed support for the collegiality of the bishops, the divine right of the episcopal college and the restitution of the diaconate as a permanent order. The following documents were also promulgated after the close of this session: Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy and Decree on the Instruments of Social Communication.

Session III (September 14 to November 21, 1964). The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, the Decree on Ecumenism, and the Decree on the Eastern Catholic Churches were promulgated at the close of this session. Pope Paul VI also proclaimed the Blessed Virgin Mary “Mother of the Church” (see Mary, Mariology).

Session IV (September 14 to December 8, 1965). On September 15, 1965, Pope Paul VI issued Apostolica Sollicitudo, an Apostolic Constitution that set up the norms for the establishment of a regular episcopal synod to help the pope govern the church. The Decree on the Bishops’ Pastoral Office in the Church, the Decree on the Appropriate Renewal of the Religious Life, the Decree on Priestly Formation, the Declaration on Christian Education and the Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions were promulgated on October 28, 1965. The Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation and the Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity were promulgated on November 18, 1965. Pope Paul VI also announced measures to begin to reform the Roman Curia and the commencement of the process of beatification of Pius XII and John XXIII.

A Service of Prayer for Promoting Christian Unity was celebrated on December 4, 1965, at St. Paul’s Outside the Walls, in which the Council’s observers attended along with the Council Fathers and Pope Paul VI. The Declaration on Religious Freedom, the Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests, the Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity and the Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Modern World were promulgated on December 7, 1965. On that same date, simultaneous ceremonies at the Vatican and at the Ecumenical Patriarch’s Residence in Constantinople lifted the mutual excommunications between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches (O’Collins and Farrugia, 282-83).

See also CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING; CATHOLIC THEOLOGY AND THE GLOBAL SOUTH; ECUMENICAL COUNCILS.
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VIOLENCE

 

Violence is an elusive concept of force framed by personal, social, cultural or religious ideals of existence, freedom or fulfillment, and is actualized in various ways that inhibit or destroy the existence, freedom or fulfillment of another person. In its many historical varieties, the concrete act of violence is fundamentally an aggressive expression of a person’s or group’s desire to realize their own values by means of coercion with the consequence of suffering inflicted on another: for example, abuse, assault, cursing, exclusion, imprisonment, intimidation, murder, profanation, punishment, rape, revolution, sacrifice, torture, *war. The goal of violence, therefore, always involves the subjugation of the will and authority of the victim within the scope of the aggressor’s ethical perception of what is legitimate and what is immoral. At the heart of the coercive act stands the conflict between the aggressor’s and the victim’s perception of the justification for violence. This conflict is compounded by the prospect that any form of violence can become autonomous of the ethical perceptions of both groups and corrupt all who are involved in the process.

A theology of violence places this discussion in the wider context of human desire and *sin on the one hand, and divine holiness and sovereignty on the other hand. This debate became most concrete during the twentieth century in questions of the image of God, a humanitarian concern for the victims and the idea of redemptive violence. A proposed comprehensive theory of human culture on the basis of violence has revived the worldwide discussion of the subject matter since the end of the twentieth century.

1. Violence in Scripture

2. Global Debates

3. Comprehensive Cultural Theories


 


1. Violence in Scripture.

 

The most challenging aspect of a theological approach to violence is the presence and depiction of violence in the sacred, religious writings. The biblical Scriptures, especially the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels of the New Testament, place particular importance on the image of God, the portrayal of creation and humanity, the perspective on religious rituals, and the use of religious metaphors. “The LORD is a warrior,” states one of the earliest characterizations of the God of Israel (Ex 15:3). On the other hand, God declares himself to be “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex 34:6). God “hates the lover of violence” (Ps 11:5), and the fact that “the earth was filled with violence” (Gen 6:11) precedes the account of the earth’s destruction with the flood. Repeatedly, the biblical texts emphasize that the land and the cities of the earth are filled with violence (Ezek 7:23; 8:17; Hab 2:8) and attribute violence to those who are evil and unfaithful (Prov 10:11; 13:2; 24:1-2). God is described as the one who saves from the violence of the wicked (2 Sam 22:3, 49; Ps 18:48; 72:14; Jer 15:21); the righteous pray for deliverance from their violent enemies (Ps 27:12; 140:1, 4); and the final hope of Israel is the ultimate removal of all violence and the establishment of the peaceful *kingdom of God (Is 11:6; 60:18; Ezek 34:25; Hos 2:18).

At the same time, the Hebrew Scriptures are rife with accounts of violent wars, sacrifice, torture, murder and rape (see Ex 32:26-29; Judg 11:30-39; 19:10-30; 2 Sam 13:7-17; 2 Kings 3:26- 27). Many of these actions are carried out under the assumed command of God and without any apparent condemnation (see Gen 22:10-13; Num 16:20-50). The law concerning violence in the Old Testament has been frequently summarized in the words “eye for eye, tooth for tooth” (Ex 21:24; Deut 19:21). The New Testament gives a violent account of Christ’s suffering and crucifixion, and those who follow Christ continue to be persecuted, killed and slaughtered for the sake of God (Rom 8:36). Even the establishment of God’s kingdom is framed in the context of war and violence (Rev 18:21). The integration of these accounts in a comprehensive understanding of the biblical teaching on violence has proven to be difficult.

At the heart of the biblical interpretation from the perspective of the New Testament stands Jesus’ challenge of the Hebrew tradition and reversal of the law “eye for eye, tooth for tooth” into a new law embraced by the commandments “turn the other cheek” and “love your enemies” (Mt 5:38-45). Contemporary research acknowledges that this call for the renunciation of violence has to be interpreted in the light of Jesus’ own violent death. Although the incarnate Son of God gives himself up to the violence of the world, he ultimately rises beyond the realm of violence, suffering and death. Rather than becoming the sacrificial victim of violent humanity, the gospel presents the cross, at least potentially, as the ultimate proclamation of the end of violence (see Atonement).



2. Global Debates.

 

The worldwide theological discussion is shaped by the existence of various forms of violence in all cultures. Yet no other events have influenced the international agenda more vehemently than the First and Second World Wars during the first half of the twentieth century, the violent struggles in the Middle East since the second part of that century, and the rise of international *terrorism at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The subsequent reordering of the global communities has sparked debates about the justifiability, social tolerance and ecumenical interpretation of violence in the context of war, nationalism and the sociopolitical pursuit of freedom. Three major approaches to a theology of violence can be distinguished on a worldwide level: a theological interpretation of the image of God, a concern for the victims of violence and the debate about redemptive violence. Each of these approaches renders sometimes contradictory results.

The atrocities of World War II led to a global debate about the public image of God that could have supported the rise of nationalism and fascism during the twentieth century. Violence is rooted in existential structures of fear that eliminate the freedom of the individual and give rise to ambivalent and violent images of God (Ellens). It is the result not simply of moral but of existential structures of evil that distort the image of God and transform human ideals into instruments of aggression by supporting a sacrificial mentality in which the individual surrenders to a substitute of God projected onto the image of the collective and its leaders. In a spiral of violence, often set in grand scenarios of a cosmic war and fueled by a cycle of aggression and repression, guilt, shame, and failed attempts of reconciliation, the collective is endowed with quasi-religious qualities that serve to create and sustain the use and justification of violence (Juergensmeyer). This process is also held responsible for the death of Jesus, who bears the full extent of human violence that would otherwise be directed to other human beings (Drewermann). In so doing, the cross is interpreted fundamentally as the symbol of a nonviolent God who renounces violence by bearing its full consequences.

The Latin American context has shifted the discussion on violence to the realm of liberation from oppression and a fundamental concern for the victims. Structural deficiencies in and exclusion from economic, cultural and political life in Latin America are seen as largely responsible for the emergence of institutionalized forms of violence (Gutiérrez). Central to this perspective is the understanding that the traditional theological position of the churches has perpetuated the situation and is ultimately open to the destruction of the whole system of relations between human beings and their context or environment. As a consequence, *liberation theology calls for the denunciation of the use of Christianity to legitimize any form of structural, oppressive violence in favor of a *preferential option for the poor and powerless, even if this liberation is accomplished through the use of counterviolence (Segundo). The church faces the task of defining its mission as a pursuit of social and political *justice within a process of revolution that has as its ultimate goal the liberation of the oppressed. The use of violence in this task is frequently justified on the basis of a just war theory and perceived as a defensive form of counterviolence that responds to the prior use of violence by the oppressor. Central to the polemics between Jesus and the authoritative religion of his time is this concern for religious authenticity that seeks to establish social justice, human welfare and solidarity in light of what may be perceived as a universal and permanent revolution against all forms of injustice, oppression and violence.

The Cold War, the long-standing conflict in the Middle East, widespread civil unrest and the rise of international terrorism during the second half of the twentieth century have revived the debate about forms of redemptive violence (Ellens). The origins of this view coincide with the emergence of large-scale warfare and its ideologies that the execution of dominance and power ultimately bring peace and security. The underlying motto of this view is the mythic construct that violence saves from violence (Wink). The use of force at the hands of those who mean good subdues the force of those who mean to do evil, and the attempt to restore order is carried out through violent means based on the promise of redemption inherent in the execution of violence. The exhibition of power thus contains both an aggressive and a defensive side; the one taken as a threat to the established order of the victim, the other seen as a protection of such order. But both the aggressor and the victim enter into a spiral of domination and violence that offers no alternative apart from violence (Appleby; Juergensmeyer).

A widespread response to the dominant theories of violence has emphasized that the gospel proposes an alternative to violence in the form of redemptive love. On the cross, Jesus broke the spiral of violence at the cost of his own life. His execution was the inevitable consequence of the truth and justice he presented as alternatives to human violence. This alternative rejects both the inevitability of violence and the passivity of nonviolence. In their stead, the gospel places God’s sovereign monopoly on violence in the form of the confrontational indignation of God’s justice (Boersma). In its ultimate dimension, the rejection of God’s love and forgiveness in a world caught in a spiral of redemptive violence is confronted with God’s eschatological anger. The execution of God’s righteous indignation does not intend the displacement or transference of violence but its complete obliteration in an eternal nonviolent embrace (Volf). The end of history is thus marked by the obliteration of violence in creation and the voluntary surrender of violence by God.



3. Comprehensive Cultural Theories.

 

The contemporary theological discussion on violence has been influenced most dramatically by the work of René Girard. Informed by traditional theories of aggression based on psychological interpretation (Sigmund Freud), ethological research (Konrad Lorenz), or social and behavioral sciences (J. Dollard; B. F. Skinner; A. Bandura), Girard offers a contrasting and wide-ranging theory of human culture originating in communal and collective violence. His theory exposes history as a relentless record of violence resulting from the constant formation and disintegration of cultures. Religion serves as a mythological and sacred institution that reenacts a socially tolerable form of violence in the celebration of ritual sacrifice as an alternative to the profane and catastrophic violence of the culture. The violent execution of Jesus serves as the public disclosure of sacred violence in the Christian religion that has its origins in the Hebrew Scriptures and finds its astonishing culmination in the crucifixion.

Girard’s theory is based on the concept that all violence is a learned, “mimetic” desire. Human desire is based on the influence of others who serve as mediators or models of a person’s desire for an object. The structure of desire is triangular (subject—model—object) and open to mimetic rivalry between the one who desires an object and the one who possesses it. Both become rivals for that object when the focus of their desire is transferred from the object to each other, and the intention is no longer the obtaining of the object itself but the surpassing of the rival. Mimetic desire between the antagonists therefore almost invariably escalates to scandalous proportions and a mimetic crisis with an often violent resolution.

Religious rituals attempt to prevent mimetic rivalry from spreading throughout human communities, normally through the mediation of sacrifice. Girard observes the almost ubiquitous presence of ritual human sacrifice in history. Although the violence of mimetic rivalry can be directed toward the model and the subject of desire, Girard postulates that human culture derives from the redirection of mutual violence away from the mimetic rivals and toward a third party and surrogate victim: the scapegoat. The antagonists find themselves reunited in a shared desire to expel or destroy a common victim and employ the violence of the mimetic process in a self-deceptive ritual sacrifice of the substitute who is seen as truly responsible. The mimetic process thus repeats itself and remains undetected. Human culture does not recognize the biblical demystification of the scapegoat mechanism. Instead, it relegates the gospel to the realm of mythology and remains caught up in the deceptive ritual of sacrificial violence.

Girard suggests that the violent execution of Jesus represents a public disclosure of mimetic violence. This exposure makes the process of mimetic violence itself unworkable by bringing the sacrificial culture to an end. The vision of nonviolent relationships thus arises out of the violent context of the death and resurrection of Christ, who submits to and overcomes the mimetic structures of desire and violence and thereby frees humanity from their dominance. Violence is therefore defeated in principle by the cross. However, this aspect is typically misunderstood and the mechanism of mimetic desire ignored, revealing the radical human incapacity to understand its own violence. The defeat of violence is completed not through humanitarian concerns for the victims or relentless persecution of the aggressors but through the radical exposure of the paradox of the cross and consequent abandonment of the entire process of mimetic violence.

The implications of Girard’s theory of violence have been critically discussed in an extreme variety of fields ranging from aesthetics, cultural anthropology, drama and literary theory to philosophy, psychology, social and behavioral studies, ethics, and theology. An international association of scholars, the Colloquium on Violence and Religion (COV&R), is dedicated to the investigation, criticism and expansion of Girard’s mimetic theory. While Girard questions the repercussions of his own theory on a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between mythology and the Jewish-Christian tradition, a vast number of scholars worldwide have already begun to examine the implications of Girard’s work for a theology of atonement, biblical interpretation, *discipleship, *ecclesiology, *eschatology, *sacramental theology and other areas.

See also ATONEMENT; PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION; SOCIAL ETHICS; TERRORISM; WAR.
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VISUAL CULTURE

 

The study of visual culture inquires into the role that images and visual practices play in the way people construct their lives. It uses the methods of art history, anthropology and even philosophy to understand and explore the significance of visual images. Its importance for theology lies in two areas. On the one hand, Christians believe that God as creator of the visible universe entered into its material structures in Jesus Christ, and in his life, death and resurrection began the process of the renewal of creation. For followers of Christ, then, the shapes and structures given to the created order, whether through their art or the shaping of their homes and cities, have become a part of faithful *discipleship. On the other hand, religious practices and *spirituality always have a visual component, and thus the consideration of what Christian *worship looks like and how this shapes believers spiritually is an important Christian concern.

1. Development of Visual Culture Studies

2. Visual Culture and Theological Ref lection


 


1. Development of Visual Culture Studies.

 

The study of visual culture as a separate discipline is relatively recent, though the significance of the visual environment has long been recognized (see Images, Icons, Iconoclasm). Pope Gregory the Great in the sixth century recognized how important the pagan environment was to newly converted Christians and urged his bishops to use existing structures and images in Christian ways. The Jesuit Matteo Ricci recognized in sixteenth-century China that the display of his message in visible forms and books was almost as important as the substance of the message for skeptical Chinese intellectuals. At the same time the Reformers were convinced that medieval images and practices had come to impede peoples’ understanding of the gospel.

A generation ago scholars began to describe cultures in terms of the ways they featured oral or visual means of communication. The Old Testament Hebrew culture for example was understood to be an “oral culture” because of its focus on Israel hearing (and obeying) the Torah. Greek culture by contrast was a “visual culture” because its goal was an intellectual vision of the truth which Greeks believed essential to human flourishing. In Plato’s famous cave analogy in the Republic, for example, he pictured humans chained in the darkness of the cave and seeing reality only as shadows playing on the wall. The need for them was to turn around and, gradually, be brought out into the light so they could see the truth. Similarly, scholars argued that medieval Christian culture was a visual culture, while the Reformers’ focus on the preaching of the word created an oral culture.

Clearly there is some truth in this. While medieval Christians believed that you “ became what you behold,” the Reformers insisted that only through the hearing of the word can one be transformed spiritually. As a result the Protestant tradition which resulted from this, and which has had such a widespread influence on Christianity around the world, ordinarily did not take the visual component of worship and spirituality into account (Dyrness).

While categorizing cultures as “oral” or “visual” is suggestive, it clearly oversimplifies complex cultural realities. Now scholars are more likely to speak in terms of the variety of visual practices which people employ in constructing their world, and more importantly for our purposes, express and embody their religious faith (Morgan). Contemporary scholars point to the wide variety of visual practices across cultures, but also, more critically, suggest ways that “seeing” can be diminished in certain cultures. For example, contemporary Western culture is awash in video, advertising and television images. But too often this does not translate into a richer set of visual practices—people may be so overcome by the images around them that they no longer “see” what is before their eyes (Jenks).



2. Visual Culture and Theological Ref lect ion.

 

These questions are important for Christians for both theological and missiological reasons. Christian views of creation and the incarnation, to say nothing of the rich biblical vocabulary for looking and seeing, make reflection on our visual environment a necessary part of our theological work. God not only made divine glory visible in the several theophanies (divine appearances) in the Old Testament but actually took on material form in Christ. Clearly the visible appearance of God, in various forms, was meant to embody and explain the narrative of salvation that they highlight. God obviously believed that word and image were inseparable. Worship in the Scriptures was a holistic experience of the mind, heart and soul.

Missiologically Ricci’s insight that the visual elements of our presentation needed to match the supposed significance of the message, while widely ignored by Protestants, was sound. As St. Francis told his disciples, portray the faith to everyone in every way possible, use words if necessary. Pedagogically we have learned that many people are visual learners, in that they learn best through images, rather than through words alone. Moreover the growing presence of the media around the world has led scholars to speak about the triumph of visual culture. Clearly Christians need to see the stewarding of visual culture as a critical component of their various ministries. Christians usually think this means avoiding certain aspects of visual culture and disciplining our seeing in godly ways. While it will involve this, more importantly it will call Christians and the church to positive and constructive practices of creating visual objects and environments that glorify God and foster human growth.

See also ART AND AESTHETICS; FILM; IMAGES, ICONS, ICONOCLASM; POPULAR CULTURE.
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WAR

 

“We must know,” wrote Heraclitus of Ephesus in the fifth century BC, “that war is common to all and strife is justice, and that all things come into being and pass away through strife.” This classical Greek view, born of conflicts among the Greek city-states and with the Persian empire, is shared by many cultures, ancient and modern. Organized killing seems to be one of the unique features of the human race. And human beings have often associated the advancement of civilization with the development of military technology and the values of the “warrior class” such as moral and physical courage, honorable death, endurance and magnanimity.

Christians who worship a crucified victim of Roman imperial power should never be surprised at the extent and depths of *violence in human affairs. But they should always be distressed by it. For God’s peace, not violent strife, is the original ontological truth of creation. Moreover, God’s peace is also the telos of history. Instead of glorifying war as a heroic achievement, Christians acknowledge it as an aspect of our fallen human condition. It is to God alone that the power to bring good out of *evil belongs. But God’s peace is not a static state of being but a practical demand laid on us. In the words of the moral theologian Oliver O’Donovan, “We must deny any ‘right’ to the pursuit of war, any claim on the part of a people that it may sacrifice its neighbours in the cause of its own survival or prosperity. For the Gospel demands that we renounce goods that can only be won at the cost of our neighbours’ good” (O’Donovan, 2).

1. Modern Warfare

2. Interpreting Scripture

3. The Just War Tradition

4. New Challenges


 


1. Modern Warfare.

 

While war has always been a feature of organized human life, it was only in the twentieth century that the fear of war in Western nations overtook the primordial anxieties associated with poverty and sickness. The First World War killed at least ten million people in battle, most of them very young men, and millions more died from war-related causes. The Second World War killed fifty million, of whom fewer than half were servicemen in uniform.

The full costs of war cannot be captured by statistics alone. The emotional suffering borne by families of soldiers has only recently been recognized. The military historian John Keegan, writing about World War I, observes how “The telegraph boy on his bicycle, pedalling the suburban street, became for parents and wives literally an omen of terror” (Keegan, 57).

The immediate human costs, though enormous, represent a small fraction of the price countries pay for conflict. In protracted conflicts, whole generations of children and youth are brutalized. Families and communities pass on the trauma of rape, looting and violent deaths to posterity. Natural habitats are devastated, food production and local markets are disrupted, leading to widespread malnutrition and undermining gains made in health and education. According to the UN Human Development Report of 2005, nine of the eighteen countries whose Human Development Index (HDI) declined in the 1990s experienced conflict in the same period. Per capita incomes and life expectancy fell in virtually all of these countries. About 25 million people are currently internally displaced because of conflict or human rights violations. Nine of the ten countries ranked at the bottom of the human development index (HDI) have experienced violent conflict at some point since 1990 (United Nations Development Program, 154).

The nature and geography of armed conflict have changed. At the start of the twenty-first century most conflicts are within states rather than between them, and most victims are civilians rather than soldiers. Of the three million deaths worldwide related to violent conflict since 1990, children account for about two million. Even though the number of conflicts is falling, today’s wars last longer. Also, poorer nations are more prone to conflict. While in the period 1946-1989 low-income countries accounted for just over one-third of all conflicts, during the period 1990-2003 low-income countries accounted for more than half of the territories that experienced violent conflict. Nearly forty percent of the conflicts are in Africa, including several of the bloodiest of the last two decades.



2. Interpreting Scripture.

 

The God of Israel, Yahweh, is primarily a God of justice and mercy, who desires life in all its fullness, not war and death. While some wars are sanctioned by Yahweh, even commanded by him, the phrase “holy war” never appears in the biblical literature. The holiness system of Leviticus was designed to maintain a crucial conceptual distance between the God of life and death in any form. The ambivalence of the Old Testament portrayal of war is shown, for example, in the fact that while war is sometimes necessary, a king who wages war (however successfully) cannot build God’s temple. That task is left to Solomon (literally, “peace,” 1 Kings 5:3-4).

The Exodus liberation, Israel’s foundational story, is about how the cry for justice from a helpless, oppressed people is answered by Yahweh. Yahweh is described as a “man of war” (‹îš milḥāmâ, Ex 15:3), an image that recurs in the Old Testament. As Israel’s king, Yahweh himself does what he expects of all kings—executing *justice on behalf of the victims. The battle is not against an individual but against a royal ideology that seeks to dethrone God and annihilate his people. The means Yahweh employs to achieve victory (“salvation”) are not man-made (chariots, superior numbers, spearmen and archers) but natural and miraculous (water, plagues, the angel of death). Through such wonderful deeds Israel as well as the Egyptians would know that Yahweh is the true and living God.

Thus the form of warfare the Old Testament approves—the “Yahweh war”—is markedly different from modern warfare and is sui generis. It had a special role in God’s salvation-historical purpose which no other wars can have. God’s historical involvement with Israel for the sake of other nations also took the form of using the military power of evil nations to punish disobedient Israel (e.g., Is 10:5-12). Yet the prophets denounce Israel’s tendency to imitate other nations in their militarism, strategic political alliances and the accumulation of the spoils of war (cf. 1 Sam 8:4-20; Is 30:1-3; Hos 10:13-14). Eschatological texts such as Micah 4:1-4 present us with a vision of God’s redemption of war, and Israel is called to practice that vision in the present (Mic 4:5). In Isaiah 42:1-4 we meet the paradoxical figure of the nonviolent Servant of Yahweh who will decisively bring long-awaited justice (mîšpāṭ) to the nations.

The New Testament applies the language of warfare to the church, but reinterprets it in terms of spiritual conflict, martyrdom and church discipline. The church of the New Testament is a transnational family with a global vocation. All Christians are called by their Lord to love their enemies and to work for justice by expressing solidarity with the weak and oppressed of every nation, not just their own.

Pacifist Christians focus on the example and teaching of Jesus in the face of the Roman occupation of his day. Resisting the nationalistic violence of the zealots, the opportunistic compromises of the Sadducees and Herodians, the self-righteous withdrawal of the Essenes and the legalistic quietism of the Pharisees, Jesus demonstrated an alternative, nonviolent form of resistance to evil. He reconstituted Israel around himself, breaking down barriers between people and confronting the idolatries of power, wealth and status.

The predominantly pacifist tendency in early Western Christianity and in most of the Asian and African church’s history has complex roots. It cannot be divorced from the general problems facing Christians in a hostile pagan society and the absolutist pretensions of emperors. Historically, the best representatives of the pacifist tradition have not been passive in the face of evil, but have sought to obey the biblical injunction to “overcome evil with good” (Rom 12:21). In limiting the means by which evil may be resisted to nonviolent ones, the pacifist Christian has much in common with other believers who defend the legitimacy of war as a last resort and in extreme circumstances. Roman Catholic priests, Mennonites and Quakers who have held strong pacifist positions have often been active in training local communities in conflict resolution and techniques of nonviolent resistance to repressive regimes. The success of “peoples’ power” in countries such as the Philippines and Poland in the late 1980s was due largely to these efforts.



3. The Just War Tradition.

 

The rich and distinctively Christian contribution to the just war tradition developed in the late patristic and medieval periods alongside the Western church’s reflections on the role of a Christian emperor. Ambrose of Milan, Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas situate their discussions of how military action may be compatible with the reign of Christ within the gospel obligation to *love of neighbor. In claiming that love may sometimes kill, not only did they part company with pacifism but also with the pagan view, which made survival and self-defense the final criteria for judging armed combat.

The Pauline injunction to “overcome evil with good” (Rom 12:21), reflecting our Lord’s own teaching, is immediately followed by the recognition that governments are authorized by God to punish evil (Rom 13:4), however provisional, flawed and incomplete that judgment may be. While private parties should renounce personal vengeance, government may properly resort to force. The lex talionis of Old Testament legislation (Ex 21:18-25), echoed in Matthew 5:38 and Romans 13:1-5, refers not to the taking of personal revenge but to just punishment administered by judges. It provides a doctrine of proportion, protecting offenders from indiscriminate retaliation or excessive penalty.

The just war tradition argues that armed conflict can and must be reconceived as an extraordinary extension of the ordinary acts of judgment by governments. As such, it is subject to the moral restraints of ordinary acts of domestic judgment. The classic just war thinkers were the Spanish Catholics Francisco di Vitoria (1485-1546) and Francisco Suarez (1548-1617) and the Dutch Protestant jurist Hugo Grotius (1583-1647). They lived in the context of an emerging pluralism of nation-states. They believed the sovereignty of Christ over the nations was best expressed in an international law of nations, ius gentium. Military force could be converted to the service of international justice, rather than used in national self-defense or self-aggrandizement.

Thus the just war tradition is neither a theory about “just wars,” nor an attempt to justify any particular war. It is rather a proposal for doing justice in the context of the horror of war. It is best regarded as a tool of practical reasoning, designed to help political leaders and private citizens understand their obligations before God and neighbor in the face of evil. It seeks to bear witness to an evangelical ontology of peace: seeking to wrest peace out of conflict, by disciplining both the resort to war (ius ad bellum) and the conduct of war (ius in bello), bringing them under the threefold constraint of authority, proportionality and discrimination.

Discrimination has to do with intention in military attack. A discriminate act of force is one that intends to make a distinction between the innocent and the guilty, between those who materially cooperate with wrongdoing and those who do not (noncombatants). Proportionality also follows from the character of war as judgment, a reactive pronouncement on an offence. The means undertaken must correspond with the purpose, and the latter must correspond to the offence addressed. A penal objective prevents the subtle expansion of war into further goals, such as plunder of resources and colonization. While military planners may aim at victory, military objectives must ultimately be subject to political decision-making, and the latter aims at the restoration of peace.

These principles together rule out the notion of “total war.” While the economic infrastructure of a country may prima facie be a legitimate object of attack, since it serves military as well as civilian use, the productive capacity of the economy itself is not. If we were to deny the enemy the power to produce food, poison his water supplies and demolish his residential suburbs, we might hasten the route to victory, but it denies the enemy the right of peaceful social existence.

Weapons technology has outpaced moral reflection and legal control. Claymore mines and cluster bombs, designed to spread terror and turn casualties into fatalities, are disproportionate in their effects and betray a lack of discriminate intent in their design. Post-World War II theological reflection has paid a great deal of attention to nuclear, chemical and biological weapons. The majority of Christian just war theorists would join pacifists in ruling out the possession and deployment of such weapons and calling for their universal prohibition. Nuclear deterrence is a deeply flawed doctrine: If possessing nuclear weapons deters others from using them, then everyone should be allowed to possess them. But if everyone possesses them, then surely it becomes more likely that someone, somewhere, sometime may indeed use them.



4. New Challenges.

 

However, the issue of who decides and how going to war is justified (ius ad bellum) has received comparatively less attention. The tradition asserts that a fundamental criterion for a war to be just is that it is embarked on by a “legitimate authority,” that is, a sovereign government. While the tradition did insist on the importance of both the individual conscience of those who fight and the prudence and truthfulness of the sovereign who prosecutes a just war, it has tended towards a presumption of deference to the wiser judgments of the civil authority. The question of who has the right to use force has overshadowed considerations about how decisions to go to war are made and by whom.

Grotius allowed defensive, preemptive combat, though with this strict qualification: “The danger must be immediate . . . those who accept fear of any sort as a justification for preemptive slaughter are themselves greatly deceived and deceive others” (De iure belli ac pacis 2.1.5). This goes to the heart of the moral dilemmas surrounding war and conflict in an age of political “spin doctors,” media hype, mass propaganda and what has been called the “manufacture of consent.” There is now ample evidence, for instance, that senior American government officials knowingly manipulated intelligence data to “sell” the Iraq war of 2003 to the American people and to persuade their allies to join them.

The capacity of citizens to judge the legality and morality of war depends crucially on access to information. Deceit by governments undermines the trust in public discourse that is at the heart of a democratic polity. In the case of deception in order to justify going to war, it prevents the accurate assessment of risks and benefits and forecloses alternative courses of action.

Thus, the jus ad bellum criteria should be strengthened to incorporate a democratic understanding of what constitutes a “legitimate authority.” There must be a public commitment to truth-seeking and truthful speech on the part of any political authority, which would naturally involve the active encouragement of counterevidence and countervoices to those in government. And the counterevidence and countervoices may come from beyond the boundaries of the nation-state.

Resistance movements employing guerrilla methods pose special challenges to just war principles. Insurgents who move easily among local populations and use civilians as “human shields” invite government troops to slaughter the innocent unintentionally. The challenge that international law has addressed, ever since the Fourth Hague Convention of 1907 and in successive Geneva Protocols, is how to persuade such irregular militia to abide by the principle of discrimination. The offer of prisoner-of-war status for captured fighters has been one inducement. It would entail the wearing of identifying insignia (an intelligence incentive for the government) and freedom from torture and indefinite imprisonment (a gain for the insurgents). The general move is towards treating insurgents as opponents in war, rather than as criminal gangs, thus tempting them to sign up to international rules of war.

The just war tradition is also challenged by the development of what has been called “the new Western way of war” (cf. Shaw). The deployment of long-range delivery systems (high-altitude aerial bombing and cruise missiles launched from offshore warships) has meant that the United States and its allies can now fight wars with minimal face-to-face combat. Martin Shaw describes this as “risk transfer” wars: the deliberate and systematic transfer of the risks in warfare from Western military personnel to local soldiers and civilians. It employs new ways of controlling the media, including “embedding” reporters, so that the narrative of war is written from the perspective of Western forces and the views of opponents are suppressed. Such risk-transfer is more than “collateral damage”: in their strategic planning, the risk to Western soldiers is weighted more heavily than to all others, including local civilians.

In the light of such mutations in modern warfare the just war tradition needs to be grounded in what some have called a “presumption of nonviolence.” This presumption does not rule out the use of military force in resisting armed aggression or in preventing genocide, but it would entail a more rigorous commitment to diplomacy, international cooperation and the pursuit of war by means other than force (e.g., selective economic sanctions that target the military-industrial capacity of the aggressor). The onus of proof on those who argue for the use of military force in a particular instance, as an exception to the rule, would be greater.

It is here that the United Nations must play a crucial role in humanitarian interventions. The UN has its failings and critics, but without its machinery and the powers given to it by international consent in its Charter, the world would find it harder to avert, control and limit war. However, lacking an armed police force of its own, and often hamstrung by the chronic lack of funds and use of the veto by the permanent members of its Security Council, its peacemaking and peace-keeping abilities have been severely curtailed.

Much more needs to be done to address the political, economic and ideological causes of armed conflict within states. Just war advocates have been negligent, compared to their pacifist brethren, in tackling issues of economic deprivation and inequity, the spread of small arms, and the resolution of local ethnic or religious tensions that can spill over into organized insurgency and acts of terrorism. Perhaps their experience of marginality, indeed exclusion from the centers of power, makes Christian pacifists more sensitive to the grassroots issues that generate armed conflict. Violence, after all, never begins with the oppressed.

See also CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING; PEACEMAKING AND RECONCILIATION; POLITICAL THEOLOGY; SOCIAL ETHICS; TERRORISM; VIOLENCE.
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WESLEYANISM, WESLEYAN THEOLOGY

 

Wesleyanism refers both to that part of the evangelical awakening in eighteenth-century England that was led primarily by John Wesley (1703-1791) and Charles Wesley (1707-1788), and to the general perspective on the gospel, the church, Christian experience and the church’s mission that was embodied in the early Methodist movement. Wesleyan theology refers more specifically to the doctrines taught and practiced by John Wesley and embodied in Charles Wesley’s many hymns. Key doctrinal emphases in Wesleyanism are the availability of God’s saving grace for all; assurance of believers’ acceptance by God; the sanctifying or perfecting work of the Holy Spirit in believers; *evangelistic, *missionary and social outreach; and the expectation for the eventual “restoration of all things.” By the early twentieth century the Methodist movement had spread around the world and had influenced other traditions and contributed to the rise of *Pentecostalism.

1. The Rise and Global Spread of Wesleyanism

2. Roots of Wesleyan Theology: John Wesley as Theologian

3. Wesley’s Fundamental Theology

4. Wesleyan Doctrinal Emphases

5. Christian Perfection

6. Contemporary Relevance


 


1. The Rise and Global Spread of Wesleyanism.

 

1.1. Methodism’s “Three Rises.” John Wesley spoke of the “three rises” of Methodism: the beginnings of the Holy Club at Oxford University in the late 1720s when he was a tutor there; his mostly unsuccessful efforts at renewal and reform while he and Charles were Anglican Society for the Propagation of the Gospel missionaries in Georgia, North America, in 1736 (and for John, continuing until late 1737); and the revival that began following John Wesley’s return to England and his famous “heartwarming experience” at Aldersgate, London, on May 24, 1738.

Revival currents were already stirring in Continental Europe, particularly German *Pietism and the resurgent Moravian Brethren. Wesley encountered Moravians on his voyage to America in 1735, during his time in Georgia and again on his return to England. Through Moravian influence Wesley was led to his 1738 Aldersgate experience of the assurance of sins forgiven. Wesley then visited Pietist and Moravian centers in Germany, seeking insight as to how God’s Spirit was working and practical models for the Methodist revival that was now beginning.

1.2. The Methodist Movement. From 1739 on, and particularly when Wesley began “field preaching” to coal miners and the common people in towns throughout England, Methodism was a growing movement. Wesley succeeded in keeping the Methodist renewal within the Anglican Church during his lifetime, but following his death in 1791 Methodism became a separate denomination, eventually dividing into three major branches.

Even during Wesley’s lifetime Methodism was spreading globally. Methodist immigrants from Ireland and England to America introduced Methodism into the American colonies. With the colonies’ independence, the Methodist movement in the United States became the Methodist Episcopal Church (1784). Under the leadership especially of Francis Asbury, sent to America by Wesley, the Methodist Episcopal Church grew rapidly, becoming the largest and most widely spread U.S. denomination by 1850, with over one million members.

By the late 1700s, due especially to the leadership of Wesley’s younger associate Thomas Coke (1747-1814), global Methodist missionary outreach had begun. Missions originated primarily from two sources: British Methodism and the Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States. Most Methodist bodies today trace back to one or both of these branches due to extensive Methodist global missionary enterprise throughout the nineteenth century.

1.3. The Holiness Movement. In the United States and Canada, the Holiness Movement arose within Methodism in the 1830s. A key figure was Phoebe Palmer (1807-1874), Methodist spiritual teacher and unordained revivalist whose 1839 book The Way of Holiness prompted many to seek holiness. Palmer gave a new interpretation to Wesley’s teaching on entire sanctification, speaking of a “shorter way” to the experience by trusting in the Holy Spirit’s immediate cleansing power. Through her writings, her public meetings in the United States, Canada and Great Britain, and her Tuesday Meetings for the Promotion of Holiness at her New York City home, Palmer sparked a movement that influenced thousands of people both within and beyond Methodism. The movement was institutionalized in the National Camp Meeting Association for the Promotion of Holiness (founded 1867), but its influence spread well beyond this national association. Many American Methodist missionaries to Asia, Latin America and Africa influenced by the Holiness Movement became advocates of the doctrine and the experience of holiness as taught by Palmer and her associates.

1.4. Transitions in Methodism. By the 1850s many of the intellectual leaders of American Methodism were moving theologically in a more liberal direction, reinterpreting or deemphasizing Wesley and largely abandoning perfectionist teachings. The Methodist Episcopal Church rapidly institutionalized as it grew in numbers, creating major publishing and educational enterprises. Methodist growth slowed after the 1880s. In the twentieth century the Methodist Church (since 1968, the United Methodist Church) declined substantially in numbers.

In the early 1800s U.S. Methodism divided into several branches, particularly over issues of slavery, abolitionism and democratic government. The Holiness Movement also birthed new denominations and missions organizations in the late 1800s and the early 1900s—notably the Church of the Nazarene and the Oriental Missionary Society (now OMS International), whose outreach resulted in significant holiness denominations in other countries, particularly Korea. In North America, some smaller Quaker and Mennonite groups adopted holiness theology, becoming Anabaptist-Wesleyan hybrids.

1.5. Wesleyanism and Pentecostalism. American Methodism, and especially the Holiness Movement, were catalysts in the rise of twentieth-century Pentecostalism. Increasing emphasis within holiness circles on the *“baptism of the Holy Spirit” in the later 1800s, coupled with the rise of premillennialism, created an expectancy that helped birth Pentecostalism from 1901 onward. The Azusa Street revival (1906- 1909) and revivals in 1906-1907 in India, particularly at Pandita Ramabai’s Mukti Mission, became sources of a rapidly spreading global Pentecostal movement. In the United States, several small holiness denominations soon became fast-growing Pentecostal bodies.

Holiness missionaries in Chile sent under the auspices of Methodist holiness evangelist William Taylor were influenced by the Mukti Mission revival to experience tongues-speaking and adopt the Pentecostal understanding of holiness, leading to the rise of the Pentecostal Methodist Church of Chile. Wesleyan holiness teaching also played a role in the rise of the “Fourfold Gospel” (Jesus Christ as Savior, Sanctifier, Healer and Coming King) in several holiness and Pentecostal groups.

Due to its role in the rise of Pentecostalism, Wesleyanism indirectly contributed also to the rise of the Protestant charismatic movement and the Roman Catholic Charismatic Renewal during the second half of the twentieth century.

1.6. Global Wesleyanism. By the late twentieth century Wesleyanism had become an extensive but diffuse global movement embodied in Methodist and holiness denominations in scores of countries in Europe, Asia, Africa, North and South America, and Australia, and indirectly in Pentecostal and charismatic groups worldwide.



2. Roots of Wesleyan Theology: John Wesley as Theologian.

 

In the twentieth century, Wesley gradually became recognized as a theologian of the church. The writings of George Croft Cell, Albert Outler and others assessed Wesley’s theological contribution. This followed earlier phases within Methodism in which Wesley was variously seen as founding saint; evangelist, organizer and holiness teacher; or initial source to be super-ceded by more systematic and/or modern ways of theologizing. Wesleyan theological studies flourished in the later twentieth century, stimulated by the founding of the Wesleyan Theological Society in 1965 (in the U.S.) and the Oxford Institute of Methodist Theological Studies (1958), and by growing interest in Wesley in Pentecostal, charismatic, and to some degree mainline Protestant, Roman Catholic and Orthodox circles. Since the 1960s many theological studies on Wesley have appeared, principally in English but also, increasingly, in Korean, Spanish and other languages. Today the bulk of the Wesley corpus is widely available on the Internet.

2.1. Sources. John and Charles Wesley were thoroughly grounded in the Anglicanism of their day. John Wesley’s writings witness his affinity for the “Anglican triad” of Scripture, reason and tradition, as distinct from the sola scriptura of the magisterial Reformation.

As an Oxford student, Wesley benefited from the flowering of *patristic studies there. He read early Eastern spiritual and ascetic writers such as Ephraem Syrus (c. 306-73) and the homilies attributed to Macarius of Egypt (c. 300-390). From his Oxford days well before Aldersgate, Wesley longed to see renewal within the Anglican Church—a return to the vitality of the early church, as Wesley then understood it. Throughout his long life Wesley’s theology thus had a certain primitivist cast, though in an increasingly nuanced way.

Due to his Oxford education, his knowledge of church history and his own quest for Christian perfection, Wesley drew broadly from ascetic and perfectionist writers across the centuries. He read sixteenth-century Anglican divines, such as Jeremy Taylor, and perfectionist writers of his day, particularly William Law. The fifty-volume Christian Library Wesley published in 1750 witnesses to his eclecticism. Wesley included writings of Clement, Polycarp, Ignatius of Antioch, John Foxe (Book of Martyrs), Richard Sibbes, John Owen, Johann Arndt, Richard Baxter, John Bunyan, Miguel de Molinos, Anthony Horneck, John of Avila, Cotton Mather, Blaise Pascal and many others.

Wesley also read the philosophical, economic and historical literature of the day and was aware of new scientific discoveries such as electricity and circulation of the blood. This general knowledge had theological import in two ways: Wesley drew from current literature in his theological work, and contemporary debates often prompted his pamphlets and sermons. Wesley had broad interest in all forms of human experience, believing Christian discipleship touches all aspects of life.

2.2. Form of Wesley’s Theology. Most of Wesley’s theology was “occasional” and contextual, arising in response to needs within the growing Methodist movement and to issues in the larger society. Wesley’s theology is embodied in personal journals, “Sermons on Several Occasions,” pamphlets, letters and books abridged from other authors. His popular Primitive Physick (1747), essentially a home medical advisor, shows Wesley’s broad concern for health and healing. Wesley never systematized his theology, simply assuming the larger context of Anglican doctrine and the larger Christian tradition. His grounding in Scripture gave Wesley’s theology an essentially narrative form.

2.3. The Wesleyan Quadrilateral. For Wesley the Bible was the primary and most authoritative doctrinal source, but in typically Anglican fashion he also employed reason and Christian tradition. He also drew upon Christian experience in his theological work. Wesley’s use of these varied sources prompted Methodist historian Albert Outler in the 1960s to coin the term “Wesleyan Quadrilateral,” signifying Wesley’s fourfold use of Scripture, reason, tradition and experience. The model is helpful in showing the diversity of Wesley’s sources and his manner of thinking, but it obscures the key role that creation played in Wesley’s theology. Wesley said it is the Christian’s duty “to contemplate what [God] has wrought [in creation], and to understand as much of it as we are able” (Sermon 56, “God’s Approbation of His Works,” 2). Such contemplation was a key element in Wesley’s theological reflection.



3. Wesley’s Fundamental Theology.

 

Wesley ascribed generally to the Anglican Thirty-Nine Articles and the historic creeds, though with reservations at points he felt were not fully biblical. A self-described “man of one book,” Wesley emphasized the authority of Scripture for Christian faith and life. Unlike most Anglicans of his day, he accepted much of the radical Protestant critique of the church, including its negative view of Constantinianism. Wesley felt the church was in great need of renewal. In his typical both/and fashion, Wesley saw the Church of England as a legitimate form of the church but also desperately needing a renewed spirituality. His essential approach to renewal (the restoration of “true Christianity”) was to form vital Christian communities within the established church—essentially an ecclesiola in ecclesia model, though Wesley did not use the Latin term. This renewal perspective on church history had antecedents in Continental Pietism, the Moravian leader Nikolaus von Zinzendorf (1700-1760) and numerous leaders of Roman Catholic orders.

Wesley’s distinctive theological emphases arose at the intersection of the biblical narrative and personal experience—his own, and increasingly that of the early Methodist people. When Wesley’s sermons 54-64, beginning with “On Eternity” and ending with “The New Creation,” were first included in a volume in 1788, Wesley said they were now arranged “in such an order that one may illustrate and confirm the other.” The sermons form a basic narrative, tracing the whole economy of salvation from creation to new creation.

Wesley’s theology is best grasped through noting the themes and the doctrines he emphasized and how these fit into the larger gospel narrative as Wesley understood it (rather than viewing his teachings through the lens of systematic theology).



4. Wesleyan Doctrinal Emphases.

 

Doctrinal emphases central in Wesley’s telling of the gospel are God as holy *love, the primacy of Scripture (see Revelation and Scripture), the image of God, the gospel for the poor, the wisdom of God in creation, *salvation as the renewal of God’s image, optimism of grace, renewal of the church and the restoration of all things. These emphases form the theological context of Wesley’s distinctive teachings on Christian perfection.

4.1. God as Holy Love. Wesley affirmed the sovereignty and trinitarian nature of God, but understood God primarily as holy, personal love. Love is God’s “reigning attribute, the attribute that sheds an amiable glory on all His other perfections” (Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, 1 Jn 4:8). Wesley viewed the whole narrative of salvation through the lens of God’s holy love.

4.2. Primacy of Scripture. For Wesley, Scripture is the touchstone of authority on all matters of faith and practice. The Bible authoritatively reveals what God has accomplished and promises to accomplish. Wesley’s key hermeneutical principle was the “analogy of faith” (Rom 12:6)—discerning “the agreement of every part of [Scripture] with every other” (Sermon 62, “The End of Christ’s Coming,” 3.5). The central message is that God in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit is reconciling the world to himself, restoring “all things.”

4.3. The Prior Agency of God’s Grace. Wesley’s understanding of God’s grace reflected his emphasis on God’s love. Grace is God’s love-inaction, reflecting God’s holy loving character. Wesley’s theology is thus fundamentally hopeful; Outler noted Wesley’s “unfaltering optimism, . . . an optimism of grace rather than of nature” (Wesley, Works, 2:500). Wesley’s theology was not Pelagian or semi-Pelagian because he insisted salvation depends totally upon God’s gracious initiative.

In Wesley’s view, the economy of salvation is rooted in the character of God and the correspondence between the divine nature, human nature and the created order. Wesley countered the Augustinian emphasis on original sin with optimism about the possibilities of God’s loving grace in human experience and in society. Creation is suffused with God’s grace as an unconditional benefit of Christ’s atonement. Nowhere is God’s grace absent, though people can and do close their hearts to God’s grace: “For allowing that all the souls of men are dead in sin by nature, this excuses none, seeing there is no man that is in a state of mere nature; there is no man, unless he has quenched the Spirit, that is wholly void of the grace of God. No man living is entirely destitute of what is vulgarly called ‘natural conscience.’ But this is not natural; It is more properly termed, ‘preventing grace’” (Sermon 85, “On Working Out Our Own Salvation,” 3.4).

Based on the Latin praevenire (“to come before, anticipate”), Wesley called this gracious dynamic “preventing” (i.e., prevenient or preceding) grace—the gracious, loving influence of God always working to draw people to himself. Preceding grace means that in Christ by the Holy Spirit God has gone ahead of every person, mitigating the effects of sin to the extent that people can be awakened and respond to God’s initiative. God’s preceding grace is not in itself saving grace; its function is to draw people to salvation.

Wesley spoke of preventing, justifying (or converting) and sanctifying grace. The threefold distinction indicates not three kinds of grace but the way people experience God’s initiative. When people respond in repentance and faith, preceding grace becomes justifying grace, leading directly into sanctifying grace if and as persons continue to open their lives to the work of God’s Spirit. The loving grace of God precedes us, draws us to Christ, converts us and progressively sanctifies us, leading finally to “glorification” in the new creation.

4.4. The Image of God. Wesley affirmed that every human being, man or woman, is God-imaged, though that image has become defaced through the Fall. Creation in God’s image means that all people reflect God’s character and the capacity for goodness, wisdom, creativity, justice and holy love—the inherent potential for knowing God personally. This is a social image, reflecting the personal, trinitarian nature of God. Men and women are created for intimate relationship with God and one another. This was the basis for Wesley’s insistence on “social Christianity.”

The image of God not only distinguishes human beings from the rest of creation, it also links them to it. Humans are both like and unlike God, and both like and unlike the rest of creation. Man and woman reflect God’s image in a primary sense while all creation reflects that image more remotely. Humans have the unique capacity to respond to God self-consciously, willingly and responsibly and so have a special calling as stewards.

4.5. Salvation as the Restoration of God’s Image. Jesus is the perfect image of God, and salvation is the restoration of that image in believers. In justification Christians are “restored to the favour of God” and through sanctification “restored to the image of God” (Sermon 85, “On Working Out Our Own Salvation,” 2.1).

Wesley said “true Christianity” is having the mind of Christ, being renewed after Christ’s image and walking as Jesus walked. Wesley preached justification by faith and the necessity of the new birth but saw the goal of salvation as more than justification; it is sanctification according to Christ’s image. Since God’s image is social, salvation means the restoration of true community, what Wesley called “social Christianity” or “social holiness.” This provided the theological basis for the distinctive Methodist practices of societies, bands and class meetings.

The image of God gave Wesley the theological basis also for understanding salvation as the “restitution” (KJV) or “restoration” of all things (cf. Mt 17:11, Acts 3:21). Salvation through the blood of Christ, especially through his resurrection, means that God is creating a new heaven and earth, bringing a restored creation that is more glorious than the original prototype.

The hope of restoration was for Wesley a motivation for mission. Restorative salvation means that men and women can now, by the Spirit, fulfill their original calling as God’s stewards on earth (Sermon 51, “The Good Steward,” 2).

Salvation as restoration was closely associated in Wesley’s thought with healing. Salvation is healing from the disease of sin. Though people are guilty because of sinful acts, the deeper problem is a moral disease that alienates people from God and one another. God’s love in Christ is “the medicine of life, the never-failing remedy, for all the evils of a disordered world, for all [human] miseries and vices” (Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion, 3). The true “religion of Jesus Christ” is “God’s method of healing a soul” that is diseased by sin. “Hereby the great Physician of souls applies medicine to heal this sickness; to restore human nature, totally corrupted in all its faculties” (Sermon 44, “Original Sin,” 3.3).

4.6. The Gospel for the Poor. Wesley wrote, “I love the poor; in many of them I find pure, genuine grace, unmixed with paint, folly, and affectation.” He said, “If I might choose, I would still, as I have done hitherto, preach the Gospel to the poor.” Robert Southey noted that Wesley’s “course of life led him into a lower sphere of society than that wherein he would otherwise have moved; and he thought himself a gainer by the change” (Southey, 1:390). Finding more unaffected openness among the poor and “middling people” than among the higher classes, Wesley concluded that prioritizing ministry among the poor was God’s strategy.

4.7. The Wisdom of God in Creation. In 1763 Wesley published A Survey of the Wisdom of God in Creation (drawing largely from other authors). The created order became an increasingly important theme over the remaining years of Wesley’s life. He emphasized how the creation displays God’s glory and its place in God’s restorative plan. “Life subsisting in millions of different forms, shows the vast diffusion of [God’s] animating power, and death the infinite disproportion between him and every living thing. . . . Even the actions of animals are an eloquent and a pathetic language. . . . Thus it is, that every part of nature directs us to nature’s God” (Wisdom of God in Creation, 2:370-71).

4.8. The Renewal of the Church. Long before his Aldersgate experience in 1738, Wesley wanted to see the Anglican Church thoroughly renewed. His own encounter with God convinced him that preaching the new birth through the merits of Jesus Christ and forming committed covenant groups of those who were awakened by God’s grace was the key to the restoration of vital “true Christianity.”

Wesley believed that God was actively renewing the Anglican Church and furthering “the general spread of the gospel” through the rise and growth of Methodism. “The people called Methodist” were not a separate church but a renewing force within the larger church. Methodism’s mission was to be God’s instrument for returning the church to the vitality God intended—the life of earliest Christianity. Wesley saw Methodism at the forefront of God’s renewing work which would continue, despite opposition, until the new creation was complete.

4.9. The Restoration of all Creation. Wesley’s expectation of universal restoration is seen in his sermons “The New Creation,” “The General Deliverance” and “The General Spread of the Gospel,” which highlight Scriptures that speak of universal restoration: Romans 8:19-22, Isaiah 11:9, Revelation 21:5. This restoration does not come however without *suffering. Wesley saw suffering as a mystery, but a necessary one in order that God’s glory may be fully revealed. God achieves the world’s redemption through suffering—preeminently the suffering of Jesus Christ. But Christians become sharers, partakers, in Jesus’ sufferings—and God weaves those (and eventually all suffering, Wesley believed) into his redemptive, restorative purposes.

Wesley saw the Christian’s suffering not just as private virtue or part of compassionate service. He noted the suffering of all creation, viewing it within the larger story of the universal restoration. In his sermon “The New Creation” Wesley said that God wouldsoon change the face of all things, and give a demonstrative proof to all his creatures that “his mercy is over all his works.” The horrid state of things which at present obtains will soon be at an end. On the new earth no creature will kill or hurt or give pain to another. . . . “The wolf shall dwell with the lamb” (the words may be literally as well as figuratively understood) “and the leopard shall lie down with the kid.” “They shall not hurt or destroy,” from the rising up of the sun to the going down of the same. (Sermon 64, “The New Creation,” 17)




 






5. Christian Perfection.

 

Wesley is probably best known for his doctrine of Christian perfection. He himself said late in life (1789), “This doctrine is the Grand Depositum which God has lodged with the people called Methodists, and for the sake of propagating this chiefly he appeared to have raised us up” (Letter to R. C. Brackenbury, Sept. 15, 1789).

By Christian perfection Wesley meant the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers whereby they are enabled to love God with all their hearts, souls and minds, and their neighbors as themselves. Wesley wrote in 1746, “Our main doctrines, which include all the rest, are three, that of repentance, of faith, and of holiness. The first of these we account, as it were, the porch of religion; the next, the door; the third is religion itself” (Principles of a Methodist Farther Explained, 6.4). Repentance and faith lead to the essence of true Christianity: holiness of heart, life and relationships.

Wesley taught that *sanctification begins with regeneration. This is initial sanctification, the beginning of a life-long walk with God and other Christians whereby a disciple is made increasingly Christlike. Wesley’s most controversial teaching was that a Christian could experience “entire sanctification” in this life—a purity of love and intention whereby one lived in “perfect love” with God and others. Theologically Wesley’s teaching on Christian perfection traces back in large measure to the Eastern Christian teaching of theosis (cf. 2 Pet 1:4) (see Deification, Theosis), and biblically he relied especially on 1 John. Wesley’s interpretation of Eastern perfectionist teaching and the renewed emphasis on Christian perfection in his day was his intentional contextualization and “democratization” of early Eastern teaching; he saw the practical living-out of the gospel in ever-growing ways not as a spirituality for ascetic saints but as the life available to all Christians in all their normal social interactions.

Wesley insisted that he did not teach “sinless perfection.” Sanctification at every stage means ongoing spiritual growth and development, and many factors in fact prevent Christians from performing God’s will flawlessly. “We willingly allow, and continually declare,” Wesley wrote in 1742, “there is no such perfection, in this life, as implies either a dispensation from doing good and attending all the ordinances of God; or a freedom from ignorance, mistake, or temptation, and a thousand infirmities necessarily connected with flesh and blood” (Preface, Hymns and Sacred Poems).

Much of the dynamic of early Methodism is traceable to this urge toward constant growth, progress in grace and practical godliness, more and more fully loving God and neighbor. For Wesley, sanctification was ever dynamic, not static.

This in turn led to Wesley’s ample vision of Christianity in the world—the restoration themes noted above. True religion is “no other than love: the love of God and of all mankind; the loving God with all our heart and soul and strength, as having first loved us, . . . and the loving every soul which God hath made, every man on earth, as our own soul.” He added, “This is the religion we long to see established in the world, a religion of love and joy and peace, having its seat in the heart, . . . but ever showing itself by its fruits, continually springing forth not only in all innocence . . . but likewise in every kind of beneficence, in spreading virtue and happiness around it” (Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion, 2, 4).

It was Wesley’s emphasis on sanctification (particularly entire sanctification as a deeper experience beyond justification) and on the role of the Holy Spirit that energized the nineteenth-century Holiness Movement and later became a major factor in the rise of Pentecostalism. Other aspects of Wesley’s theology and practice, however, were largely ignored.



6. Contemporary Relevance.

 

Wesleyan studies have flourished in recent decades due to several factors: the ongoing publication of the first critical edition of John Wesley’s works, the internationalization of Wesleyan theological studies, and new interest in Wesley among Pentecostal and charismatic Christians. Areas of contemporary theological interest include Wesley’s doctrine of prevenient grace and its relevance for missiology, his theology of the Holy Spirit, his “therapeutic” understanding of salvation, and his doctrine of creation and its relevance for environmental ethics.

See also ARMINIANISM; PENTECOSTALISM; PNEUMATOLOGY; REVIVALISM, REVIVALS; SANCTIFICATION.
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WOMANIST THEOLOGY

 

Even in the twenty-first century, black women remain vulnerable to oppression because of the devalued position they experience due to race, gender and lack of economic and political power. This susceptibility to oppression is experienced in personal, communal and public spheres of the African American woman’s life: including health care, family relationships, opportunities to work and the impact of political decisions that sanction the oppression that takes place in other spheres. In light of this position womanist theology asks the following questions: What do black women uniquely contribute to theological discourse? How do African American women and black women throughout the African diaspora transcend and resist ongoing oppression? In attempts to answer these questions, womanist theology seeks to analyze the tools that black women use to cope with their situation, empower them to resist their continued oppression, and appropriate the sacred within their lives.

1. Origins of Womanist Theology and Relationship to Other Liberation Theologies

2. The Source of Womanist Theology as Daily Lived Experience

3. Contributions of Womanist Theology


 


1. Origins of Womanist Theology and Relationship to Other Liberation Theologies.

 

Although Womanist theology “officially” had its impetus with Alice Walker’s definition of womanist, the practices and tenets of womanist theology had been operable long before then by women of African descent in the United States and other places in African diaspora where enslavement occurred. These tenets include a concern not only for black women but also for the African American community as a whole. Womanist theology as an academic discipline began with the appropriation of Alice Walker’s definition by theologians Delores Williams, Katie Cannon and Emilie Townes. Their works include the fields of ethics, theology and *culture, and *systematic theology.

Historically, white women determined to exclude black women in their advocacy for political rights after determining that this was the most politically advantageous course of action. Black men, in their development of *black theology, presumed to speak for the concerns of black women as well. Some *feminist theologies /theologians have presumed to do the same. However, neither black nor feminist theology could articulate the distinct ways in which black women, in the midst of tri-dimensional marginalization, experience God. Today, increased dialogue occurs between womanist theology, black theology, feminist theology and other liberation theologies. Additionally some black women in the field of theology and tangential fields refer to themselves as black feminists. There are varied perspectives as to which term is most preferential in describing and accounting for the approaches of black women to theology and interdisciplinary scholarship and dialogue.



2. The Source of Womanist Theology as Daily Lived Experience.

 

During the periods of slavery and reconstruction, the “Invisible Institution” (the religious movement of enslaved African Americans that led to the African American church), and the spirituals served as sources for womanist theology. Cheryl Kirk-Duggan has made use of both the spirituals and redacted spirituals to name the evil experienced by black women and the African American community. Additionally, beyond Alice Walker’s definition of womanist, the literature of black women authors, such as Zora Neale Hurston as used by Cannon, has been a rich and viable source for constructing womanist theology, articulating how black women experience the divine and locating the sacred in black women’s lives. Beyond literature, other art forms are also helpful in womanist theology. Anthropological methods, as well as ethnographic interviews, also help womanists in their work. Methodologically, all of these elements point to the lived experience of black women as the central source for theological discourse.

The lived experience of African American women under the triple threat of *race, class and gender oppression is not articulated by womanist theologians to create an attitude of victimization but rather with the intention to name evil and oppressive forces as a step in the process of resisting oppression, overcoming the cadre of challenges that black women face, and articulating the unique ways women of African descent experience and articulate their encounters with God. Black woman authors, such as Toni Morrison, in articulating the black women’s experience, are invaluable in this task. Today, transcending oppression takes place through womanist scholarship, cross-disciplinary partnership, and nurturing relationships among black women across economic, social, religious and cultural backgrounds. This persistent, creative, resourceful overcoming attitude may be summarized in the common phrase that black women endeavor to thrive, not simply survive.



3. Contributions of Womanist Theology.

 

3.1. Ethical Contributions of Womanist Theologians. Because of their unique lived experience, black women have historically created a distinct set of moral standards by which to live. Historically, the experience of being held in chattel slavery and the subsequent limited ability to control their own destiny and make moral choices caused a set of moral dilemmas, the most basic of which was seeking to affirm and attain their personhood and humanity in the midst of sexual, physical and social dehumanization. Hence, for black women, moral development and agency is marked by a level of resilience and persistence in the midst of continued multidimensional assaults on personhood. Katie Cannon, Cheryl Sanders and others treat these matters in their black womanist ethics.

3.2. Theological Treatment of Violence. Naming, exposing, resisting and overcoming violence is also a key concern of womanist theology. *Violence against women of African descent occurs in both overt and covert manners. Overt violence includes the continued rape and domestic abuse of black women, and community violence such as gang shootings and initiations. There is also the more subtle violence which black women experience: lack of health care, poor work conditions, the stress of the daily survival or simply lack of self-care—all of which contribute to disproportionately high rates of infant mortality, cancer, low birth weight, HIV/AIDS infection and death rates, diabetes, high blood pressure, other maladies, and death. Townes, Traci West and others address these themes of violence, ill health and limited well-being.

3.3. Creative Theological Discourse. Womanist theologians seek to creatively articulate both their personal narratives and encounters with God and those of the larger black community. Hence, they are the conductors of the culture, learned wisdom and faith of the community. This creativity offers new ways of thinking, doing theology and identifying the sacred in places of rejection and oppression that offer all people new ways of understanding God, his work in the world and endeavors toward justice.

See also BLACK THEOLOGY; FEMINIST THEOLOGY; MUJERISTA THEOLOGY; SEXISM.
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WORK, THEOLOGY OF

 

This article attempts a global reading of theology of work noting the particular emphases of relatively representative key theologians and their focus on particular persons of the *Trinity or articles of the *Apostles’ Creed and Nicene Creed in relation to God’s work. Such a catholic or universal framework highlights the biases in various regional, denominational and individual theological treatments of work, and seeks a balanced and comprehensive approach to a global theology of work.

1. Definitions

2. Methodology

3. Creation-Oriented Theologies of Work

4. Christologically-Oriented Theologies of Work

5. Eschatological/Spirit-Oriented Theologies of Work


 


1. Definitions.

 

Defining work is notoriously difficult. Some definitions are narrowly modern and Western, equating it materialistically with paid work and ignoring the vast amounts of volunteer, unpaid or domestic work. Other definitions are too wide, such as John Paul II’s which defines work expansively as “everything man accomplishes” (Laborem Exercens [LE], 1). The simpler of Miroslav Volf’s two definitions mediates between the above extremes: Work is “an instrumental activity serving the satisfaction of [creaturely] needs” (Volf 2001, 13). This includes subsistence agriculture and unpaid domestic work which most of the (mainly female and poorer) world does. It excludes leisure as needless activity, done for its own sake, though there is subjective overlap with work, as in a useful hobby. As Cosden notes, humans are ontologically workers created in the image of God the Worker (Cosden, 9, 17). Volf agrees, for God delights in humans enjoying work and the flourishing of their nature and gifts (Volf 2001, 198). Vocation is no different—the means echo the end and there is mutual divine and human pleasure in good, creaturely work well done. But in this world need cannot be excluded; for instance, Michelangelo’s most creative works were done for pay and for their own and God’s glory.

In a global context of different dominant needs we need to allow in our definition for Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. First comes food, then shelter, security, social needs, and so forth, and finally significance and meaning. As German playwright Bertold Brecht once said, “First comes grub, morality afterwards!” This is the biblical bottom line of providing for self: “Anyone unwilling to work should not eat” (2 Thess 3:10; cf. vv. 7-13)—and others: “whoever does not provide for relatives and especially family members, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim 5:8; cf. Eph 4:28). Compare the prayer of an unemployed Ghanaian wharf-worker:The day is there and the sunshine, With steamers in the harbour But is there work? . . .

 


 
Dear God, can’t you give me work in the harbour?

 

To have money for wife and children.

 

To put my little bit in your basket next Sunday.

 

Please give me work, good Lord Jesus.

 

We praise you. Amen

 

(in The Oxford Book of Prayer [1989])








But work, like food, has positive social elements and can be, in a lovely restaurant, or a Babette’s Feast, for instance, an enjoyable end in itself.



2. Methodology.

 

A recent proposal for a globally informed theology of work notes the lack of biblical, theological and methodological rigor in theology of work by comparison with the doctrine of the Trinity, *Christology or other theological doctrines. Criteria are needed. Volf provides several. The first that is pertinent to our task is that a theology of work must be comprehensive, relating human work to the totality of reality—“to God, human beings and their nonhuman environment. . . . It needs to be a global theology. This involves reflecting on work in a global context which is ‘cross-cultural,’ ‘cross-historical’ and ‘pan-human’ ”(Volf 2001, 85-86).

Second, a theology of work “should allow for the particularities inside individual cultures. The variety of cultural forms and their partial preservation in the new creation implies that a diversity of valid theologies of work conditioned partly by the character and understanding of work in a given culture could exist.” While Volf contextualizes for industrial societies, he recognizes the importance of a “universalizing tendency” for all societies (2001, 84-87).

2.1. A Trinitarian Framework. The simplest, most comprehensive and convenient way to structure the vast variety of Christian thought on work is by using a trinitarian credal framework. While some more recent mission and indigenous churches do not necessarily use these creeds in their less formal worship, they largely adhere to their substance. Not only does the credally structured doctrine of the Trinity provide a useful summary of Scripture and sense of proportion concerning the economy or work of salvation but it carries the pedigree of tradition and also has undergone a global theological renaissance in twentieth-century theology, ethics and missiology. This trinitarian approach has already proved fruitful for work and management (Higginson 1993; Preece 1998) and ecumenically and missiologically at the 2004 Lausanne Congress of World Evangelization’s third conference, as outlined in Marketplace Ministry (Liu, Preece and Wong).

Wesleyan Jose Míguez Bonino also advocates a trinitarian framework as an antidote to the Latin American (liberal, evangelical and Pentecostal) tendency of theological “reductionism” into *Christology, soteriology and a subjective, privatized *salvation experience. Restorative attempts are predominantly in a “christological key,” without “placing Christology within the total framework of revelation” summarized in a broadening, enriching and deepening trinitarian perspective (Bonino 1997, 116).

2.2. The Unity of the Trinity’s Work. In using a trinitarian framework it is crucial to note with Míguez Bonino the Western church’s Augustinian axiom: “Opera trinitatis ad extra indivisa sunt,” that is, “what the triune God does in the world—in creation, in reconciliation, in redemption—is always, at the same time and in concerted fashion, the work of the Father, the Son and the Spirit” (Bonino 1997, 116). With good reason Otto Weber cautions:It is only when we constantly keep the unity of God in his work in view that we can avoid an isolated “Christocentrism,” or an isolated “spiritualization” of theology. . . . At this point the doctrine of the Trinity gains its most direct relationship to “piety.” . . . When the Doctrine of the Trinity falls apart or retreats in the consciousness of the Community, then piety becomes one-sided and, measured by the liveliness and the wealth of the biblical witness, is impoverished. (cited by Bonino, 116-17).




 




Instead we must always respond in our theology of work “according to the fullness and multidimensionality” of God’s trinitarian work (Bonino 1997, 117). It is particularly necessary to see what Irenaeus calls “God’s two hands” at work, to encourage global cooperation between both Word and Christ-centered evangelical and more Spirit-centered Pentecostal theologies of work.



3. Creation-Oriented Theologies of Work.

 

Globally, the most significant creation-oriented or first-article theology of work is clearly John Paul II’s 1981 encyclical Laborem Exercens (LE—On Human Labour). As Karol Wojtyla he was a restaurant delivery boy, poet, stone-cutter, chemical plant worker, playwright, actor, philosopher (fluent on Marxism) and priest. He was also influenced by the Solidarity union movement in Poland and Catholic Action and worker priests in France and Belgium. He became one of the few popes to have held a job (Droel, 1-2)—a good apprenticeship before writing a theology of work.

Early in the twentieth century the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, Russian exile Nikolai Berdyaev and French Catholics Jacques Maritain and Emmanuel Mounier developed the Personalist movement as a third way between capitalist individualism and communist collectivism stressing the dignity, creativity and sense of community of the human person. Postwar growth and the 1960s optimism turned away from a Fall-oriented penitential theology of work to a more positive creational, incarnational and sacramental theology. This was legitimized by Vatican II’s new stress on the creative, secular work of the laity in sanctifying the world (Lumen Gentium §31) and on workers “unfolding the Creator’s work . . . and contributing by their personal industry to the realization in history of the divine plan” (Gaudium et Spes §34).

3.1. Themes of
Laborem Exercens. Pope John Paul II picked up the positive themes of Personalism and Vatican II to reorient the traditional Greek philosophical and Catholic clerical exaltation of the “perfect” contemplative life (Mary) over the “permitted” active life (Martha; see Lk 10:38-42). Now work itself is seen as a form of spirituality (LE 24.1). It is also “probably the essential key, to the whole social question.” This is because we are, as Marx argues, laboring animals, but also, as the pope adds, co-creators with God through work (LE 3.1).

A sense of the creation-based goodness of work pulses through LE’s key themes: The first is subduing creation through work and technology (LE 4.1), expressed with little ecological sensitivity till balanced later in Peace with God the Creator, Peace with All of Creation (1989). Second, the “subduing” (Gen 1:28) is exegetically stretched to apply to human, subjective work developing ourselves as persons. This is the primary product or “who” of work, not any objective or external good or “what.” This leads to our self-realization as humans, a form of almost Marxist “making” ourselves, except that work is “for man,” not man “for work” (LE 6.4, 6.5; Preece 1995, 209).

Third, John Paul II affirms labor’s priority over capital as it works at and part-owns the great “work-bench” of the “capital of creation,” or nature, which is God’s gift. Capital also includes the historical and technological heritage of human labor; it is not independent of labor (LE 12.1-3). Fourth, the relative right to private property “is subordinated to the right to common use” (LE 14.1), thus forging a third way between communism and *capitalism. This is maintained in the later Centessimus Annus (CA, chap. 4), reflecting the collapse of the Berlin Wall in its more pro-market perspective as more conducive to freedom, but within a framework of concern for the common good, labor and the poor. John Paul’s hope that some form of international solidarity movement would provide a way forward for the poorer world has proven forlorn. Union membership declines worldwide and global companies divide and conquer, using one set of workers in one country or region to undercut others’ pay and conditions (Preece 1995, 217).

3.2.
Laborem Exercens
and Women. However, John Paul II fails to fully apply his liberating theology of work to the female half of humanity, confining them mainly to domestic work and reproduction (LE 19.3). The centrality of work in human experience and self-determination, humanity’s role of co-creation with God, and the priority of labor over capital all have considerable liberating potential for women, in spite of the more patriarchal Catholic sexual ethics.

Barbara Hilkert Andolsen (1989) has stressed the dignity and relative freedom that providing for oneself and one’s loved ones through paid labor confers on women. But we should also, as John Paul II reminds us, not neglect the unpaid domestic labor of many women even though it is economically invisible. Wayne Muller provides a poignant cameo:Consider a woman in Somalia who rises early to walk two miles to the nearest well to get water for her family, returns to feed her children and ready them for school, spends the morning working the soil of the family garden, the afternoon tending to the sick and infirm of her village, then in the evening cooks and mends clothing and sings songs to her tired children and makes love with her husband. As measured by the GDP, this woman has no value. She is useless; a drain on the nation’s wealth. (120)




 




A global theology of work based on the created dignity of men and women must note not only the global brain drain from the developing world to the West, but the “care drain” of millions of nannies, maids and prostitutes leading to a “care deficit” in their own countries and families (Ehrenreich and Hochschild). The creation mandate of Genesis 1:26-28 concerns both production and reproduction responsibilities for men and women. It should not be split between them as industrial society has tended to do. Economic production should provide a stable, local base enabling reproduction and an economy of care.

3.3. Creation or Liberation Theology?—South America. John Paul II’s Polish and Solidarity-shaped sympathies did not extend to Latin American *liberation theology. Its use of Marxist language mixed with an exodus paradigm of liberation crossed his creation-based sensibilities.

Reformed philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff wrote in Until Justice and Peace Embrace (chap. 3) of the choice between “Lima and Amsterdam: Liberation or Disclosure? He meant the complementary difference between *liberation theology’s challenge to exploitation and Dutch neo-Calvinist theology’s disclosure of economic idolatry’s imperialistic trespassing on other spheres of creation—family, health, art, education etc. (Wolterstorff, 66). While affirming liberation theology’s concern for poor workers, Wolterstorff rightly noted its confusion of creation and redemption categories and argued for a creation-based liberating theology of economics and work.

An awareness of the creation basis of work for liberation, love and justice is found in a Brazilian song entitled “Migrant”:The universe moves by the power of love, And the light of its stars lightens my way. My work in communion will cause the rice fields to flower

 


 
Soaked in streams of justice, And in their fruit we will gather freedom. (cited by Bonino 1988, 71)








By contrast with liberation theology, a Pentecostal prosperity theology of work is increasingly influential in Latin America, as exemplified in Ed Silvoso’s influential Anointed for Business (2002). Volf, from a Croatian Pentecostal heritage, provides a way forward by linking Pentecostal and liberation theologies through their shared concern for the created reality of bodily liberation and healing, despite their different senses of the source of bodily oppression—spiritual powers from a Pentecostal or economic powers from a liberationist perspective (Volf 1989, 447-67). A fully biblical, global and trinitarian theology of work would stress both the creation and new creation or first and third articles and economic and spiritual perspectives on the bodily domain of work. A theology of work without the first will lack realism; one without the last will lack hope.

3.4. An African Creation Theology of Stewardship. According to Joe Kapolyo, African theology of work is more creation and less Marxist oriented than Latin American liberation theology. Marx’s materialistic “divorce between the physical and metaphysical . . . made it very hard, certainly, for Africans to wholeheartedly embrace communism” or its key concepts, despite the South African Kairos document and ANC revolutionary tendencies under apartheid (Kapolyo, 33).

Contrary to romantic Western notions, the creation theology of traditional African religions is essentially anthropocentric. God provides the environmental and spiritual life-force for humanity’s productive and reproductive well-being. Large families are paramount in order to provide a sufficient pool of labor for security and prosperity (Kapolyo, 36-38).

Kapolyo (64-65) sees an anthropocentric, utilitarian approach replicated, without the limiting divinization of nature, in the European humanist renaissance and the rise of *Enlightenment rationalism and Cartesian dualism. The ravenous appetite of the Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions and Age of Imperialism caused the displacement and decimation of millions of Africans as slaves in the Americas.



4. Christologically-Oriented Theologies of Work.

 

The twentieth century’s greatest theologian, Karl Barth, exemplifies the christological position. Before teaching academic theology Barth was a pastor in a Swiss industrial village. He was known as “the red pastor” of Safenwil in the 1910s for his involvement in worker education, unionism and democratic socialism. When female union organizers were threatened with dismissal from the local knitting mill, Barth “talked with the manufacturer . . . like Moses with Pharaoh, asking him to let the people go out into the wilderness” (Preece 1998, 151).

During World War I when Barth wrote his famous Romans commentary, he rejected the identification of the progress of Western civilization and the Protestant work ethic with God’s kingdom. God’s “greater revolution” transcends every civilization, ideology (even his democratic socialism), and social and vocational order. In the 1920s and 1930s Barth prophetically saw how a Germanized concept of “creation orders” paved the way for the Nazi and German Christian ideology of “blood and soil.”

Barth saw real weaknesses in Luther’s two-kingdoms theology that led to a capitulation of the church to German culture. Though Barth affirmed Luther’s creation-oriented retrieval of vocation from its monastic monopoly and his affirmation of “the priesthood of all believers” expressed in their everyday vocational roles, Luther’s strong contrast between law and gospel tied vocation too tightly to law and created order in the earthly kingdom. This cut vocation off from the dynamic freedom of Christ and the Spirit in the spiritual kingdom. It also attached vocation to a static, hierarchical role for life, whether in late medieval or later capitalist society.

4.1. Creation and Vocation in Christocentric Context. The christological concentration of Barth’s key doctrines of election (CD II/2) and reconciliation (IV) push creation; providence (III), including work and vocation (III/4); and the Spirit (projected V), more to the periphery. But Barth’s resounding No! to Enlightenment natural theology, human autonomy, and vocational and cultural achievement is designed to make space for a strong Chalcedonian christological Yes! to their incorporation in Christ’s humanity.

However, Barth’s rejection of the Enlightenment spirit of human cultural autonomy and subjectivity was not balanced by a completed *pneumatology (theology of the Holy Spirit). The Creator Spirit’s ties with human culture, creation, history and work (Gen 1:2; Ps 104) are neglected. On balance, neither the Creator nor Spirit are allowed sufficient space. In reaction to the distortions of cultural Protestantism and the German Christians, they are cramped christologically.

Consequently, given that human activity operates by analogy to God’s triune activity, and its center is reconciliation (CD IV), so the center of human calling and action is witnessing to reconciliation through prayer, proclamation and service and invoking social transformation through God’s kingdom. Therefore the creation mandate, culture and ordinary work, are relativized. Despite this, the place of work and vocation in Barth’s thousand-page doctrine of creation is considerable and valuable. We must sustain ourselves in creation, actively affirming our existence by working to meet our and others’ needs. This is part of God’s providence which is necessary but subordinate to God’s central work of reconciliation through Christ.

4.2. Barth’s Christ-Centered Anthropology and Work. Barth’s doctrine of creation is always oriented to Christ. The themes of Barth’s Christ-centered anthropology in CD III/2 pervade the treatment of work and vocation in III/4 under the heading of “The Command of God the Creator.” The personal dialogue or trialogue of “Ithou” encounter between the Son and Father in the Spirit is the model for Barth’s dynamic, relational view of human nature (III/2). This relational analogy ripples out to the created periphery giving personal and relational significance to our cultural and working life (III/2, 249).

The themes of Barth’s christological anthropology (based on II/2, human election in Christ) dominate his view of work and vocation in CD III/4 and his criteria for human work, as presented in table 1 below.

4.2.1. “Freedom Before God”—The Priority of Rest over Work. Under this heading Barth gives structural priority to the command to rest on “The Holy Day,” because there is no positive scriptural command to work. We rest before we work (CD III/4, 52, cf. 482). This reminds societies that are increasingly totalitarian 24/7 work societies that we live by God’s work and creation, not our own. Humanity is thus more than Marx’s or managerialism’s Man the Worker. Therefore the week begins, not ends, with a holy day, for we are not justified by our jobs, but by God’s sabbatical yes to creation in Christ. But again, “The Holy Day” relativizes human work (CD III/4, 49, 50) before reaffirming it christologically. We are still workers (CD III/4, 54) sent forth “into the other days of the week” (CD IV/3, 53).

4.2.2. “Freedom in Fellowship”—Relationships Before Dominion, Work Ethic and Culture. Under this heading Barth further subordinates work to his Christ-centered personalism. He accents the relational and sexual interpretation of God’s image versus the Reformed (and John Paul II’s) dominion over creation aspect often linked to the development of capitalism, technology, the work ethic and Western culture. He finds this missing in the New Testament (CD III/4, 472-73).

4.2.3. “Freedom for Life”—Work as Part, Not the Whole, of the Active Life. Here life is first a gift and a loan, and only then work as a providential part of “The Active Life” (CD III/4, 470-564). Barth again downplays the modern Western employment ethos by depicting our calling to witness to and prayerfully invoke God’s socially transforming kingdom as the distinctively human action, not social labor as in Marx, nor individualistic labor as in capitalism (see CD IV/3.2 §71 and IV/4 §76.3). Economic necessity is the basic biblical reason for work (Gen 3:17; Ps 90:10; 104:23; Prov 6:6-11; Eccles) (CD III/4, 472).

 



Table 1. Barth’s Christ-Centered Anthropology and Work
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By picturing work as only part of the “The Active Life,” Barth reconciles the best of the contemplative tradition of prayer and rest (Mary) while retaining the Reformation critique (Martha) of its Greek and monastic elitism and indolence (see Luke 10:38-42).

4.3. Christo-Anthropology and the Criteria of Human Work. The first criterion of objective, business-like or purposeful work involves human immersion in doing justice to a task’s relative end or goal (CD III/4, 527-29). The second criterion asks about the human worthwhileness of such purposes. Is work honest and useful, promoting “advancements, ameliorations, illumination and perhaps even adornments of human existence?” This could exclude “whole industries.” At least work should not be “injurious or ruinous,” for example, the armaments industry or financial speculation. Such work should be condemned as the early church condemned it (CD III/4, 530-31).

Third, in our cohumanity we coexist and cooperate in praying for and earning “our daily bread.” Work should be social work, not isolated, competitive and inhuman (CD III/4, 536-38). This critiques both communist managerially manipulative forms of cooperation and “free” labor contracts dictated by Western capitalists, reducing workers to inhuman means to their economic ends (CD III/4, 542-43).

Fourth, the criterion of reflectivity is based on the human being as rational soul and subject, architect not bee (Marx). Reflective work occurs even during unemployment, mind-numbing mechanical work, sickness or domestic drudgery (CD III/4, 546-49).

Finally, for work to further our freedom it must be protected against becoming totalitarian toil. Human work is second to God’s completed work in creation and redemption, as the sabbath shows. This is the antidote for the tension and compulsion of work (CD III/4, 550-53).

In sum, Barth’s criteria for human work are similar to Marx’s (and Volf 2001, 170-72), opposing work and workers being treated as mere means rather than ends in themselves. He is concerned that workers are not alienated from their task (objectivity and worthwhileness), their humanity (reflectivity) nor their fellows (cohumanity). Barth affirms social and ecclesiastical ways of countering alienation, but as partial solutions compared to our real end found in the coming of God’s kingdom and anticipated in the weekly sabbath.

4.4. Vocation as Freedom in Created Limitation. According to Barth’s anthropology, as Christians first we only know true creatureliness and humanity as centered and elected in Christ (CD III/4, 578) in a specific time, place and “unique opportunity.” Barth’s dynamic concept of divine and human temporality provides an alternative basis to the traditional unchangeable vocation for life concept.

Barth further distinguishes the “comprehensive sense” of vocation from its “narrower” identification with an occupation. Comprehensive vocation is lived out in a range of relational responsibilities particular to each person. It is a divine summons “proper to all,” including the unemployed, housewives, children, the sick and elderly. A job can be part but not the heart of their Christian vocation or humanity (CD III/4, 599-600, 630).



5. Eschatological/Spirit-Oriented Theologies of Work.

 

Bonino’s comments concerning the strongly pneumatological or Spirit-centered character of Latin American Protestantism are applicable to most growing areas of world Christianity. Likewise are his critical comments concerning its inability, and the dominant Western tradition’s inability to develop a truer and fuller perspective on the work of the Spirit in cosmic and trinitarian context (Ps 104; Rom 8). If Catholics have largely subordinated the Spirit to the church, Protestants have largely subordinated the Spirit to the Word and individual salvation and sanctification (Bonino 1997, 124-26). Is there a theology of work with a stronger sense of connection to the Creator Spirit available?

5.1. Gifts and Work. Miroslav Volf uses Paul’s notion of spiritual gifts as the anticipatory experience of the ultimate transformation of the material world more broadly and concretely than usual. Just as the Spirit’s activity is not confined to the church, neither are spiritual gifts like evangelism (Eph 4:11) and giving (Rom 12:8). These are amplified by reference to gifted Old Testament political leaders like the judges and kings and builders and craftsmen of the temple (Ex 35:2-3; 1 Chron 28:11-12).

5.2. Advantages of a Pneumatology of Work Versus Vocational Views. In distinguishing calling as a singular salvational and ethical notion and charismata as plural and functional, Volf aims to overcome the problematic biblical basis, historical handicaps and contemporary irrelevance of Luther’s creation-based view of vocation (see Pneumatology). Volf’s view claims to (1) be determined by the calling and equipping of the risen Lord and Spirit, not one’s social position, and (2) humanize alienating work in contrast to Luther’s vocational indifference to it. Gifts demand appropriate work and trigger transformation through the Spirit, joining human and divine as partners anticipating new creation. This view also claims to (3) allow plurality and flexibility of gifts through time and circumstance, which better fits what Z. Bauman calls Liquid Modernity (2000)—mobile occupational situations—than an unchangeable calling, and (4) permit more than one gift at a time (1 Cor 14:12). Christians are multiskilled and so, by analogy, may have several work roles simultaneously or over time. A charismatic view of work thus enables a needed postmodern re-definition of work (Volf 2001, 110, 115-17).

5.3. Eschatological Versus Creational Paradigms. Like Moltmann, Volf accents the new creation, but maintains more of its biblical complementarity and continuity with this *creation (see Eschatology). He gives three reasons for this priority: (1) The nature of Christian existence is essentially eschatological. (2) The new creation goes beyond the first creation; it is no mere restoration. (3) Eschatological theologies are relevant to modern work by stressing human cooperation with God’s transformation of the world through technological and micro-and macro-economic structural change, not mere preservation of the status quo (Volf 2001, 101-2).

Behind the conservative bias of some providential theologies of creation order lies a one-sided, insufficiently trinitarian isolation of creation which masks fallen power structures. But the same could equally be said of eschatologies that become escapologies or examples of Marx’s “opiate of the people,” quieting hopes for social transformation. Conservative and revolutionary social stances are not promoted automatically by creation and eschatology, as earlier noted.

5.4. Continuity Between Work in Creation and New Creation. Volf’s critique of restorationist (“back to Eden”) and discontinuous (“no work in heaven”) views of the relationship between creation and new creation applies to many dualistic and conservative theologies of work. But Reformed views usually stress not only restoration but also transformation and share Volf’s earthy eschatology. Because the Bible’s visionary apocalyptic language leads to multiple meanings, and to avoid vagueness, Volf needs to continue to draw on creation, Christology and vocational theology to develop more specific gift-based ethics for work.

In the continuity and transformation of Jesus’ bodily *resurrection, creation and new creation join hands in giving eternal significance to our work. This encourages us to be steadfast and immovable because we know that the vanity of fallen, death-bound labor “under the sun” (Ecclesiastes) is vanquished in the risen Son (1 Cor 15:20, 58). Continuity enables discernment of aspects of the new heavens and new earth which are realizable during the “not-yet” time now, condemning some work practices and commending others for the common good. It also enables “the Spirit of redemption” to intensify gifts given through “the Spirit of creation” and thus extend spiritual gifts to Christians’ secular work, and, by analogy, though unconsciously, to non-Christians.

5.5. An Eschatological or Trinitarian Framework? Given Volf’s need of creational criteria of freedom and responsibility (from Gen 1:26-28; Gen 2, 4) for good work—and presumably criteria from the Fall to explain bad or alienating work—we can ask why not include creation, Fall and redemption (some, like R. Higginson, add a fourth, eschaton) in a threefold framework for a theology of work? Or why not integrate all three credal articles as advocated here? Creational and new creational perspectives can then enrich one another rather than struggling in a sibling rivalry that succumbs to the false alternatives of restoring or negating creation. The earthy Reformed and the more eschatological Pentecostal view need each other.

As the Trinity “dances” perichoretically through time and space, its persons take turns in the lead, without leaving the others behind in their creative and re-creative work and play. Thus, in sum, I agree with Volf’s lesser claim about the contemporary importance of an eschatological/pneumatological theology of work—but not with the larger claim of the permanent primacy of eschatology/pneumatology. Volf’s primary reason for supporting an eschatological theology of work is that all candidates in the vote for the center of the New Testament are eschatological. However, changing to a musical metaphor, why set everything in a single key, from first to last? This would be musically monotonous. Eschatology is one central theme, but making it the only one conceals more than it reveals. There are good arguments for other central concepts, especially Christology in relation to election, covenant, ecclesiology, soteriology and coming kingdom. Christ is the first and the last (Rev 1:17; 2:8; 22:13), the Alpha and Omega (Rev 1:8; 21:6; 22:13), the beginning and end (Rev 22:13)—and all in between. Christology ties together first and last things in a trinitarian framework that is not yet sufficiently reflected in Work in the Spirit, but given Volf’s trinitarian reflections in other areas since then, we can expect that it will be one day, to the great benefit of a global theology of work.

See also BUSINESS; CAPITALISM; MONEY, WEALTH; POVERTY; TECHNOLOGY.
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WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES

 

The World Council of Churches (WCC) is a fellowship of 347 churches (2005) from all continents, joining Protestant and Orthodox traditions. Since its establishment in 1948, the WCC has been the most active and most inclusive multilateral organization in contemporary *ecumenism. The different member churches come together every seven years in a worldwide assembly, which is the highest decision-making body of the WCC. Between the assemblies, important issues are handled by the central committee. The headquarters of the WCC is in Geneva. While this article discusses the WCC as an organization, the entry “Ecumenism” deals with ecumenical theology in general. As the self-understanding of the WCC is decisively shaped by its assemblies, the organization is best understood as a process of successive global events.

1. The Assemblies and Other Major Events of the WCC

2. The Self-Understanding of the WCC


 


1. The Assemblies and Other Major Events of the WCC.

 

The early ecumenical movement consisted of three multilateral organizations. The International Missionary Council coordinated the churches’ missions; the Life and Work movement reflected on social ethics and peace; whereas the Faith and Order movement concentrated on the churches’ normative doctrine and constitutional issues. In 1937-1938, Life and Work and Faith and Order decided to unite in order to constitute a “World Council of Churches.” During the Second World War, a provisional committee, “the WCC in process of formation,” was active in Geneva. Led by Willem A. Visser ’t Hooft, the provisional committee played a significant role as contact place for the churches and for the anti-Nazi resistance movement (Zeilstra).

The inaugural assembly of the WCC convened in Amsterdam in August 1948, representing 147 churches from 44 countries. With the exception of the Roman Catholic Church (RCC), all major confessional families were represented. The WCC defined itself as “a fellowship of churches which accept our Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour.” Visser ’t Hooft was appointed to the first General Secretary of the WCC (from 1948 to 1966). The headquarters of the WCC was established in Geneva.

The assemblies of the WCC became mile-stones of world ecumenism. The second assembly was held in Evanston, USA, 1954 (161 member churches), the third in New Delhi in 1961 (197) and the fourth in Uppsala in 1968 (235). Other major conferences of the WCC included the Toronto (1950) meeting of the central committee, in which the self-understanding of the WCC was clarified (see section 2 below), the world conferences of Faith and Order in Lund (1952) and Montreal (1963) as well as a world conference on church and society in Geneva in 1966.

The International Missionary Council joined the WCC in 1961. The WCC committed itself to host regular world missionary conferences, which have taken place in Mexico 1963, Bangkok 1973, Melbourne 1980, San Antonio 1989, Salvador da Bahia 1996, and Athens 2005. The WCC’s work on mission has not always satisfied evangelical Christians who have, after an international congress in Lausanne 1974, founded the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization, which works independently of the WCC (see Lausanne Movement and Covenant). Besides missionary reflection, the WCC has done extensive work on *contextual theology and interfaith dialogue. In 1971 a subunit within the WCC was formed to promote dialogue between people of living faiths. A world consultation in Chiang Mai, Thailand, 1977, explored the possibilities of interfaith exchange.

The WCC continued to grow from its fifth assembly in Nairobi 1975 (285 member churches) over the sixth in Vancouver 1983 (301) until the seventh in Canberra 1991 (317). In 1990, 359 people were on the payroll of the Geneva staff, but since that time the number has been decreasing. The following persons have served as General Secretaries: Eugene Carson Blake (1966-1972), Philip A. Potter (1972-1984), Emilio Castro (1985-1992), Konrad Raiser (1993-2003) and Samuel Kobia (2004-). Theologically important projects of the WCC include the document “Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry” (1982) and the world congress on Faith and Order in Santiago de Compostela 1993. The old paradigm of ecumenical social ethics, called “responsible society,” was during the 1970s replaced with the vision of “just, participatory and sustainable society” and in the 1980s with “justice, peace and the integrity of creation.”

The end of the Cold War in the early 1990s led to a new evaluation of Christian ecumenism. The Russian Orthodox Church, member of the WCC since 1961, became increasingly critical of pluralist and liberal Western values. Evangelical Christians were suspicious of the increasing role of interfaith issues in the WCC. In the West, the WCC’s cooperation with churches in socialist countries during the Cold War was afterwards looked upon with suspicion. The fading of idealistic hopes of church unity contributed to the decrease of ecumenical interest in the churches.

These difficulties were extensively discussed in the eighth assembly of the WCC in Harare 1998 (336 member churches) as well as in the ninth one in Porto Alegre 2006. Especially the Orthodox criticism led to the establishment of the “Special Commission on Orthodox Participation in the WCC,” which worked between Harare and Porto Alegre assemblies. Inspired by this commission, the WCC currently aims at making its decisions in the spirit of consensus, thus strengthening the common understanding and vision of ecumenism. The RCC has stayed outside the WCC, but it is represented in the Faith and Order commission since 1968. Since 1965, a Joint Working Group between the RCC and the WCC has published several documents.



2. The Self-Understanding of the WCC.

 

The original basis of the WCC was reformulated in New Delhi 1961 as follows: the WCC is “a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the Scriptures, and therefore seek to fulfill together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” This basis has remained a classical formulation to which churches are frequently called to return when they reflect on their ecumenical work (e.g., In One Body, 2003). While the divinity of Christ and the mentioning of the Scriptures reflect *evangelical theology, the trinitarian formula is important for the Orthodox churches (see Trinity, Triune God). These basic truths are mutually complementary when a balanced statement of Christian faith is made. The New Delhi basis serves often as a demarcation line of Christianity. Christians ought to affirm the trinitarian faith, the Scriptures and the divinity of Christ. Thus anti-trinitarians cannot be members of the fellowship in question, whereas the Oriental Orthodox churches who have not received the *ecumenical council of Chalcedon (451) can.

For a proper understanding of the nature of the WCC, the concept of “fellowship” needs to be spelled out. The Toronto statement of 1950 defines the self-understanding of the WCC, stating that the WCC is not and cannot become a “super-church.” It is an “instrument” of promoting unity, not the goal of ecumenism. The member churches need not share their *sacraments with one another. According to Toronto 1950, they need not even recognize other members as “true” churches, although they should recognize “elements” of true church in other member churches. They should further recognize that “the membership of the Church of Christ is more inclusive than the membership of their own church body.”

Given this, the “fellowship” mentioned in the WCC basis is not a communion in the sense of biblical koinonia. It rather resembles a federative reality in which the members are committed to follow certain rules while preserving their autonomy. At the same time, the true koinonia is not simply absent from this fellowship. The churches recognize elements of true church in one another and are committed to act toward the common goal through using this instrument of unity. In this sense, the fellowship can be said to have some ecclesial “density.” And yet, it needs to be carefully distinguished from any such “full communion” or “church fellowship,” which comprises all essential marks of unity.

The word “council” in the name of the WCC is not synonymous with the use of the same word in phrases like “Second Vatican Council” or “ecumenical council.” The two phrases employ the Latin root concilium, meaning a binding decision-making body of the Christian church. In the WCC, the individual churches are rather in a process of counseling one another, asking advice and thinking together how to cope with the burning issues. This act of counseling is explicit when the name of the WCC is translated into other languages (German: Rat; French: Conseil).

As instrument it is the purpose of the WCC to promote unity among Christian churches. The three “unity statements” of the WCC, formulated in New Delhi 1961, Nairobi 1975 and Canberra 1991, aim at spelling out the nature of this unity in more detail. Recent statements stress, among other things, that this unity is no human achievement but a gift, that it is not merely inward but should be made visible and that it does not only concern doctrine but also our solidarity in common life.

See also ECUMENISM; LAUSANNE MOVEMENT AND COVENANT; WORLD EVANGELICAL ALLIANCE.
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WORLD EVANGELICAL ALLIANCE

 

The World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) is a worldwide network of evangelical churches. It is characterized by five charter qualifications: (1) a doctrinal confession—grounding it in historic evangelical affirmations; (2) constitutionality—governed by its bylaws and General Assembly delegates, which guarantee historical continuity; (3) a church-based movement—listening to its constituency as its core authority—it is not an organization established and maintained by individuals; (4) a global constituency—rooted in 128 national and seven regional alliances, over one hundred associate members, six affiliated specialized ministries and six commissions; (5) functioning as a network while providing the services of an alliance—through its resources, departments and commissions. WEA is the broadest organizational and global manifestation of what it means to be an evangelical.

1. The Evangelical Alliance, 1846-1951

2. World Evangelical Fellowship, 1951-2001

3. An Evaluation of WEF/WEA


 


1. The Evangelical Alliance, 1846-1951.

 

WEA’s roots began in 1846 with the establishment in England of the Evangelical Alliance, incorporated in 1912 as the World’s Evangelical Alliance (British Organization).

The 1846 historical context is instructive. The English conscience was disturbed by growing social injustices, especially working conditions and child labor. The Church of England experienced the Scottish Disruption and the Tractarian Movement exodus. Darwin was developing his evolutionary theories, and Marx and Engels published the Communist Manifesto in 1848; France, Germany and Italy all experienced revolutions in 1848.

The Second Great Awakening (1791-1842) created a desire for Christian fellowship across the boundaries of church and geography, especially in the British Isles and United States. “It was a time that called everywhere for the influence of an [sic] united and powerful Christian Church” (Ewing, 12). British meetings starting in 1843 led to the watershed London gathering of August 19-September 2, 1846, at Freemason Hall. Representatives came from England, Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Sweden, Germany, France, Holland, Switzerland, the United States and Canada. Some 800-1000 Christian leaders, representing 53 “bodies of Christians,” met for 13 days in worship, preaching and business.

Controversy emerged when British participants moved to exclude slave-holders from membership. The atmosphere was charged by the delayed arrival of Mollison M. Clark, an American Negro minister from the African Methodist Episcopal denomination in New York. Given “the right hand of fellowship,” he affirmed “his sense of the value of the newly-formed Alliance and of his privilege in being admitted to its membership” (Ewing, 19). After six days of heated debate, the final constitution did not address slavery due to American pressures. David M. Howard records this judgment: “It is sobering and saddening to realize that disagreement on a social issue such as slavery, which today would not occupy five minutes of debate in a worldwide evangelical forum, should scuttle the attempt to build a truly representative body of evangelicals on a global basis” (Howard, 13). A “confederation” was formed—not a new “ecclesiastical structure”—to express existing spiritual unity, with a doctrinal statement of evangelical convictions (Howard, 11). For one hundred years the Evangelical Alliance operated as an informal structure and platform for evangelical unity under the four “Practical Resolutions” (Ewing, 20).

During the period 1846-1955, “branches” were established in France, Germany, Canada, the USA, Sweden, India, Turkey, Spain and Portugal. General Conferences, focusing on Christian fellowship and unity, were held in London (1851), Paris (1855), Berlin (1857), Geneva (1861), Amsterdam (1867), New York (1873), Basle (1879), Copenhagen (1884) and Florence (1891). These emphasized the proclamation and expansion of the *gospel; established the long-lasting Universal Week of Prayer starting in 1861; protested against the “Papacy and Popery”; advocated for religious liberty, “the succor of the oppressed” in Europe, Russia, Turkey, Persia, Japan, Madagascar, Brazil and Peru (Eking, 58); defended “the Lord’s Day,” attacking Sunday labor, and “organised games and amusements” (Ewing, 83); and backed freedom of slaves in the United States and their resettlement in Africa. Their official magazine was Evangelical Christendom.



2. World Evangelical Fellowship, 1951- 2001.

 

Up to 1951 the Alliance was primarily a British venture, with uneven support in Europe and the United States. Two world wars had decimated hopes for greater unity. Evangelicals lived in a new historical context: Americans founded the National Association of Evangelicals in 1942; 51 nations in 1945 signed the UN charter and in 1951 the UN headquarters opened in New York; the World Council of Churches was founded in 1948; Remington Rand delivered the first commercial UNIVAC I computer.

2.1. Holland, 1951. Some 91 men and women from 21 nations met in Holland as the International Convention of Evangelicals to reenvision the old EA into a global fellowship. Leaders included J. Elwin Wright, Harold J. Ockenga and Clyde W. Taylor from the USA and John R. W. Stott and A. Jack Dain from England. Dain and Stott drafted its threefold purpose: The furtherance of the gospel, the defense and confirmation of the gospel, and the fellowship in the gospel (Howard, 28-34).

2.2. WEF from 1951 to 1982. Word spread of this new, global body, with its executive committee, co-international leaders and four commissions—evangelism, missionary, literature, Christian action. WEF’s leaders traveled indefatigably, establishing and expanding the new global evangelical body, always with scarce funding.

Executive leadership and office headquarters for WEF are as follows:1. Roy Cattell (England) and J. Elwin Wright (USA), co-secretaries, 1951-1953

2. A. J. Dain (England) and J. Elwin Wright (USA), co-secretaries, 1953-1958

3. Fred Ferris (USA), International Secretary, USA, 1958-1962

4. Gilbert Kirby (England), International Secretary, 1962-1966

5. Dennis Clark (Canada), International Secretary, 1966-1970

6. Gordon Landreth (England), Interim International Secretary, 1970-1971

7. Clyde Taylor (USA), International Secretary, 1971-1975

8. Waldron Scott (USA), General Secretary, 1975-1980

9. Wade Coggins (USA), Interim General Secretary, 1981


 



WEF’s early leaders invested dreams, time, health and personal finances to launch the new vision. In 1954 Wright traveled to 21 nations; in 1975 Taylor also visited 21 nations. Some Europeans complained that WEF was too American. Trying to internationalize such a ministry was difficult, though membership gradually expanded as new national alliances were founded. WEF’s international governing body—later called the General Assembly—was to meet every three years.

Frustrations soon emerged: a vision struggling in isolation, with limited operating unity and serious doctrinal differences (Howard, 59). As always, WEF faced “the ever-present spectre of the financial limitations” (Howard, 62). WEF was primarily the incarnation of its executive traveler.

Under Canadian Dennis Clark, located in Toronto, new vision expanded WEF but also created tensions. For some Americans he was too anti-American and biased toward Third World evangelicals. Doctrinal challenges in Europe and Africa continued. Clark stepped down in 1970 and after a short interim by Gordon Landreth, the baton passed for five years to the indefatigable Clyde Taylor.

During the 1970s, an issue was the relationship between WEF and Lausanne. Lausanne leaders had wondered whether to launch a new global entity or seek merger. Some 1951 players found themselves in different camps. In 1974 WEF leaders were asking, “Is there life after Lausanne?” (Howard, 100-112). With WEF apparently fading, the visionary *Lausanne movement declined merger.

Waldron Scott became WEF’s new and first full-time general secretary, with creative goals and energy for the struggling movement. WEF’s priorities were articulated anew, but the grassroots were not cultivated. Historic tensions reemerged: funding, uncertain ownership of WEF, insufficient leadership. Differences grew when Scott wanted to broaden the definition of “evangelical.” He, like Clark, appeared biased in favor of Third World churches.

The 1980 seventh General Assembly met in England with a challenging agenda: membership and structure, WEF and Lausanne, and more problematic, WEF and Rome. Shortly afterward, Scott tendered his resignation, plunging WEF into another crisis. Wade Coggins provided interim leadership until David M. Howard became General Secretary in 1982.

From the 1960s into the 1980s, some WEF components had begun to flourish under visionary leadership. The Theological Commission (TC) set the standard under India-based New Zealander, Bruce Nicholls, with its key projects and publications. Cooperative ventures with Lausanne began. Germans provided new funding for the TC.

The Missions Commission (MC) was launched in Korea, 1975, under Korean woman missiologist Chun Chae Ok as its first executive secretary and later Indian Theodore Williams. The MC emerged as a player in the global missions scene with its early focus on “Two Thirds World emerging missions.”

Countless people have made WEA what it is today, not just its executive leadership. John E. Longlais of Guernsey, Channel Islands, merits mention for his vital forty-year WEF contribution through counsel, leadership (various commissions and the IC) and finances. “Humanly speaking, WEF would not have made it without John” (Howard 2006).

2.3. WEF, 1982-2006, and a New Name: World Evangelical Alliance. The following provided executive leadership and office headquarters for WEA:1. David M. Howard (USA/Singapore), 1982- 1992

2. Agustin “Jun” Vencer (Philippines), 1992- 2001

3. Gary Edmonds (USA), 2002-2004

4. Geoff Tunnicliffe (Canada), 2005 to present


 



Howard traveled the world with the dream of evangelicals in common cause. Scores of alliances were visited and some forty founded. Regional alliances grew and the International Council’s role matured. Howard’s title became General Director, and later International Director. Lausanne, however, entered an uncertain stage. Travel was grueling, and the organizational and financial crisis hit hard in 1985, in spite of new vision-casting with a fresh mission statement (Howard, 156). Howard’s ten-year (double the tenure of any previous executive!) legacy is strong: he established integrity, fiscal responsibility and pastoral vision while growing his team of commission and alliance leaders, and the IC. He will be remembered for moving headquarters from the USA to Singapore in 1987, for WEF was now finally established in the global church epicenter.

In Manila 1992, Filipino Agustin “Jun” Vencer became international director until 2001. WEF now had a Majority World leader. Vencer’s commitments were to establish and strengthen national alliances, reflecting his Philippine experience, and to embody biblical holism, integrating gospel and social concern. Commissions and self-supported staff grew under his tenure. The Religious Liberty Commission and the Leadership Training Department began. One commission was phased out. Tireless travel characterized Vencer’s nine years. The historic funding challenges reemerged with three offices: Singapore, Manila, USA.

Vencer’s tenure concluded at the Kuala Lumpur 2001 General Assembly, without a successor, but with a new name—World Evangelical Alliance. An interim operating team was capably led by IC Chair, David Detert (France-based American executive), for a year. The Asia offices were closed and headquarters returned to the USA.

Early in 2001 WEA asked Interdev for a comprehensive evaluation of the movement; the report was presented by Interdev’s Gary Edmonds. At a 2002 WEA gathering in England, the International Council invited Edmonds himself to become WEA’s new Secretary General. Edmonds reduced debts by closing the Wheaton office and moving it to Seattle. He negotiated the decision to sell the Singapore property. Edmonds worked to revamp WEA, a move that didn’t garner the desired support. Ironically the Interdev report recommendations were not implemented. Edmonds resigned early in 2004, and WEA found itself again in leadership and funding uncertainty.

A new era began in 2005 when Canadian Geoff Tunnicliffe became international director. The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada invited WEA to move its administration and financial functions to Ontario and provided vital support. WEA now grew with new human and financial resources from alliances and affiliates. Tunnicliffe brought a singular gift mix and collegiality to WEA. Offices opened near Vancouver, Canada (Operations and Leadership), San Francisco (Information Technology), Washington, DC (Global Press) and Geneva (United Nations). WEA Affiliate member the Christian Media Corporation offered its services in media, communications and technology.



3. An Evaluation of WEF/WEA.

 

Howard’s book, The Dream that Would Not Die, is well named. WEA’s biblical vision for practical unity is driven by Christ’s prayer in John 17. Its strengths go beyond those presented in the first paragraph of this article. WEA embraces the tectonic shift in the epicenter of global Christianity in its constituency and leadership, regional and national alliances, and commissions. Leadership grapples anew with the meaning of “evangelical,” even as they sort out relationships to evangelicals in other communions, to the World Council of Churches, to Lausanne and other global groups. Commissions are being strengthened, with the Mission Commission and its reflective practitioners setting the standard. WEA’s Religious Liberty Commission and presence in the United Nations represent bold public advocacy voices. WEA functions as both alliance and network. WEA is defined and recognized as representatives of a distinct worldwide constituency, and participates in the annual Conference of Secretaries of World Christian Communions.

WEA has its weaknesses. Some considered it a “gated community” not welcoming the broader evangelical family into membership; others perceived it as an inflexible ecclesiastical structure. As it struggles with perennial financial limitations, will its constituencies “own” WEA to provide necessary human and financial resources for it to serve its purposes excellently? Some still perceive it as too Western-driven and funded, and it has suffered from uneven leadership.

In the new century, however, a new day dawns on a revitalized WEA with its regional and national alliances, commissions (theology, religious liberty, mission, youth, women, information technology), Leadership Institute, global partners and international Christiam Ministries. WEA today is a network of churches in 127 nations that have joined to give a worldwide identity, voice and platform to more than 420 million evangelical Christians.

See also ECUMENISM; EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY; LAUSANNE MOVEMENT AND COVENANT; WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES.
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YOUTH

 

Throughout history in every culture around the world the life cycle was experienced as having two developmental stages—childhood and adulthood. Childhood was a time of preparation and training, an opportunity to learn what it means to be an adult in the society. Through the rigors of socialization, rituals and rites of passage, sometimes formal but often merely organic, the young were viewed as the most significant resource of the community, the ones who would carry on the corporate metanarrative. Adults, then, saw their task to train and ultimately assimilate the young into the life of the society. But these traditional patterns are changing.

1. History of “Youth”

2. Youth in the Bible

3. The Church’s Response to Youth—Then and Now


 


1. History of “Youth.”

 

Many believe “youth,” or more precisely, adolescence, has always been a part of the developmental cycle. Yet for over one hundred years scholars have noted the emergence of a “new” developmental stage. Beginning in the West, society’s view and treatment of children created a world where they no longer enjoyed the culture’s systemic commitment to assimilating the young into mainstream adult life. Where there had always been two basic stages of life—child and adult—there emerged a brand new period that enabled a child to find their way into adulthood. This stage has been labeled adolescence, and it is the technical term for what many call youth (Arnett).

There has always been some form of transition between childhood and adulthood. This has been marked either by highly codified celebrations, rituals and rites of passage that culminate in the assimilation of the youth into the community of adults, or by a more organic and natural process that is less specific but still just as functional (Raphael). According to Arnold van Gennep, who in writing Rites of Passage in 1908 solidified the term, most rites of passage have three elements: separation from the old status of childhood; transition, often accompanied by a specified ritual; and, ultimately, incorporation into the adult community. Historically, all three elements were instituted, developed and monitored by those in power in the society, the adults. Whatever form a culture adopted, the often ritualized but always deliberate transition from child to adult helped both adults and those moving into adulthood to recognize and affirm the resulting change in status.

Currently, in nearly every society around the world, there are fewer and fewer markers that guide the young out of the status and role of child and into the status and role of adult. Today around the globe (with the exception of severely isolated people groups) any type of clear process for becoming an adult is disappearing. Everywhere there is increasingly less personal or systemic support, training or even encouragement to assist young people as they attempt to make the transition from childhood to adulthood. Van Gennep’s passage elements of separation, transition and incorporation that functioned to formalize how one is received by adult society have by default become a responsibility passed squarely onto the shoulders of adolescents themselves. In short, in our global community young people are now on their own to determine how and when they will become adults. This decades-long erosion of adult support and guidance has created the environment that has spawned the new developmental stage we often refer to as youth—a period of life where one is left on their own to navigate the movement out of childhood and into interdependent adulthood. Slowly shedding cultural rites of passage and identifiable markers to guide children into adulthood, in nearly every culture adolescence is now considered an inevitable reality.

Although there is evidence that this systemic abandonment of the young was coming for centuries, the term adolescent was not used as a label for this phase of life until roughly one hundred years ago, and it was then limited to a Western social context. Among scholars and developmental psychologists, consensus grew during the early twentieth century that indeed another stage of the life span was emerging, especially in North America and Europe (Clark). Through the second half of the twentieth century, adolescence, youth and youth culture became more identifiable as distinct from adults and mainstream culture. By the mid- to late- 1960s, adolescence as a unique phase of the life span was recognized around the world. Today, scholarly articles and researchers around the globe take for granted this separate yet transitionally driven stage of life. As *technological and economic forces have caused the earth to shrink, and the world is said to be a closer knit networked community of peoples and nations, there is at the same time massive social fissures developing within nearly every culture around the world. *Globalization may be bringing the world closer together, but the advent and increasing separateness of adolescence and the resulting societal fragmentation of this new era have created a devastating separation between the young and the old all around the world. (Three exceptions to this are societies that pro-actively protect themselves from outside forces, as the Maasai in East Africa; societies where strife inhibits developmental systems; and societies that ideologically limit these negative factors.) This generational animosity is a mounting crisis worldwide, and it has implications in every sphere of society, even (and perhaps especially) the church.

It is important to note that adolescence and youth have not always been a legitimate stage of the life cycle; it is an “invention” of modern society (Mussen). The world is changing, and in most of the world those changes have brought with them a dissolution of the majority of society’s commitment to the young.



2. Youth in the Bible.

 

While the assumptions related to the definitions of adolescence abound even in scholarly theological resources, the difference between the youth of today going through an artificially created developmental period between childhood and adulthood termed adolescence and the biblical context is difficult to compare. As noted, up until a century ago around the world there were two stages of life, childhood and adulthood. This is also, then, true of the patriarchs, Jesus, and the early church fathers. The Bible describes two stages of life, each with two basic subsets: childhood, which includes infancy and childhood, and adulthood, which can describe anything from young adults to elders. Like all later inventions, the social invention of adolescence simply did not exist at the time the Bible was written.

2.1. Youth in the Old Testament. In biblical Hebrew, there are several words that roughly translate as “youth,” and most can refer to anything from a young adult to a child or even an infant. In the Old Testament there are words specifically reserved for infants or very small children, but from there the developmental landscape becomes far less precise. One of the more common words translated “youth,” na‹ar, is a good example of how little attention biblical Hebrew gives to the distinction between a child and a young adult. “That na‹ar affords a wide range of usage is evident from a sampling of its over two hundred occurrences. Whereas in Exodus 2:6 it refers to the infant of few months, Moses (KJV ‘the babe wept’), and in II Sam 12:16 to Bathsheba’s baby, the mature Absalom is called na‹ar by his father in II Sam 14:21 and 18:5” (Fisher, 2.586).

Contrary to contemporary myth, Israel in the Old Testament period did not have a clear and definable marker that delineated the shift from childhood to adulthood. From the linguistic evidence, once a child grew out of needing the direct supervisory responsibility of childhood, they entered a young adulthood apprenticeship phase that soon moved into full adulthood. Although there are anecdotal suggestions that there were formalized rites of passage during this period (a precursor to the ceremony known today as bar mitzvah), the biblical evidence generally points to a more organic and holistic social assimilation into adult status. The formal bar mitzvah itself evolved out of a Talmud edict that declared a young person “subject to the commandments” at thirteen years old. The ceremony became formalized in the fifteenth century, and is not even hinted at in the Bible.

2.2. Youth in the New Testament. The most common word used for “youth” in the New Testament is neos. It is more often used to refer to something new (especially in comparing to something old) than to describe a particular stage of life (with a single exception where “νέoς in the sense of ‘young’ occurs only at Titus 2:4: αι’ νέαι, the age-group of young women” [Behm, 4.898]). Otherwise, when the New Testament is translated “youth” or “young,” it is referring to young adults who are included in the community of adults yet are at the bottom rung of the adult social ladder (2 Tim 2:22).

As in the Old Testament, the concept of youth is difficult to locate as a precise stage of development. Accordingly, most scholars avoid attempting precision and agree that there is not sufficient support to assert such a developmental generalization. The New Testament consistently affirms two basic stages of life, childhood and adulthood.



3. The Church’s Response to Youth—Then and Now.

 

Throughout the centuries churches saw children and emerging adults as included members of the community whose training was limited to doctrinal and/or communal education as they were catechized into the life of faith. When Christianity was the dominant religious and social force in Europe, religious instruction and family ties alone were enough to maintain Christianity’s hold on children and young adults. Throughout most of church history, growing children were exposed to no other worldview. Unique attentiveness and missional strategy targeting the young was simply not an issue in the church’s first 1900 years. It was with the recognition of adolescence as a developmental stage that the ecclesiological cracks of generational fragmentation began to show.

Where children and the newly emerging adolescents were concerned, the church’s mind-set toward the young remained fixed: “You are welcome, and even expected, to come to us and to be a part of us.” But as the chasm between adolescent subculture and adult culture widened, many if not most youth began to see the disparity between the expectation of their religious heritage and the options awaiting them outside the walls of the local congregation. As adolescence became more defined as a unique stage of the life span, beginning in the West and following World War II, influencing child development around the world, church leadership did not have the ecclesiological or even systemic resources to respond. Although, according to theologian Darrell L. Guder, the church is called to be “the instrument of God’s mission,” the young were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with the Christian institution, and the church merely fretted while helplessly watching them leave. With few exceptions, a theological and systematic missional commitment to reach the disaffected and dissatisfied youth simply did not exist in the church. It simply did not occur to adults that children and youth needed to be pursued missionally. As Guder notes, “Neither the structures nor the theology of our established Western churches is missional. They are shaped by the legacy of Christendom. That is, they have been formed by centuries in which Western civilization considered itself formally and officially Christian” (Guder, 5-6). As the young felt increasingly isolated from their religious roots, the church made little effort to recapture them. It is out of this inattention that concerned individuals took it on themselves to reach out to adolescents in the name of Christ, giving rise to the youth parachurch movement.

In the late 1800s and into the new twentieth century there was fermenting a fresh and vibrant commitment to adolescents, primarily located within what has come to be known as the youth parachurch movement. Although theological resource materials and textbooks often argue that the church’s response to the new adolescent was simply the morphing of historical catechistic structures, most youth ministry specialists and leaders around the world note a marked difference between the notion of training a congregation’s young through education and catechesis, and the need to missionally reach out to an increasingly disillusioned population. Early-twentieth-century pioneers sought to develop an entirely new strategy to reach out to those who felt excluded from a meaningful relationship with the church. M. Cannister details the rise of what we now call “youth ministry” as the church’s response to the emerging youth population:It is only in the history of missiological revivals that you will find the youth ministry movements of the 20th century recorded, and for good reason. Youth Ministry grew out of revivalism and is historically based upon missional theology. Youth Ministry is a missional ministry whose objective it is to proclaim the gospel to a nation named Adolescence. (Cannister, 6)




 




In the second half of the twentieth century, as the parachurch organizations dedicated to reaching adolescents became more established, the local church began to take notice. Sometimes by denominational fiat, but more often by congregational desire or even desperation, parish-based “youth ministry” emerged as the church’s response to this disenfranchised subgroup. As church-based youth ministry developed and parachurch groups were honing their training and expanding their ministries at home and internationally, youth ministry training, resource and publishing organizations began to fuel this new wave of targeted ministry. The church’s new focus on youth, to both those inside and out of the congregational community, brought the need for support in terms of training, resources, curriculum and programming large group events. In churches around the world, by 1980 youth ministry had become one of the core essentials in a parish ministry strategy.

In many denominations and churches around the world, this enthusiasm for reaching youth through both parachurch and parish ministries created an increasing concern for youth among adult believers. What began as a handful of committed parachurch youth advocates finding ways to incarnate themselves in the youth world for Christ soon led local churches to rethink their strategy. This began a global shift where local churches were committed to reinventing their programmatic structures in order to take seriously the needs of adolescents. In many places, youth ministry has been even more refined theologically and missionally, seeking to discover news ways to assimilate the young into the body of Christ.

In contemporary church life, wherever there is a relatively formal operational organization or structure that governs church life, there is almost certainly some level of missional commitment to those in the second decade of life. Even as churches and denominations around the world have continued to fine-tune their work with youth, international parachurch organizations like Young Life and Youth for Christ have retained much of their original focus as the missional arm of the church, seeking to reach those who are the farthest from the touch of a local congregation. The greatest challenge for the church in the future is how the cultural fragmentation of generations has caused us to create a “church” that is instead several different communities of disconnected people groups. There is, however, some evidence that many are seeing the need to bring together the young and old as a living, vibrant community of faith. While the predominate youth ministry strategy tends to remain highly pragmatic and individualistic, today there is hope that God is drawing his people—all generations—together under one banner, the family of God.

See also CHILDREN AT RISK.
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ZIONISM, CHRISTIAN

 

Christian Zionism is predominantly a political movement within Protestant *fundamentalist Christianity that views the modern state of Israel as the fulfillment of biblical prophecies made to Abraham and the Jewish people. Christian Zionists argue that Christians must therefore recognise what God is doing and give the State of Israel unconditional economic, moral, political and theological support. They suggest God will bless nations who bless Israel and will curse those who oppose her.

1. The Origins of Christian Zionism

2. The Distinctive Theology of Christian Zionism

3. The Political Implications of Christian Zionism

4. The Significance of the Christian Zionist Movement

5. A Critical Assessment of Christian Zionism


 


1. The Origins of Christian Zionism.

 

The Zionist dream, so forcefully articulated in 1896 by Theodor Herzl in Der Judenstaat and a year later at the First Zionist Congress, may actually be attributed to the writings and activities of Christians like Edward Irving, Lewis Way, Joseph Wolff and Henry Drummond from as early as the 1820s. A series of prophetic conferences held at Drummond’s estate in Albury, Surrey, England, gave birth to a proto-Zionist movement committed to the restoration of the Jews to Palestine. Early nineteenth-century organizations founded for this purpose included the London Jews Society and the Palestine Exploration Fund.

Through the efforts of Christian leaders such as Charles Simeon and Charles Spurgeon, the idea of active British involvement in the restoration of the Jews to Palestine also took shape. Their theological ideas were translated into political reality through the efforts of British politicians such as Lord Shaftesbury, Lord Palmerston, David Lloyd George and Lord Balfour, who saw the strategic value to the British Empire of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. The Jewish Zionist movement itself grew in no small measure due to the involvement of Christians such as William Hechler and Henry Dunant, founder of the Red Cross. Zionism eventually gained international recognition through the Balfour Declaration, which in 1917 finally guaranteed a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

During the nineteenth century two distinct strands emerged. In Europe the movement remained predominantly premillennial and covenantal, while in the United States dispensationalism emerged through the influence of John Nelson Darby, James Brookes, William Blackstone and Cyrus Scofield (see Eschatology).



2. The Distinctive Theology of Christian Zionism.

 

Christian Zionism is founded on a very literalistic and futurist interpretation of the Bible that distinguishes between references to Israel and the church. Injunctions and promises concerning the ancient Jews are applied to the contemporary State of Israel rather than to the church. From this *hermeneutic flows the conviction that the Jews remain God’s “chosen people,” distinct from the church.

God’s end-time purpose for the Jews is their final ingathering from the nations, known as restorationism. The destiny of the Jewish people is to return to the land of Israel and reclaim their inheritance promised to Abraham and his descendants forever. This inheritance extends from the River of Egypt to the Euphrates. Within their land, Jerusalem is recognized as their exclusive, undivided and eternal capital, and therefore it cannot be shared or divided.

At the heart of Jerusalem will be the rebuilt Jewish temple, to which all the nations will come to worship God. Just prior to the return of Jesus, there will be seven years of calamities and war known as the tribulation, which will culminate in a great battle called Armageddon, during which the godless forces opposed to both God and Israel will be defeated. Jesus will then return as the Jewish Messiah and king to reign in Jerusalem for a thousand years, and the Jewish people will enjoy a privileged status and role in the world.



3. The Political Implications of Christian Zionism.

 

Based on this literalist reading of Old Testament passages, the belief that the Jews remain God’s chosen people leads Christian Zionists to support Israel in material ways and lobby on her behalf in the media, in government and through solidarity tours to Israel.

As God’s chosen people, the final restoration of the Jews to Israel is therefore actively encouraged and financed through partnerships between Christian organizations and the Jewish Agency. Eretz Israel, as delineated in Scripture, belongs exclusively to the Jewish people therefore the land must be annexed and the settlements adopted and strengthened.

Jerusalem is regarded as the eternal and exclusive capital of the Jews and cannot be shared with the Palestinians. Therefore, strategically, Western governments are placed under pressure by Christian Zionists to relocate their embassies to Jerusalem to reinforce this. Christian Zionists offer varying degrees of support to Jewish organizations committed to destroying the Dome of the Rock and rebuilding the Third Temple.

Most Christian Zionists believe there will be an apocalyptic war between Israel and Arabs. Indeed, to advocate that Israel compromise with Islam or coexist with Palestinians in a “land for peace” deal is seen as a lack of faith in God’s promises and an identification with those destined to oppose God and Israel in the imminent battle of Armageddon.



4. The Significance of the Christian Zionist Movement.

 

Christian Zionism as a movement is very diverse. Three distinct strands can be identified: political, evangelistic and apocalyptic.

Christian Zionism is pervasive within many evangelical, charismatic and independent denominations, as well as within many independent mega-churches. These views are disseminated worldwide over numerous Christian radio and TV stations, and by 250 different Christian Zionist organizations founded in the last twenty-five years. While Christian Zionism is strongest in the United States, it has influence among Christians in other countries, including South Africa, Holland, Sweden and Germany.

Political Christian Zionist movements often identify with right-wing Israeli opinion, lobbying the U. S. government to continue to finance Israel’s agenda. Other organizations are primarily evangelistic or messianic but also espouse Zionism on biblical grounds, and some organizations specialize in facilitating the transportation of Jews to Israel from Russia and Eastern Europe or encourage churches to adopt illegal Jewish settlements in the Occupied Territories.

Popular apocalyptic Christian Zionist writers include Tim LaHaye, Hal Lindsey, John Hagee, Mike Evans, Charles Dyer and Dave Hunt. These individuals have achieved considerable influence in popularizing a pessimistic view of the future, predicting a literal war of Armageddon between Israel and her enemies.

Estimates as to the size of the movement as a whole vary considerably. While critics suggest 25-30 million adherents, advocates such as Pat Robertson and John Hagee claim weekly access to 100 million supporters. The Unity Coalition for Israel brings together 200 different Jewish and Christian Zionist organizations and claims a support base of 40 million active members. These organizations, in varying degrees, make up a broad coalition that is shaping the Christian Zionist agenda today.



5. A Critical Assessment of Christian Zionism.

 

The fundamental theological question Christian Zionists must answer is this: What difference did the coming of the *kingdom of God in the person of Jesus Christ make to the traditional Jewish hopes and expectations concerning the land and the people? Was it the fulfillment or the postponement of those promises? Christian Zionists appear to believe that the coming of Jesus Christ made little or no difference to the nationalistic and territorial aspirations of first-century Judaism. As a result, the Middle East Council of Churches, representing the indigenous and ancient Oriental and Eastern Churches, regard Christian Zionism as a heresy. The Jerusalem Declaration, published by the Heads of Churches in Jerusalem in 2006, assert that Christian Zionists have aggressively imposed an aberrant expression of the Christian faith and an erroneous interpretation of the Bible, which is subservient to the political agenda of the modern State of Israel. Christian Zionism endorses a theocratic and ethnocentric nationalism on the Middle East and emphasizes events leading up to the end of history rather than living Christ’s love and justice today.

Christian Zionism thrives on a literal and futurist hermeneutic in which Old Testament promises made to the ancient Jewish people are transferred to the contemporary State of Israel in anticipation of a final fulfillment. It ignores, marginalizes or bypasses New Testament passages that reinterpret, annul or view these promises as fulfilled in and through Jesus Christ and his followers. Most Christian interpreters today see the process of redemptive history as having yielded a dramatic movement from shadow to substance. The *land that God once constrained to the specific place of his redemptive purpose he then expanded to the entire breadth of the created cosmos, through the New Covenant. The exalted Christ rules sovereign over the entire world, from the heavenly Jerusalem.

See also ESCHATOLOGY; JUDAISM; LAND; MESSIANIC JUDAISM.
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