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INTRODUCTION

John H. Armstrong

An old English proverb says, “Use soft words and hard arguments.” If anything does not describe the ensuing centuries of debate between theheirs of the Protestant Reformation and Roman Catholicism it is this old proverb! Exceptions have popped up over the years and recent developmentshave fostered some improvement in the tone of the debate, but very often thelandscape has been littered by heated debate, often without understandingtruly profound theological disagreements. It is almost like two historic shipspassing in the night without seeing or hearing one another. Neither side canclaim innocence in terms of the harsh manner in which issues have oftenbeen argued. Religious tolerance and the willingness to disagree withoutpersecution have only recently marked the spirit of both traditions, at least inEurope and North America. All who name the Name should approach such disagreements with a spirit of humility when they consider the history and issuesof religious disputation between Roman Catholics and Protestant evangelicals.

As the twentieth century comes to a close, the ground is moving beneath both historic Western traditions in a manner that differs significantly fromany time since the sixteenth century. We are living through an era of rapidchange. Said one statesman some years ago, “All the certainties of the industrial society in which we live are disintegrating. We are witnessing anerosion of ideologies, economic theories, and traditional culture.”' Westerncivilization is experiencing shifts of seismic proportions, and the Christianchurch is caught up in these major movements. Let me explain.

Protestantism has been fractured in this century both by the devastating effects of theological liberalism and by the culturally bankrupt reactions ofan increasingly sterile fundamentalism. On the one side, the old historicdenominations are scurrying about trying to find ways to stop their bleeding,as historic churches and groups experience a slow death through the chillingeffects of a blatant denial of ancient Christian confessions. This was summedup for me personally a few years ago when I stood in the study of a Protestant pastor who was serving a local church historically related to the GreatAwakening and the best traditions of evangelical religion. I kept trying to“get a read” on what this pastor believed and affirmed. He kept telling methat he stood in the Protestant liberal tradition, much of which he insisted was in the teaching of the Protestant Reformers. I finally asked him, “Willyou affirm the Apostles’ Creed with your mind and heart?” He dodged myquestion several times and noticeably refused to reply. I thought as I left hisstudy that afternoon, What fellowship can I have with a man who will notascribe honestly to the essentials of historic Christianity?

Virtually the opposite experience has frequently been mine as well. As I travel about in more evangelical circles I find myself talking to ministers in amore conservative tradition, who almost always consider themselves quiteorthodox, yet they often don’t even know the doctrines of the Apostles’Creed. The language of the Chalcedonian Creed (where the essential natureof Christ’s person was carefully stated) sounds like a strange dialect unlessthey vaguely remember something from an old seminary course. Their understanding of the great Christological issues that faced the church in herearly centuries is almost nil, and their view of the development of Christiandoctrine and practice extends over the inadequate range of some twenty yearsWhat excites these evangelical pastors is church growth, contemporaryworship style, and popular music that will move the people. Far be it fromthese evangelicals to engage in serious discussion of historic debates that literally shaped the streams of the two great Western traditions of Christianity.(Do they even realize that there is an Eastern tradition?) For these, the termevangelical has become an adjective used to describe a certain methodologyand conservative cultural stance. Historically the word is a noun and a virtual synonym for the theology of salvation (sola fide, sola gratia) as taughtby the Protestant Reformers. That is, to be evangelical was to be Protestant.

In a significant book, No Place for Truth, Professor David Wells sums up my observations well:

As evangelicalism has continued to grow numerically, it has seeped through its older structures and now spills out in all directions, producing a family of hybrids whose theological connections are quite baffling: evangelical Catholics,evangelicals who are Catholic evangelical liberationists, evangelical feminists,evangelical ecumenists, ecumenists who are evangelicals, young evangelicals,orthodox evangelicals, radical evangelicals, liberal evangelicals, liberals whoare evangelical, and charismatic evangelicals. The word evangelical, preciselybecause it has lost its confessional dimension, has become descriptively anemic.To say that someone is an evangelical says little about what they are likely tobelieve (although it says more if they are older and less if they are younger).And so the term is forced to compensate for its theological weakness by borrowing meaning from adjectives the very presence of which signals the fragmentation and disintegration of the movement. What is now primary is not what isevangelical but what is adjectivally distinctive, whether Catholic, liberationist,feminist, ecumenist, young, orthodox, radical, liberal, or charismatic. It is, Ibelieve, the dark prelude to death, when parasites have finally succeeded inbringing down their host. Amid the clamor of all these new modes of evangelical faith there is the sound of a death rattle.2

On the other side of the great Protestant-Roman Catholic historical divide one sees some of the same twentieth-century forces at work. Borrowing from theological liberalism and eating the poisonous fruit of post-Enlightenment modernity, much of Roman Catholic theology and practice has driftedaway from its historical roots in the Christian tradition. Relativism reachesfrom the best Roman Catholic educational institutions all the way down tothe priest and his parish committee who no longer believe the doctrines oftheir own church. The problems of authority have cut deeply into every aspect of Roman Catholic faith and practice. If the reader doubts this observation consider what all the surveys tell us about Catholic practice regardingthe papal teaching on birth control. The tradition of the church is maintained, not because it is true but simply because it is my tradition. Radicalfeminism, critical views regarding the real Jesus, liberational social theologies—and old-fashioned syncretism dressed in new and modern clothing—all threaten to destroy the Christian foundations of Roman Catholicism.Even John Paul II leaves us with confusion when he corrects the liberals inhis own church and calls upon the curia to address problem theologians likeHans Kung, while at the same time he prays with Hindus, Buddhists, andother non-Christian leaders. More than one Roman Catholic is asking,“What is going on? Why has my church left its foundations? What do wereally believe?”

In the midst of this confusion a small, new, quite evangelistic, movement in the Roman Catholic Church has arisen that calls for the devout Catholic to understand and commit himself to all of the centuries-old doctrines of the Council of Trent. It was this council, convened during the second phaseof the Protestant movement, that promulgated the anti-evangelical positionsthat effectively slammed the door on meaningful ecumenism in the sixteenthcentuiy. Devotion to Mary, to the saints, and to distinctively Roman Catholic sacramentalism is alive and well in these circles and is being urged as theway to a new spiritual revival and genuine Catholic reformation. ConvertedProtestant evangelicals are now joining ranks and urging young Catholics toremain in the fold while separated evangelicals are aggressively recruited forthe church. Those who strongly question these movements are often referredto as “anti-Catholics.”3

Notable examples of these trends and the converts made through them abound. Many evangelical radio and television outlets give or sell considerable time to this movement, only expanding their effect in many quarters.We will look at this trend and the new converts who are turning to RomanCatholicism.

And now a significant group of leading evangelical and Roman Catholic theologians, ethicists, writers, and teachers have signed a major documentof agreement known as “Evangelicals & Catholics Together: The ChristianMission in the Third Millennium” (April 1994). This document, recentlyreported in the media and much discussed at the present moment, has raised the level of discussion between evangelicals and Roman Catholics to awhole new level, for better or for worse. What are evangelicals, concernedas they must be for the truth confessed by their theological forebearers andcommitted to serious evangelism in a Protestant biblical manner, to make of adocument that properly cites areas of considerable agreement but at the sametime urges a moratorium of sorts on overt efforts to call Roman Catholics tofind confessionally sound New Testament churches where Word and sacrament are still ordered by the Bible?

Into this uniquely contemporary context this present book is directed. It is not an anti-Catholic book, as a perusal of the essays and the tone of thecontributors will readily show. It is an attempt at candid consideration ofwhere we agree and where we still disagree. Many of us count as Christianfriends sane who are communicant members of the Roman Catholic Church.

We are all serious evangelical Protestants who believe that our tradition reflects the very concerns of the councils of early Christianity. We think ofourselves as those who genuinely affirm the historic teachings of the Christian church. Though Roman Catholic apologists have often accused ourforefathers of schism, we rather believe that the evangelicals of the sixteenthcentury stood on the gospel and affirmed the same view of the Scripture asthat universally held by the church Fathers. We do not desire to perpetuatedivision or separation. We are heartened by certain changes in the twentiethcentury. We are disheartened by others. We do take the prayer of Jesus inJohn 17 quite seriously. We have no other choice since we are under the authority of the Word of God.

We hope to show where evangelicals agree with elements of Roman Catholic doctrine. We do have much in common. We affirm the same formulations regarding Christ. We affirm, with those Roman Catholics whohave not taken the liberal apple of modern relativism, that Jesus is both Godand Man, that He was crucified, that He died a literal death, and that He wasburied and on the third day rose again. We affirm His bodily ascensioi andHis coming again at the end of this age. In clearest distinction from thebankrupt modern theologies of both our traditions we affirm with conservative Roman Catholics that the hope of fallen man is in the person of Jesus.We both believe that fallen man needs the forgiveness of sin, that his oilyhope is in God’s grace, and that heaven and hell are realities that must betaken with complete seriousness.

In this present age we affirm, further, that there is much that we can and should cooperate upon in the public arena. As Astern nations face moraland spiritual bankruptcy and a continual slide into neopaganism, we see ourselves standing as cobelligerents against the encroaching darkness of cultural breakdown. We raise, properly, our collective voices against abortion,euthanasia, marital breakdown, the destruction of the family, and the kindof statism that destroys the national soul. In nations where the political situation is one of civil liberty and democratic ideals we can stand together against the forces of secularization.

At the same time, as Protestant evangelicals, we wish to affirm our loyalty to the gospel of Jesus Christ. We do not believe that the ProtestantReformers were errorists, or heretics, as Rome labeled them at the time, butcareful scholars and courageous ministers who recovered and preached thegospel in a time of great awakening. We fear that too many of our peershave apologized for the Protestant Reformation, and, though we do notagree with all of the rhetoric or tone of the sixteenth-century debate, westand in awe of the faithfulness of those noble souls to whom the gospel ofJesus Christ was “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Romans 1:16). We are indebted to them in that we believe theystood solidly upon the grace of God alone, received by faith alone, mediatedto believing sinners through Christ alone, and grounded in the authority ofScripture alone. It was this evangelical heritage that the Reformers gave tous, and we thank God for it to this day. We count ourselves as debtors because of their faithfulness to the centrality of the gospel.

This book is meant to be both an apologetic and a dialogue. It seeks to explain and support the Protestant evangelical heritage by looking at our history and our theology. It will also examine some of the issues that still keepus apart, though this division saddens us. It shows why the two central tenets of the Protestant Reformers, the so-called material and formal principles, are still important to us: namely, justification by grace alone throughfaith alone, and the sole and final authority of the written Scriptures.

This book will explore some areas often left unconsidered by this generation. It will explore the issue of spirituality and why we differ in our approach to spiritual life as we do, and it will suggest that we need to furtherefforts at honest dialogue, but not at the expense of the serious disagreements that we still have regarding the nature of the gospel and the authorityof the Word of God.

Many issues that evangelicals and Roman Catholics have differed on— and will probably continue to differ on—are not addressed in this book. Wehave radically differing views regarding the canon of Scripture, the pope’sauthority and infallibility as the pastor of the Christian church, the missionof the church in this age, and religious liberty. Massive volumes beyond thescope of a single collection of essays by evangelical scholars would be neededto address profound concerns like these. This present book is not meant tobe a final word in an ongoing discussion, but we hope it will be a word thatwill awaken fellow evangelicals to some of the important issues of our time.

We hope that Roman Catholic readers might sense our desire to “reason together” in a different spirit than that seen in more acrimonious times. Wehope all will hear our appeals for unity where we can achieve that, but neverat the expense of biblical Christianity. We also hope that these same readers will hear our argument for the gospel that reconciles sinners to God on thebasis of grace alone, received through faith alone, and mediated by Christalone. We also hope that they will understand better our arguments for thefinality and sufficiency of the Word of God. No creeds, counsels, or popeshave spiritual authority, except they have it under the authority of the written Word. The “priesthood of the believer” is more than an old creedalword with us. Popes and councils, ministers and denominations may err, butthe Word of our God shall stand forever. God’s Word does not change, andthrough it the Holy Spirit will always be about the work of leading the people of God to the spirit of semper reformanda (“always reforming”).

More than anything else this book is offered at a time when a new reformation is needed, one that touches every Christian tradition very deeply and one that touches the entire thought and practice of the individual Christianand the church. This reformation needs to address both old and new concerns. It must, however, like the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenthcentury, begin with the recovery of the message of the Cross. We are convinced that the gospel is still the power of God unto salvation.

It was Martin Luther who saw this spiritual North Star and called the church back to this central message of the entire Bible. It was Luther whosaid, “The cross is the criterion of all things.” And in light of 1 Corinthians2:2 he wrote, “The cross alone is our theology.” It was here, at the Cross,that Luther saw the hidden God revealed in weakness and shame, yet withthe radiance of divine glory.

Alister E. McGrath, a contributor to this present volume, writes in another place,

The theology of the cross has assumed a new significance and urgency in the present century, in the aftermath of two world wars and with the ever-increasingthreat of a third. It must never be forgotten that the theology of the cross is farmore than an historical idea. The increasing recognition of the shallowness andnaivetd of much Christian thinking about God and man has caused many to begin to retrace the steps taken by Luther before them, and to join him as he kneelsat the foot of the cross, and adores the God who is “hidden in suffering.”4

The current absence of confidence in the gospel message itself parallels the scene in Luther’s day. Can the West be turned before our Christian heritage is completely abandoned? The greatest threat to us as we stand at thebeginning of a new millennium is not in the world around us, but in thechurch itself. Only a great outpouring of God’s Spirit in the recovery of thedoctrines of the gospel answers to the need of our time. My prayer is thatthis present volume will add to this discussion and that a careful consideration of some of these very important issues can be used by the Spirit of Godto fuel the fires of a new reformation and spiritual awakening.

Soli Deo Gloria!
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PART 1

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND


Whereas the Reformation created a distinct break with Roman Catholicism concerning salvation, religious authority, and the church, it does not follow that the Reformers’ system of thought was brand new. Nor does it mean that all theological and spiritual development prior to the Reformation unilaterally confirms the position of Roman Catholicism at the time of the Reformation. The progress of doctrinal development is too complex and dynamic to encourage such confidence. The doctrines of Christ’s person and work belong to all Christians, and the foundation for the Reformation’s understanding of salvation was laid in patristic Christology.

The early church established its life and thought through adherence to the doctrine of the sole authority of Scripture and protected that principle vigorously against the attempts of heretics to move Christians away from biblical doctrine. The early church confession of the truth was born out of a willingness to suffer for the truth. Evangelicals have shared, and must continue to share, that stewardship.


ESSAY 1

ONE, HOLY, CATHOLIC, APOSTOLIC CHURCH

Thomas J. Nettles

It was Sanctity of Human Life Sunday at Crossroads Church, a Southern Baptist church in Libertyville, Illinois, a village about thirty-five miles north of Chicago. The church has a mixture of transplanted Southerners, Midwesterners, Northerners, and Easterners from denominational backgrounds ranging from Baptist, Lutheran, United Methodist, Presbyterian, Evangelical Free, Bible church, Mormon, and Roman Catholic.

Present to make a few informative remarks about life alternatives to abortion was an energetic, yet humble and earnest, young woman representing several organizations in Lake County. She introduced herself as “a member of St. JosepII’s” (the large Roman Catholic church in town) and said,“our Scripture reading this morning was, ‘Behold, I am come to do your will, O God.’” She said that, although she was naturally shy, this thought had given her courage, and she had come to our congregation with that purpose in mind. After outlining how we could use and contribute to several programs in which she was involved, she departed from her outlined speech and said with a moving sincerity, “I know that I am not supposed to be sectarian in my presentations, but I think you will understand. These problems I’m describing would not even exist if our society would simply believe and practice the commandments, ‘Thou shalt not kill’ and ‘Thou shalt not commit adulteiy. ’ ”

Though there were many things she could have said that our congregation would have disagreed with, and though several of our members formerly had been at St. JosepII’s, none of us disagreed with her motive for speaking or with her theological foundation for being active in supporting the ministry of life. Personally I felt at one with her on this issue.

AN UNEASY DISHARMONY

That personal experience is a microcosm of the present evangelical-Ro-man Catholic coexistence. We have so much in common in a world that is increasingly post-Christian and virtually neopagan in its morality and worldview. Evangelicals often find allies among Catholics in their neighborhood

on many moral issues, in a belief in divine revelation, the reality of the fall of humanity and its connection with Adam, the Trinity, and the “character value” of church attendance. Catholics and Protestants alike are often more divided within their own ranks on foundational Christian issues than the conservatives in each group are against each other.

Contemporary experience gives new slant to the way evangelicals discuss Roman Catholic theological heritage. Evangelicals should recognize that some structures and current practices of local congregations give at least an implicit place of prominence to the necessity of trusting Christ alone for salvation. Within Roman Catholicism many individuals are experiencing the power of the saving grace of Christ just as surely as within evangelical protestantism.

Whenever God grants saving faith, it is the same. It always embraces God’s righteousness and approves His way of justifying sinners as seen in the completed work of Christ. Peter wrote to “those who through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ have received a faith as precious as ours” (2 Peter 1:1). Peter’s faith was not superior in quality to that of the humblest saint in the churches to which he wrote. Wherever our God grants faith He does it by the righteousness of Christ, and it is of the same quality and value as apostolic faith. Saving faith for an evangelical is not different from saving faith for a Roman Catholic.

Nor would we claim that all the members of evangelical churches understand the gospel of justification or have ever experienced its reality. One of the great laments of most evangelical pastors concerns the chronic absenteeism and lack of spiritual evidences on the part of 50 percent of the congregation. Some of this exists because evangelicals have developed a superstitious ritualism in evangelism that rivals the doctrine of Penance or the use of indulgences in creating carnal and false security. On a recent trip to the Ukraine one evangelistic mission reported 3,500 professions of faith. It appears that the majority of these were tallied by counting the number of raised hands. One of the Ukrainians told the group’s leader, “We did not all raise our hands, but if you would come back to teach the Bible every week I am certain that we all would.”

At an evangelistic rally in Texas a young girl walked the aisle during a postsermon altar call, explaining that she was doing it on behalf of a friend. Her Mend had been to the rally the year before and had became a Christian some months after that. Having recently died of cystic fibrosis, however, she was not able to attend this one. But, before she died, her Mend assured her that she would would “walk down the aisle to make public her decision” in her place at the next conference. This was probably more a sentimental gesture than a superstitious ritual, but many evangelicals have “walked the aisle” thinking that simply by doing so they have ensured their salvation. These extrabiblical activities have been used as a substitute for true gospel preaching on many occasions in evangelical practice, and the results have been no less devastating than the false gospel embodied in the sacramental system of Rome.

Given that admission, we are quick to say that the errors in evangelical practice do not ameliorate the doctrinal errors of Roman Catholicism. The evangelical error generally occurs through ignorance and the lack of theological consistency; the Roman error is institutionalized and creedalized. The evangelical error comes in spite of a confessional history to the contrary; the Roman error purposefully canonized a historical aberration at the sixteenth-century Council of Trent and has maintained it since.

BUILDING UP THE BODY OF CHRIST

The scriptural pattern for this development was described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 3 and expanded in Ephesians 4. As a wise masterbuilder Paul laid a foundation. That foundation was—and is—Christ. Others built on the foundation with materials either worthy or unworthy of the majesty and strength of the foundation.

The history of the church has followed that pattern. Christians in the first centuries laid the foundation in confessional precision. The doctrine of God in particular relation to the person of Christ received intense attention and resulted in a crescendo of affirmations, unpacking in a brilliant display of theological tenacity the biblical treasures of Christ’s deity and humanity and the ineffable wonder of the One God in His three-personed eternal existence. Our grasp of who He is was always tied to what He came to do. As the Creed of Nicea (a.d. 323), in harmony with Luke 19:10 and John 3:16 and 12:47, states, “on account of our salvation” the one who was essentially God was made also man. Salvation never receded from the picture in early church history, but, unlike the issue of Christology, it did not receive a clear definitive formulation. Already, on top of the foundation, worthy and unworthy materials were becoming part of the construction.

Irenaeus’s development of the concept of recapitulation was powerful, and, though manageable as a part of different Soneriological schemes, its dependence (xi Christ’s human obedience clearly harmonizes with the doctrine of imputed righteousness. Tertullian’s traducianism in anthropology virtually demands the monergism of reformation thought, but his Soneriology was disorganized and shows little coherent development. The distinction between venial and mortal sins was prominent in his thinking. Augustine’s profound understanding of sin and grace exposed and corrected several erroneous tendencies of the patristic period, which were exaggerated and systematized by Pelagius. Pelagianism, after conciliar rejection at Ephesus in a.d. 431, could not appear under its own name any longer, but it continued in disguise as a particular emphasis of Augustinianism.

The subsequent centuries of Christian thought moved in and out between these types of materials until the crisis of the Reformation began to sort out with finality the dross from the precious metal. The Reformers rediscovered Augustine; they also expanded and clarified his teaching by means of heavy exposure to biblical exposition. The Soneriology that emphasized justification as a forensic, declaratory, imputative act of God consistent with all aspects of the obedience of Christ emerged as a corrective to the semi-Pela-gianism into which much scholastic thought had fallen.1

Rome refused to recognize the validity of the theological insights of the Reformers and called a council, not to discuss the issues openly but to issue a series of dogmas and anathemas. The pope served as an oracle, not as a clear exemplar of apostolic commitment to biblical doctrine. Calvin responded, “The proclamation of the Council is entitled to no more weight than the cry of an auctioneer.”2 He summarized the grave concerns of the Reformers concerning the conciliar method of treating the serious theological issues that were at stake.

Can anyone still be so stupid as to think of seeking any alleviation of our evils from a council? We complain that the whole doctrine of godliness is adulterated by impious dogmas; that the whole worship of God is vitiated by foul and dis-graceful superstitions; that the pure institution of the sacraments has been supplanted by horrible sacrilege; . . . that poor souls, which ought to have been ruled by the doctrine of Christ, are oppressed by cruel bondage; . . . that the grace of Christ not only lies half-buried, but is partly torn to pieces, partly altogether extinguished. All these complaints, which we have made for many years, and in published books, and which we make in our daily sermons, we are prepared to prove well founded, whenever a freedom of utterance is given.

. . . Still, lest the Christian world might lay aside dissension, and unite in holy concord, a Council is summoned. Ought not its members to have discussed controverted points before they prejudged either themselves or others? They allow nothing of the kind. Nay, should any one have attempted to change one tittle of their customs, they hold him as already condemned.3

The Reformers sought to remove what they saw as wood, hay, and stubble from the foundation of Christ. The Roman response at Trent was not according to Christ or the early church. Establishing a parity of authority between oral tradition and Scripture contradicts the structure of authority and method reflected in the writings of Ignatius, Justin, Irenaeus, and others.

Wherever gold, jewels, and precious stones appear, they claim our loyalty, celebration, and embrace. Wherever dross scums the surface or chaff chokes the air, they deserve our rejection and sometimes call for our mourning. Sometimes the impurity is harmless, sometimes it is damning; sometimes it is merely an idiosyncrasy, sometimes it is heresy. Sometimes there is much of both jewels and dross in any one individual or era. The worth and beauty of Christ have no more noble expression than in the words of Bernard’s “Jesus, the Very Thought of Thee.” Few things, however, match the thick darkness of his (mis)understanding of the nature of Christian “mission” than that seen in his advocacy of the Second Crusade. The church is indebted to Calvin’s exegetical powers and his coherent presentation of reformation thought, but it certainly must shrink from his approval of the death of Michael Servetus. All that accords with the foundation constitutes the form of the true church—that which defines what “unity in the faith” is and what the “knowledge of the Son of God” is. This is the heritage of everyone who is a Christian.

Every earnest quest for the truth, every courageous defense of the faith once delivered to the saints, every event that exposes error and strengthens erne’s grasp of true doctrine, every confession (individual or corporate) in which Christ is honored and the powers of this world are scorned, and every act of brotherly love dome in the name of Christ—these belong to all of us. Polycarp’s faithfulness to death, Ignatius’s zeal for unity and truth and warnings against heretics, Justin’s philosophical sophistication subdued to the truth of Jesus, Tertullian’s pugnacious protection of the rule of faith, Irenaeus’s pastoral alertness to the demands of biblical revelation in contrast to Gnostic speculation, Athanasius’s penetrating grasp of the Incarnation, Augustine’s experiential theology of grace, Anselm’s devotional philosophy, and Aquinas’s philosophical devotedness are all cords within the tapestry of Christian testimony in the world. Whether it is doctrine or devotion, if it is true, it claims the Christian. It inheres in the structure of the one, holy, catholic, apostolic church that is the pillar and foundation of the truth.

HOW FIRM A FOUNDATION: CHRIST IN THE CREEDS

Evangelicals strongly affirm the creedal conclusions that extend from Nicea to Chalcedon. They are principial elements of Christianity, not because they are conciliar but because they give clear and studied affirmation of the biblical teaching cm the most foundational truth of Christian faith. The confessional history of evangelicalism roars its agreement with the Christological and theological formulations of those early councils and endorses them as its own.

Nicea counteracted Arius’s reductionistic Christology by affirming the “essential Unity of the Father and the Son . . . without destroying the personal distinctness.”4 The creed affirmed that God by eternal nature is Father and, therefore, out of his nature as Father, generates, not creates, the Son. The Son thus shares the same nature as the Father and can be called “true God from true God” maintaining both His deity and eternality as a separate personal subsistence. In addition, His being “made flesh” for our salvation means that He was “made man.” Human nature undiminished in any of its essential properties was His.

A series of reactions in the following generation led alternatingly to antithetical heresies for over a century beyond Nicea until a balanced and biblical formula was adopted at the Council of Chalcedon in a.d. 451. The chief architect of the statement was Leo I, bishop of Rome from 440 to 461. His clarity of thought was of benefit to the whole church. His contribution is not, however, due to his claim of authoritative regulation of church affairs in the West5 but to his insightful Christological vision. His application of the creed of Nicea and of the rule of faith, and the richness of his insights into the implication of scriptural passages concerning Christ, have become the model of clear practical thinking about the Incarnation.

After a discussion of the “common and uniform profession of faith” and the “teaching of the Scriptures,” Leo opened to the Christian world one of the richest caches of verbal jewels ever to grace a Christian pen: “In this preservation, then, of the real quality of both natures, both being united in erne person, lowliness was taken on by majesty, weakness by strength, mortality by the immortal.”6

How can one construct a more profound bedrock for the doctrine of penal, substitutionary, propitiatory atonement accomplished once for all than these words of Leo: “And in order to pay the debt of our fallen state, inviolable nature was united to one capable of suffering so that (and this sort of reparation we needed) one and the same mediator between God and men, the man Jesus Christ, could die in the one nature and not die in the other.”7 What better preparation could evangelicals have for exposing the errors of kenoticism than Leo’s analysis of the nature of the union between the human and the divine?

In the whole and perfect nature of the true man, then, the true God was born, complete in His own nature, complete in ours. But by ours we mean that which the Creator formed in us at the beginning and which He took upon Himself, to redeem it. That part which the Deceiver added and man, deceived, accepted left no traces in the Saviour. He did not share in our sins just because He undertook to share in our weaknesses. He took on the aspect of servitude without the stain of sin; He added to the humanity but did not lessen the divinity. For that putting off of self whereby He the invisible made Himself visible and as Creator and Lord of all things wished to become one of the mortals was an inclination to mercy, not a failure of power. He who keeping the form of God created man, the same was made man in an aspect of servitude. Both His natures keep their intrinsic quality without defect; and, just as the aspect of God does not remove the aspect of servitude, so also this latter does not lessen the aspect of God.8

Pertinent passages in this letter of Leo could be multiplied. They became immortalized in theological history when they served as the foundation for the symbol of Chalcedon in the following section:

Our Lord Jesus Christ is to us One and the same Son, the Self-same Perfect in Godhead, the Self-same Perfect in Manhood; truly God and truly Man; the Selfsame of a rational soul and body; co-essential with the Father according to the Godhead, the Self-same co-essential with us according to the Manhood; like us in all things, sin apart; before the ages begotten of the Father as to the Godhead, but in these last days, the Self-same co-essential, for us and for our salvation (born) of Mary the Virgin Theotokos as to the Manhood; One and the Same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten; acknowledged in Two natures unconfiisedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the difference of the Natures being in no way removed because of the Union, but rather the property of each Nature being preserved, and (both) concurring into One Person and One Hypostasis.9

That evangelicals gladly embrace these truths as elements of what the Constantinopolitan Symbol called the “One, holy, catholic, apostolic church” and see them as essential for evangelicalism is demonstrated in its confessional history. Consistent with this doctrinal commitment, the Augsburg Confession, written by Philipp Melanchthon early in the Reformation, began, “We unanimously hold and teach, in accordance with the decree of the Council of Nicea, that there is one divine essence, which is called and which is truly God, and that there are three Persons in this one divine essence, equal in power and alike eternal. ” In its article on “The Son of God” Augsburg affirms Chalcedonian Christology as well as all the Christological elements of the Apostles’ Creed: “It is also taught among us that God the Son became man, born of the virgin Mary, and that the two natures, divine and human, are so inseparably united in one person that there is one Christ, true God and true man, who was truly born, suffered, was crucified, died, and was buried in order to be a sacrifice not only for original sin but also for all other sins and to propitiate God’s wrath.”10

Chapter 2 of the Westminster Confession affirms the doctrine of the Trinity and provides an abundance of Scripture proofs along with the conciliar language: “In the unity of the Godhead there be three persons, of one substance, power, and eternity: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost. The Father is of none, neither begotten nor proceeding; the Son is eternally begotten of the Father; the Holy Ghost eternally proceeding from the Father and the Son. ” Paragraph 2 of chapter 8 combines the language of Nicea and Chalcedon in its exposition of the “Son of God.” The Son “being very and eternal God, of one substance, and equal with the Father” in His incarnation took “upon him man’s nature, with all the essential properties and common infirmities thereof, yet without sin.” Being conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary, He was born “of her substance” with the result that “two whole, perfect, and distinct natures, the Godhead and the manhood, were inseparably joined together in one person, without conversion, composition, or confusion.” This one person is “very God and very man, yet one Christ.”11

The Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England speaks of the unity of the Godhead in “three persons, of one substance, power, and eternitie, the father, the sonne, and the holy ghost.” The Son is described in the language of the creeds as “very and eternall God, of one substaunce with the Father” who also “toke man’s nature in the wombe” of Mary, that is “of her substaunce: so that two whole and perfect natures, that is to say, the Godhead and manhood, were joyned together in one person, never to be divided, whereof is one Christe, very GOD and very man.”12

When the Evangelical Alliance for the United States was founded in 1867, it adopted a nine-point doctrinal statement of the English counterpart and added the following resolution:

Resolved, that in the same spirit we propose no new creed, but taking broad, historical, and Evangelical catholic [!] ground, we solemnly reaffirm and profess our faith in all the doctrines of the inspired word of God, and in the consensus of doctrines as held by all true Christians from the beginning. And we do more especially affirm our belief in the divine-human person and atoning work of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ as the only and sufficient source of salvation, as the heart and soul of Christianity, and as the center of all true Christian union and fellowship.13

THE STRUGGLE FOR TRUTH

A COMMON BUT SEPARATING PRINCIPLE

A principle that undergirds the continuing polemic between Catholic and Protestant is this: Biblical faith can exist only in the presence of truth. For that reason, not only may we embrace these truths, we must embrace the truth wherever found just as surely as we must eschew error and heresy. Belief in anything but the truth is death itself; one cannot breathe in a vacuum or have one’s thirst quenched by “springs without water” (2 Peter 2:17). Genuine believers may have error mixed with the truth by which they are saved, but the error contributes nothing to the vitality of faith; it only weakens it. For this reason Peter was urgent in his assurance that he had not followed cunningly devised fables but was an eyewitness of the events he set forth as the basis of faith (1:16). Even so, Luke takes care that Theophilus may know the “certainty of the things” he had been taught (Luke 1:4). The union of faith and truth is a commitment of the one, holy, catholic, apostolic church and was defended vigorously by the Fathers.

To the Fathers, faith and truth were inextricably related to each other. In his Proof of the Apostolic Preaching Irenaeus urges Marcianus, “We must keep strictly, without deviation, the rule of faith, and carry out the commands of God, believing in, and fearing Him, because He is Lord, and loving Him, because He is Father.” He then explained further the relation of truth to faith.

Action, then, is preserved by faith, because unless you believe, says Isaias, you shall not continue; and faith is given by truth, since faith rests upon reality: for we shall believe what really is, as it is, and believing what really is, as it is for ever, keep a firm hold on our assent to it. Since, then it is faith that maintains our salvation, one must take great care of this sustenance, to have a true perception of reality.14

Though the Christological foundation for Romanism and evangelicalism is virtually the same, significant Soteriological disagreements persist. Evangelicals contend that Roman Catholicism refused to embrace the truth of justification during the period when it was most actively and clearly discussed. Instead, Rome opted for a very strong stream of medieval thought, which isolated the efficacy of saving grace to the sacraments and included the sinner’s progressive sanctification by infused grace as an essential element of their definition of justification.

This is both legalistic and antinomian, unbiblical on both counts. It is legalistic in that the sinner’s obedience constitutes a part of his standing justified before God; it is antinomian in that it accepts as meritorious an obedience that falls short of the law’s true demands. It creates, therefore, false issues of conscience on the one hand and false security on the other. Obedience to the truth—and the church is the “pillar and foundation of the truth”—demands that one expose as false and damaging any trust in the sacramental efficacy of the ordinances, the successful completion of penitential satisfaction, or one’s own devotion or merits. These are obnoxious to the completed work of Christ whose perfect righteousness and propitiatory death compose the sole ground of the sinner’s right standing before God.

In the same way, any evangelical idols that provide superstitious strongholds must be destroyed. The quest for truth cannot be a respecter of persons. Not only must evangelicals criticize Rome’s failure to embrace the gospel, they must judge themselves for their failure to implement in its purity the gospel they profess.

AN ENERGETIC QUEST FOR FAITHFULNESS TO TRUTH

Just as the patristic affirmation for the unity between faith and truth is common, so is the existential quest for faithfulness to, and willingness to suffer for, that truth. The reality of our own faith and struggle demands that we go beyond the words as doctrinal abstractions and enter into at least a portion of the ante-Nicene struggle. The particular vocabulary finally cree-dalized culminated a dynamic process. Christological vocabulaiy made cameo appearances in the drama of life and death before the Nicene climax and the Constantinopolitan denouement. We are interested in being a part of not just the conclusions but the faithful stewardship of gifts that developed them. The movement toward Nicene orthodoxy fueled intensity of devotion to the gospel in personal purity, material sacrifice, and aggressive witness. The laborers who bore the toil in the most unclimatable part of the day are the brothers of all who are true believers. Our fellowship is with the truth and with all who have believed it, defended it, and suffered for it in any age.

The reality of Christ’s personhood as God and man fired the devotion and purity of the Fathers. Polycarp urged young men to be “blameless in all things, caring for purity before everything,” and exhorted virgins to walk in a “blameless and pure conscience” that they might be “well pleasing unto Him in the present world.”15 He commended Ignatius and others who ran “in faith and righteousness” and are in “their due places in the presence of the Lord,” for they “loved not this present world, but him that died for our sakes and was raised by God for us.”16 His prayer for the “patient endurance” and “purity” of his contemporaries was with the confidence that God would Himself grant “a portion among His saints” to all who “shall believe cm our Lord Jesus Christ and cm His Father that raised him from the dead. ”17

His admonitions to others were not empty charades, for Polycarp himself sealed the witness that he commended so strongly in Ignatius forty-five years earlier. When asked to revile Christ to save himself Polycarp replied, “Fourscore and six years have I been His servant, and He hath done me no wrong. How then can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” When he offered his final prayer, it was in thanksgiving that his intercession for the martyrs a generation before was now an intercession for himself that he would “receive a portion among the number of martyrs in the cup of Christ unto resurrection of eternal life.”18

On his way to Rome as a prisoner, Ignatius wrote to Polycarp and to six churches. His letters throb with energy and admonition. Interpreters may be divided over the meaning of his strong urgings for union with and obedience to the bishop in each respective congregation. “Let us be careful,” he admonished the Ephesians, “not to resist the bishop, that by our submission we may give ourselves to God.”19 He had said already in a startling but cryptic exhortation that they should glorify Jesus Christ by being perfectly joined together in one submission. In this submission, which he identifies with “submitting yourselves to your bishop and presbytery,” they would “be sanctified in all things.”20

None, however, can read his letters unmoved by his zeal for Christ, a zeal manifested in purity of life and willingness to suffer for the truth. The most prominent theme of the Ignatian correspondence is oneness. This unity expresses itself in God Himself, in the Incarnation, and in the church. In God we see the unity of Father and Son. In the Incarnation we see the unity of Christ’s person and the unified purpose of His passion and resurrection. In the church we see a unity of members with officers and members with each other. All this can be summarized as a unity in the truth.

Early in his letter to the Ephesians, Ignatius expressed his desire to write them a separate treatise in order to expound the present economy of God’s plan “relating to the new man Jesus Christ.”21 Though his circumstances never allowed him to expound this in detail, it undergirds the concerns expressed in all his letters. He summarizes his formulation in the phrase, “which consisteth in faith towards Him and in love towards Him, in His passion and resurrection.”22

While he formulated a model to enhance Christian unity and perseverance, Ignatius also anticipated the existential and doctrinal issues that developed Nicene orthodoxy. The central theme of this “new man” is reconciliation, God’s creation of unity in His redeemed community. At the most basic level, the “new man” reflects the unity that exists within the Godhead. The unity of Father and Son, as well as the unity of the apostles with Christ, establishes the foundation upon which the church should strive toward unity. In fact, its unity is a mark of its truthfulness. Ignatius considered that model so compelling that he told the Magnesians that they should make no attempt even to “think anything right for yourselves apart from others,” and they should “be zealous to do all things in godly concord.”23 Nothing should have power to divide them; one should no longer “regard his neighbor after the flesh” (that is, he should consider his neighbor as one with himself in the manifestation of the new man), should study conformity to God and “pay reverence one to another,” and should be united “with the bishop and with them that preside over you as an ensample and a lesson of incorruptibility.”24

In the same spirit Ignatius exhorted the Trallians to submit to their bishop: “For when ye are obedient to the bishop as to Jesus Christ, it is evident to me that ye are living not after men but after Jesus Christ, who died for us, that believing cm His death ye might escape death.’,25 It is as if Ignatius were saying, “Christian faith is not the creative manifestation of religious individualism, but comes by a revelation from outside of us and calls for belief, unity, and submission. We forsake our own way and move into the corporate expression in word, worship, and life of His way.” Consequently,

Let there be one prayer in common, one supplication, one mind, one hope, in love and in joy unWameaWe, which is Jesus Christ, than whom there is nothing better. Hasten to come together all of you, as to one temple, even God; as to one altar even to one Jesus Christ, who came forth from One Father and is with One and departed unto One.26

An even more striking picture of God’s purpose of unity in the “new man” comes from the Incarnation. The Christ is both God and man in one person. Ignatius greets the Ephesians in the name of “Jesus our God.” Jesus Christ is “our inseparable life,” the “only physician, of flesh and of spirit, generate and ingenerate, God in man, true Life in death, Son of Mary and Son of God.”27 The newness of His humanity is in its unity with His deity. He is “one Jesus Christ who after the flesh was of David’s race, who is Son of Man and Son of God. ”28 “One Jesus Christ” is a phrase I take to foreshadow the affirmation of the unity of the person of Christ. He retains undiminished all the attributes of His deity while taking into His person a full human nature. For this reason, “It is monstrous to talk of Jesus Christ and to practise Judaism” (not only because as a whole it rejected Christ’s deity, but because it identified itself through racial and ceremonial exclusiveness); Jews may be included in the “one body of His church” joining the Gentiles as “His saints and faithful people,” for an ensign has been set “through His resurrection.”29 Believers who formerly were Jews no longer observed sabbaths but fashioned their lives “after the Lord’s day, on which our life also arose through Him and through His death.”30

The sure demise of wickedness accompanied the Incarnation when “God appeared in the likeness of man unto newness of everlasting life.” Since this has occurred, Ignatius can ask, “Wherefore do we not all walk prudently, receiving the knowledge of God which is Jesus Christ.” And in imitation of Him we are zealous, “vying with each other who shall suffer the greater wrong, who shall be defrauded, who shall, be set at nought. ... In all purity and temperance abide ye in Christ.”31

We have true union with each other only if we have “union with Jesus and with the Father.”32 The Son, preincarnate, pre-Christ, dwelt in the full consciousness of His deity “with the Father before the worlds.” He has now “appeared at the end of time,” individuated as a person in a body located in time and space on earth, having come “forth from One Father.” His spatialization as man diminished neither His own deity nor His union with the Father (“and is with One”); and in His ascension he reestablished that unity on a different basis now as the Christ (“departed unto One”).33 If we receive these truths, our union is with each other, with Christ, and with the Father. Our individuality is heightened and refined and maintained in its purity; yet at the same time it is submitted to other members of the body, united with Christ, and joined with the Father.

TRUTH AND THE HOPE OF SUFFERING

Christians endure persecutions so that unbelievers might be convinced that “there is one God who manifested Himself through Jesus Christ His Son, who is His Word that proceeded from silence, who in all things was well-pleasing unto Him that sent Him.”34 And seeing that He was raised from the dead and through the Spirit He is our only teacher, “How shall we be able to live apart from Him?” It would be vain, then, to forsake such a life by departing from the true teachings about His work. “Be ye fully persuaded concerning the birth and the passion and the resurrection, which took place in the time of the governorship of Pontius Pilate; for these things were truly and certainly done by Jesus Christ our hope.”35

The reality of hope seemed to push itself into the forefront of Ignatius’s correspondence to the Trallians. Having addressed them as “elect and worthy of God” and having reminded them of the “peace in flesh and spirit” that comes through the “passion of Jesus Christ,” he emphasized that Christ Himself “is our hope through our resurrection unto Him.”36

The unity between the historicity of doctrine and the comfort of personal experience is strong in this epistle. He clearly perceives the devastating implications of the Gnostic heresy and voices uncompromising exhortations concerning the churcII’s belief in the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ. In fact, we learn that much of his concern about the churches’ obedience to the bishop is at bottom a concern for theological integrity. “For when ye are obedient to the bishop as to Jesus Christ,” he wrote, “it is evident to me that ye are living not after men but after Jesus Christ, who died for us, that believing on His death ye might escape death.”37

The context of this urgency, however, is the necessity of maintaining apostolic teaching if we are to have any true hope in this fatal conflict with the world. This obedience, therefore, is “as to the Apostles of Jesus Christ our hope; for if we lived in Him we shall also be found in Him. ” This identification of the bishop with apostolic doctrine, and thus apostolic hope, is reemphasized when Ignatius warns the Trallians against those who mingle heresy with an apparent “show of honesty” as those who administer a “deadly drug with honied wine.” The best guard against such men is to be “inseparable from Jesus Christ and from the bishop and from the ordinances of the Apostles. ” They are to be strengthened by faith (which he identifies with “the flesh of the Lord”) and love (which he identifies with “the Hood of Jesus Christ”).38

THE BISHOP AND TRUTH

Ignatius believed that union with the bishop was for the eternal safety of Christ’s sheep, not because sacramental efficacy exists in such union but because only in that fold may one find the truth of Christ’s incarnation, passion, and resurrection. Without those truths one cannot be saved. He told the Philadelphians, therefore, “As children ... of the truth, shun division and wrong doctrine.” These two adhere to each other. Division—because it places one outside the community of revelation—naturally leads to wrong doctrine. “As many as are of God and of Jesus Christ, they are with the bishop; and as many as shall repent and enter into the unity of the Church, these also shall be of God, that they may be living after Jesus Christ.” One who follows a schismatic does not inherit the kingdom of God, says Ignatius. Why so? Because the only thing that would prompt a break from the church and its bishop was disagreement with apostolic doctrine and “if any man walketh in strange doctrine, he hath no fellowship with the passion.”39

Some of Ignatius’s strongest admonitions for obedience to the bishop occur in his letter to Smyrna, where Polycarp was bishop. “Let no man do aught of things pertaining to the Church apart from the bishop,” Ignatius insisted, and “He that honoreth the bishop is honoured of God; he that doeth aught without the knowledge of the bishop rendereth service to the devil.”40

In addition, he wrote Polycarp not only that men and women should many “with the consent of the bishop” but that he should “let nothing be done without thy consent.”41 These urgings reflect Ignatius’s concept of the church as a separate society in a hostile world, an army of God encamped together always ready for battle with enemy forces, a family seeking to preserve its unity and integrity against those who would destroy it either by force or subtlety.

To this point the Smyrneans were sound in the faith and had resisted doctrinal compromise. God had given them wisdom and had established them in “faith immovable.” They were, figuratively speaking, “nailed on the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ, in flesh and in spirit. ” The source of their love was the “blood of Christ,” and they had no hesitancy in believing that “He is truly of the race of David according to the flesh, but Son of God by the Divine will and power.” Jesus the Christ was truly born of a virgin, was truly baptized by John, “truly nailed up in the flesh for our sakes under Pontius Pilate and Herod the tetrarch,” and was truly raised from the dead. All these things He suffered “for our sakes that we might be saved.” They were established in these truths and in Ignatius’s belief that Jesus Christ “was in the flesh even after the resurrection,” and ate and drank with His disciples in the flesh, “though spiritually he was united with the Father.” They themselves were “so minded.” Nevertheless, he must warn them of the deadly craft of the deniers of Jesus’ flesh.42

More dangerous than the physical persecution and obliteration, which loomed large in his near future, Ignatius feared the insidious activity of heretics creating division and sniping off individuals one by one. These crafty ones had been particularly active in Smyrna, and Ignatius saw greater danger in “wild beasts in human form” who would take the passion of Christ from them, more than the wild beasts of Rome who would inflict the passion of Christ on him.43 They were persuaded neither by “the prophecies nor by the law of Moses, nay nor even to this very hour by the Gospel” that the Christ “was a bearer of flesh.”44 The Smyrneans should pray that they might repent, but Ignatius himself did not even want to recall their names “until they repent and return to the passion, which is our resurrection.”43

The problem of docetic heresy compounded exponentially when the heretics sought to pass themselves off as Christian ministers. Ignatius therefore warns, “Let not office puff up any man,” but be sure to notice their lack of faith and love. Their lack of faith is demonstrated in that they “hold strange doctrine touching the grace of Christ.” Their lack of love is shown in their complete misappropriation of the ministerial office:

They have no care for love, none for the widow, none for the orphan, none for the afflicted, note for the prisoner, none for the hungry or thirsty. They abstain from eucharist and prayer, because they allow not that the eucharist is the flesh of our Saviour Jesus Christ, which flesh suffered for our sins, and which the Father of His goodness raised up.46

For that reason the Christians in Smyrna should avoid speaking to them in public or private. Instead, they must study the Scriptures, that is, they should “give heed to the Prophets, and especially to the Gospel, wherein the passion is shown unto us and the resurrection is accomplished.”47 Division is the “beginning of evils,” since it creates isolation from the body and vulnerability to the false teachers. Their increase in faith and love, therefore, depends on their following the bishop.

The same truth stated by Ignatius in his singular focus on the bishop, Irenaeus stated by a larger focus on the apostolic tradition as a whole. Tradition, according to Irenaeus, is identical with Scripture. The power of the gospel was given to the apostles “through whom also we have known the truth.”48 This message that they proclaimed in public they “handed down to us in the Scriptures, to be the ground and pillar of our faith.” The heretics reject a revelation through “written documents,” however, and opt for the communication of truth viva voce. This oral revelation is unique to each heretic; none of their systems conforms to another or to any other system that has gone before. They perversely reject the “tradition” that lives within the apostolic churches and still resounds from the mouth of the bishops.

But if such a thing as an oral tradition of “hidden mysteries” exists, to whom would the apostles have committed it? Irenaeus answers: “They would have delivered them especially to those to whom they were also committing the churches themselves.”49

To demonstrate the truth of this as well as the falsity of the heretics, Irenaeus points to “that tradition derived from the apostles, of the very great, the very ancient, and universally known church founded and organized at Rome by the two most glorious apostles, Peter and Paul.” Irenaeus performs the task of tracing the lineage from the “blessed apostles” and the next in line, Linus, to the current bishop, Eleutherius, the twelfth from the apostles. He says, “For it is a matter of necessity that every church should agree with this church, on account of its pre-eminent authority, that is, the faithful everywhere, inasmuch as the apostolical tradition has been preserved continuously by those faithful men who exist everywhere.”50

Irenaeus points out that the tradition could be established just as surely through Polycarp, who “always taught the things which he had learned from the apostles, and which the church has handed down, and which alone are true.” All the Asiatic churches testify to that truth, including Philippi and Ephesus. The latter who had John among them until “the times of Trajan”

stood with all the others including Rome as “a true witness of the tradition of the apostles.”51

Irenaeus’s argument is designed to underline the truth of Scripture and to discourage any departure from what is written. The Scripture is that which is “handed down,” that is, tradition. He appeals to the authority within the churches only because it is more compelling logically and historically to look to the immediate successors, even the appointees, of the apostles to verify what is and is not “the tradition of the apostles.”52 Under the hypothetical condition that the “apostles themselves had not left us writings,” it would be necessary, in that case, “to follow the course of the tradition which they handed down to those to whom they did commit the churches.”53 Since the hypothesis has no real existence and the apostles “did also write the Gospel, in which they recorded the doctrine regarding God, pointing out that our Lord Jesus Christ is the truth, and that no lie is in Him,” Irenaeus proposes that he “revert to the scriptural proof furnished by those apostles” for the exposition of true doctrine.54

To this clearly patristic principle of Sola Scriptura evangelicals gladly agree.

FAITH AND HISTORY

Both Irenaeus and Ignatius wrote as if one’s union with the saving work of Christ cannot be attained without a belief in the separate parts of His historical work. This conviction gives surpassing urgency to guarding those truths. If godless persons say that He suffered “only in semblance,” why was Ignatius in bonds and why did he desire to fight with wild beasts? In short, if what the heretics say is true, “I die in vain.” Maintaining truth in doctrine is the only motive to suffer in this life, that one might live forever before God. So it is with Irenaeus. The relation between confession of Christ as the one who “must suffer many things” and our willingness to take up the cross and follow Christ cannot be broken.55

If Christ has not truly suffered, why should we? Because Christ invites us to Himself through His passion, those who will not be branches of His cross will bear no fruit—rather their fruit is deadly, and the one who eats of it dies eternally.

Be ye deaf, therefore, when any man speaketh to you apart from Jesus Christ, who was of the race of David, who was the Son of Mary, who was truly bom and ate and drank, was duly persecuted under Pontius Pilate, was truly crucified and died in the sight of those in heaven and those cm earth and those under the earth; who moreover was truly raised from the dead, His Father having raised Him, who in the like fashion will so raise us also who believe on Him—His Father, I say, will raise us—in Christ, apart from whom we have not due life.56

Ignatius spoke of his coming death as the “lot which I am eager to attain” in his letter to the Smyrneans. His willingness to suffer for the cause of Christ pulsates more strongly in the letter to the Romans than in any of the other six: “Grant me nothing more than that I be poured out a libation to God, while there is still an altar ready.”57 If they had power to intercede on his behalf, he urged them not to do so. He was quite eager that the wild beasts become his sepulchre. “It is good to die for Jesus Christ rather than to reign over the farthest bounds of the earth.” Passion to be in the presence of Christ elevated his literary art to an intense irony as he contemplated what he hoped was a sure martyrdom.

Him I seek, who died on our behalf; Him I desire, who rose again for our sake. The pangs of a new birth are upon me. Bear with me, brethren. Do not hinder me from living; do not desire my death. Bestow not on the world one who desir-eth to be God’s. . . . Permit me to be an imitator of the passion of my God.58

Whereas some might discuss whether this sort of running after death should be shunned and seen as an evidence of a bit of imbalance, the wonder of Ignatius’s zeal for God must not be lost. On the other hand, perhaps Ignatius here is stating the very heart of Christian faith. His certainty about his future with Christ was so clear, his submission to the passion of Christ in doctrine and experience so thorough, and his vision of the glory of Christ so rapturous that he could say in truth with Paul, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21). That too, and maybe that only, is what it means to be one of the elect in the holy, catholic, apostolic church.
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In the Middle Ages, the focus of theology was on the work of Jesus Christ and how an individual could appropriate itto himself. Anselm laid the foundation by showing howChrist made atonement by taking upon Himself God’swrath, making propitiation for our sins. But the questions ofpersonal appropriation of that work by faith and repentanceproved difficult, being complicated by philosophicalquestions of how the free grace of God can be understoodwithin any explanation or structure of human thought orbehavior. Grace came to be thought of as arbitrary, suchthat any human attempt to receive it was necessarilyuncertain.

At the same time, it was believed that if one did the best he or she could to come to God, God would probablyreward that effort. Is that earning salvation? TheAugustinians of the late medieval period were sure that itwas, so they focused attention on God’s covenantal bindingof Himself in His promises as the basis for confident faith.This became the foundation of the Reformation and almostall revivals ever since. That faith that receives forgivenessand justification is the faith that doesn’t look to itself butlooks away to the sure promises of a covenant-keeping God.


ESSAY 2

HOW DID THE CHURCH IN ROME BECOME ROMAN CATHOLICISM?

D. Clair Davis

The church of Jesus Christ entered the medieval world with a new beginning and a sharper focus. In the early centuries the church had moved from a persecuted minority to an very active part of the imperial cultural establishment. The church had been victorious in its struggles with a pagan religious culture, so its perception of salvation tended to become one laden with the terminology and thought of victory. Jesus Christ had won the victory over sin and death, over all the powers on earth and in hell. Christus Victor! became the old churcII’s comprehensive concluding summary of the meaning of the gospel. Today on the ceiling of an Orthodox Church you still witness the cosmic Pantokrator, the exalted and reigning Jesus Christ.

Though conditioned by the churcII’s history, this theology of the early church faithfully reflected an important aspect of the biblical teaching of salvation. It stressed redemption—how God delivers His people from their bondage into the freedom of life with Him. As God once said to the Israelites, “I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment” (Exodus 6:6), so throughout the Bible He emphasizes that it is by His power alone that He delivers His people.

THE MEDIEVAL CHURCII’s SHIFT OF EMPHASIS

By the beginning of the medieval period, not only had the world changed radically but so had the place of the church within it. No longer was the world a unified urban empire with an established culture. Since the fall of Rome, northern Europe had turned into a disconnected rural society, where simple literacy, to say nothing of a real knowledge of the old civilization, had become only a distant memory. Horizons had become closer, and relationships with people—and also with God—had become much more personal and direct. The extended-family values of “Germanic” tribal feudalism replaced the anonymous generalities of the old urban ways. The maintenance of friendships and the restoration of damaged alliances became the focus of ordinary life.

This way of perceiving life became the new direction for thinking about an individual’s relationship to his God. More biblical understanding was needed, further recognition of what the Bible meant by salvation. The doctrine of redemption had made a compelling statement of God’s overwhelming power to transform the world. It had objectified the change God accomplished in the cross and resurrection of Christ and had emphasized the all-inclusive nature of His work. But what could that mean for the individual? Though the old churcII’s understanding of grace was comprehensive enough, it could still appear to be impersonal or even mechanical in its subjective application.

So the medieval church welcomed a shift to other, more personal, biblical expressions, such as atonement, propitiation, and justification. Sin could now be seen not just in terms of enslaving forces without, but as something within man himself for which he was personally accountable and radically guilty. God was not just the only possible Savior, but He was a person whose own character and honor had been offended by sin. Whatever cosmic dimensions sin and salvation had, there could never be a satisfying or comforting understanding of salvation without a resolution of the great personal disruption between God and mankind.

Concentrated attention needed to be given to the restoration of personal concord and fellowship between the holy God and His sinful creatures. This is first of all the question of objective atonement for sin. In the old church this had either been discussed much too vaguely in sweeping terms expressing general divine victory, or it had become bogged down in the fruitless exploration of the question, “To whom had the redemption price been paid?” If Satan was the one from whom people need to be liberated, then must not the price be paid to him? But how then could that constitute defeat for him, since he obtains Jesus Christ as his prize? In order for Satan to be both the owner of Christ and also the one defeated by Him, the only resolution appeared to be the infamous “bait” theory of the Atonement: Christ was indeed the price paid, but Satan had overreached himself by claiming that price; thereby Christ was the bait God used to catch the arrogant Satan. Ingenious this theory may have been, but it was so patently artificial and even humorous that it was unworthy of extended consideration.

Obviously only a serious, fresh start could be of any lasting help. That the medieval church did this is the greatest single contribution of the entire period. It radically rethought what the Bible meant by atonement. Today Christians wonder, “How could a doctrine of such pivotal importance for Christian thinking have been so long in emerging?” In an attempt to answer this question, historians have noticed a parallel between the arrangement of topics in a systematic theology textbook and the historical development of doctrine. In a textbook, the work of Christ is not generally touched on until after discussions of the nature of God, His creation and direction, and man in his sin. Interestingly, this is exactly the progression of doctrinal development in the churcII’s history.

Either this means, more pessimistically, that the church never reworks what it has once considered (but just keeps tacking on supplemental material at the end of what it has done before), or it means, more optimistically, that there is something reasonable about the development of Christian doctrine— from the basic to the developed—from God to man to sin to atonement. Man’s nature, his sin, and his need had been well defined in the interchanges between Pelagius and Augustine; now it was time, in the progress of dogma, for God’s answer to sin to be clarified decisively. Finally, near the end of the eleventh century, the great theologians Anselm and Abelard took a fresh look at the doctrine.

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF ANSELM AND ABELARD

Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury, is remembered for his theological method and his conviction that we believe in order to understand. That is, we begin with Christian theological certainty and then reason backwards to determine the significance of what we already know. In his signature contribution of the “ontological argument” for the existence of God, he turned away from the old way of reasoning from the existence of a very large and very well-ordered universe to the God who must have made it—someone who must be even greater and better-ordered than the universe (though logically not infinitely great or wise). Instead, Anselm argued, we must begin with God Himself as He really is, considering Him as truly perfect in His being and character, not approximately perfect as other arguments would conclude. And if God is perfect, then He must exist, for anything less than existence would not be perfect! This “argument” is either theological sleight-of-hand or the pinnacle of profundity, and it is not surprising that philosophers and theologians have difficulty even in knowing whether they understand what Anselm was saying. Perhaps he should be understood as saying this: Unless God exists then no thought or meaning is possible; so to even think of God means to think of Him as He is—that is, as existent.

Anselm applied much the same way of thinking to the Atonement1 and reasoned from its existence—its actuality—back to its interpretation. In his classic Cur Deus Homo ( Why the God-Man), he argued from the fact of the Incarnation and the Cross to God’s purpose in sending His Son. What can it mean? God would not have done this astounding thing if providing some lesser remedy for sin had been possible. The uniqueness of the Son of God must involve necessarily a unique work, a work of atonement that could not have been accomplished in any other way. From there Anselm recognized that the effects of sin include not just the cosmic distortion of creation but go deeper, into the character of God Himself. What only Christ can do is to bear the wrath of God, a holy being whose honor has been violated. For that to have been really necessary must mean that God’s honor, and hence His wrath against sin, is at the very heart of the nature of the Atonement. The Atonement was directed, then, not at the cosmos or at man, but at God! It “satisfied” His offended honor or character. Only such a substantial and exceptional necessity could possibly justify God’s giving over of His Son unto death.

This God-directed significance of the Atonement is what made Anselm’s work new and epoch-making. It is likely the greatest legacy of the Christian church from the Middle Ages. Since then, any attempt to understand the death of Christ from the perspective of propitiation for sin, or as the foundation for justification and forgiveness, has been known as the “Anselmic” or “satisfaction” view. Without the new “Germanic” focus on a subjective or personal understanding of the Christian faith, it would have been much more difficult to recognize this biblical emphasis on the personal character of atonement. But Anselm’s concentration upon Christ Himself and why only He could do what needed to be done is what provides the heart of the new breakthrough in understanding the love of God for poor sinners.

It is also possible to have a personal view of the Atonement that is not God-centered but that rather focuses on the way sinners perceive Christ’s death. That was the direction taken by Anselm’s great rival, Peter Abelard. For him the value of the Atonement was in the individual’s personal response to what Christ had done for him. As he came to appreciate and bow in gratitude at the extent of God’s love for him, he would respond in turn with his own love to the God who had loved him so much.

Was Anselm or Abelard closer to the truth? To the present day, Christians have disagreed. A liberal thinks it unworthy of God that He would require satisfaction before He could express His love to sinners. An evangelical is sure that the Cross did much more than persuade sinners that God loved them; limiting its work to that seems to be a trivializing of sin and the full dimensions of God’s work of salvation. An evangelical never questions the power of the Cross to demonstrate the love of God; but to him that love is not merely a generic demonstration but is a very particular action in which God actually did take away His wrath against sinners by directing it toward Christ.

MASS AND PENANCE: AVENUES OF GRACE

The atonement theology, with its realization of the personal character of the work of Jesus Christ, made a good beginning, but it was necessary to think further about what this really means, especially in terms of how that objective work becomes mine—that is, how it becomes subjective. One can not long avoid that next question: “How can I individually lay hold on what Christ has done for me? What must I do to receive what Christ has done for me?”

That question for several centuries had been answered in terras of the grace provided in the sacraments. God Himself had given His own channels of grace, and it was only necessary that the individual make use of them. A causal chain was involved. Christ had died and presented the value of His death to His church. He had chosen its first head, the apostle Peter, and all his successors as bishop of Rome, or pope, to have the same authority He had. That centered particularly around the power of binding and loosing, qualifying and disqualifying for the grace of the sacraments. Concretely, the pope has the power to consecrate bishops, who in turn have the power to ordain priests, who then have the authority to say the Mass—to sacramentally transform the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ, to “make the body of the Lord”—which finally is the channel of grace to the church. The theology and scriptural arguments against this understanding are carefully developed in chapter 5 by S. Lewis Johnson.

At first reflection the idea that the church had been given channels of grace by Christ would seem to settle the matter. Do not all those who are present at Mass receive the grace offered automatically (ex opere operate)! Much of the structure of the Mass would seem to indicate this observation when the transformed elements are raised so all can see and the bell is rung to remind all to look (observing the transformation itself may actually convey grace more obviously than the eating of the bread).

Certainly the objective character of sacramental grace is vital to its nature, but to the devout there must be more to it than that. Some sort of religious attitude of heart must be necessary on the part of the worshiper in order for him or her to receive grace worthily. Faith and repentance must be present for the sacrament to be received properly. Does that mean that salvation finally depends on the ability of a frail and sinful individual to come to God with a truly worshipful heart? Surely not, for that would mean that the chain of salvation is only as strong as its weakest link, and the human heart is a very weak and deceitful link indeed. For that reason medieval theologians spoke of a further graceful provision of a way to enable one to receive the grace of the Mass.

That indispensable way became the sacrament of Penance, in many ways the very heart of medieval religion. This new sacrament was seen to provide the means for transforming weak, inadequate, even self-deceiving faith and repentance into the sort acceptable to a holy God. As in the case of any sacrament the transformation was not empirically discernible. In the Mass, for example, the church taught that the elements still taste like bread and wine even though they no longer are; in the language of Aristotelian physics, the accidents (empirical characteristics) have not been changed but the essence has. In Penance, grudging repentance has been changed into heart-felt repentance, and superficial faith into concentrated love for God—even though no one could perceive the difference!

But even if motivations and attitudes could not be evaluated, at least Penance could be made so difficult and time-consuming that only those truly committed to pleasing God would make use of it. Earlier monastic penance had been therapeutic in character: its intention was to enable the individual to substitute godly behavior for sinful actions, for example, by directing the greedy to give to the poor, patterned on the biblical model of “put off and put on.” Within an intimate monastic setting, a personalized penance could be helpful, though even there confessors began to make use of the standardized penances of the penitential manuals. But when an annual confession was required of all the people, it was hardly reasonable that an individual penance would be possible. Further standardization of penances easily led to the perception of Penance as not being intended to alter behavior but rather to serve as punishment for what had already been done.

Previously some had found life-changing significance in traveling to the site with which a great saint was associated, that he might reflect upon the life of one whose example was especially well-suited to his own sins and weaknesses. But when pilgrimages were selected to many sites at great distances and when it seemed that the only point of the expedition was to cover as many miles as possible yet still get back home while something of normal life remained, then what possible personal value could come from all that travel?

When substitute penances were devised, including the payment of money, any remaining therapeutic value could only be nebulous and fragmentary. Penance became even more abstract and meaningless when the church began to offer substitutes that involved even the removal of the penalty for future sins (indulgences). Technically, only the temporal penalty for sin was being dealt with (the punishment due sin this side of eternity, including that endured in purgatory), but for practical purposes that was all that any one knew about anyway. Knowledge that one’s eternal punishment had been dealt with (the assurance of salvation) was available in any case only to those few—the saints—to whom it had been revealed by extraordinary revelation.

Hence the resolution of the most important question of all—“How can I lay hold upon the salvation given by God through the death of Christ?”— was still inaccessible. A clear answer to today’s Evangelism Explosion question—“Why should God let you into His heaven?”—could not really be given by even the greatest theologian. The gap that Penance was devised to bridge was, in the end, still a great chasm: How can a weak sinner come to a holy Christ?

THE REDISCOVERY OF PREVENIENT GRACE

It was obviously time for yet another fresh look at the greatest of life’s questions. Could there yet be a way of seeing the problem that was not in terms of cause and effect? Obviously the supernatural effect of eternal salvation could not come from any natural cause, not even from a life of penance. If salvation required even a slight initial action on our part, then we could never obtain it. Could a new philosophical paradigm, one that avoids causal thinking, be of help?

Throughout the history of Western thought, especially in the ancient and medieval periods, it has seemed that there were really only two options: Platonic idealism or Aristotelian empiricism. What is the better explanation of the world—seeing it in terms of nonempirical entities (those that are grasped by the human mind and not by sense experience) or the other way around? Because Christianity is concerned with supernatural reality (that which transcends what the senses can experience), it seemed to many that Platonic idealism was the most helpful way for a Christian to look at the world. But Christians also knew how harmful it was to suggest that the empirical character of the Christian faith is irrelevant; after all, that includes the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ, as well as His return. It is also terribly misleading to think of the nonphysical aspect of human beings as being somehow closer to God than the physical aspect, as somehow partaking of God’s character in a noncreated and dependent way. Platonic idealism could easily lead to a blurring of the line between God and man and to a trivializing of the historical Jesus.

If idealism had come to have such serious weaknesses that Christians were beginning to call it into question, the obvious alternative framework for Christian theology was the empiricism of Aristode. It already served that function for Islam, medieval Christianity’s greatest competitor and field for mission. Indeed, the greatest expression of medieval contextualization, the attempt to present the gospel in a meaningful way to a non-Christian culture, is found in the Summa Contra Gentiles of the Aristotelian Thomas Aquinas. Thomas was as aware as any of his critics today of the difficulties of using an empirical model to present transempirical realities. Accordingly, he made use of many corrective procedures intended to preserve Christian theology from being overwhelmed by pagan methodology. He realized that an empirical approach, which argues from the finite universe to God, must be supplemented by revelation, for no amount of finite effects would ever yield an infinite God. Further, an empirical argument is designed to lead to a single cause, never the biblical Trinity. So natural theology always needs supplementary revelation to reach the God of the Bible. What can be known about God empirically only functions analogically, not directly, if the living God is to be reached.

But when all this has been recognized, Thomistic Aristotelianism by its veiy nature was bound to be the theology of the ecclesiastical establishment, of the church and her sacraments. Though Thomas personally was as deeply mystical as any medieval Christian, the function of his teaching was to demonstrate the way God brought salvation through the intermediate causes of the grace offered by the church. Though God’s reason was not an abstraction but rather a compelling expression of his love, still the way He worked was through the institution He had placed in the world for the salvation of sinners. Empirical, causal thinking was almost inevitably ecclesiastical and sacramental.

But the issue was no longer about the effectiveness of the sacraments as such; rather it was about the new question of the personal link between them and the weak, foolish sinner. That was the weakest link in the chain of salvation, and when salvation depended on the sinner’s ability, the assertion of the strength of the links of the sacraments could only be seen as meaningless.

For that reason the entire medieval edifice, with church and sacraments, all given validity by Aristotelian causality, came into serious question. The grand “medieval synthesis” was about to unravel. If ecclesiastical, causal, sacramental grace was not the answer to salvation, where could the answer be found?

Obviously a sinner cannot be saved without the grace of God. If sacramental, objective grace is insufficient, there must be some other kind of grace. That grace must be direct, not mediated by the sacraments. It must be comprehensive, not requiring any other grace to complete it. It must be there at the very beginning of the individual’s turning to God, and it must enable him to lay hold upon whatever other grace that may be there for him. In a word, it must be the grace Augustine had long ago spoken of—“prevenient” grace.

Prevenient grace works in the heart of God’s elect well before sacramental grace does, and it depends on nothing except the saving love of God; it is the grace of predestination and election. Augustine had spoken of the church in two different ways: as the institutional or visible church, and as the true people of God, known only to Him. That construction had become a popular medieval model and could be employed to advance almost any viewpoint. Those with a papal or sacramental agenda could bring institution and election so close together they were virtually identical—God’s purpose to save and the visible church are one and the same. But reforming elements, appalled over the ignorance and corruption of the visible church, could pull election and institution so far apart that the institutional church could be seen as the enemy of the elect, the exact opposite of the true church. This was regularly depicted in the recurring visual aid of the medieval period, a three-panel cartoon. The first panel showed the destitute Christ in shabby clothing, riding on a donkey; the second an affluent bishop in jewels and furs, riding a magnificent war horse; and the third a poor monk, with apparently the same clothing and donkey as Christ had. Christ’s question, was it possible for a rich man to enter heaven, had been rephrased: Could a bishop be saved? The assumed answer was, only if he renounced his office with its wealth and he became a monk. Another cartoon, this time of a ship surrounded by drowning men, featured monks on the ship attempting to pull in the lost from the water. Featured among those drowning in the water were always the clergy and the bishops.

Now approaching the end of the Middle Ages, the sacramental system had come to be preoccupied with Penance, and it in turn upon the high finance of the indulgence system. The “ordinary” means of grace had come to be seen to display the exact opposite of the values for which the true church stood. How long could Christian apologists maintain a position that implied that along with the salvation of God’s people by the sacraments there inevitably came a corrupt ecclesiastical establishment? The same situation had been faced in the ancient period in the Donatist controversy, when some had maintained that only the sacraments of those persecuted for their faith had validity and those of the compromisers did not. Though the orthodox position was that the character of the priest had nothing to do with the value of the sacraments, that position was much more difficult to maintain at the end of the Middle Ages. After all, who is sure that he would not apostatize under the severe, unending torture of a period of persecution? But to voluntarily sell out to wealth and power and lust, how could that be taken as anything but a sordid betrayal of Christ?

Who else could be on the third panel but a poor monk? It could not be a monk of the older establishment orders, with their wealth and corruption. But as always in the churcII’s history, when monasticism went to seed, there could always be a fresh start, this time with the mendicant (begging) orders of Franciscans and Dominicans. These orders had two important goals: the imitation of Christ in His poverty and servanthood, as set forth in the Sermon on the Mount; and serious study and teaching of the Bible, such that the entire church could understand what it meant to follow Christ and capture His example. It became clear that to teach about Christ as He really was would inevitably subvert the church.

But it was not easy to stay poor. Dominicans became university teachers and needed to accumulate books, the most expensive treasures of all. The imitation of Christ was much too threatening to the pope, who commanded the Franciscans to abandon the mendicant principle and to cease living from day to day; the “spiritual” (disobedient) Franciscans found it hard to survive papal persecution. But the vision and memory of the mendicants lived on. The third panel continued to sound a familiar and self-evident note. The practical bottom line was clear: the grace of the sacraments came through the local, ignorant, drunken priest with his housekeeper/mistress; but the prevenient grace that could change hearts to receive sacramental grace came through the itinerant, poor monk, who demonstrated in his life what it was to be a true Christian and who taught Bible stories about Jesus. So the sacrament did not rest on godliness or on the gospel; true grace had precious little to do with the institutional church and her sacraments. Augustine’s invisible church turned out to be the only obviously godly church after all. Election, the theological backbone of the invisible church, could become the most subversive doctrine of all.

THE CONFLICT BETWEEN MEDIATED AND CAUSAL GRACE

Philosophically, the issue between immediate causal grace (sacramental) and mediated grace (through reflection on the monk’s teaching and mirroring of Christ) is closely related to the question of the suitability of Thomas’s Aristotelianism as a framework for Christian thinking. If natural theology can yield rally descriptions of God by listing His “attributes” but can say nothing about who He is, His personal being as Trinitarian Father and Son and Spirit, what kind of God is being spoken of? Is not the God of Thomism little more than an abstract scientific principle of purpose and regularity? Will not the inadequacy of this understanding of God’s being lead inevitably to serious weaknesses in understanding His deeds? If God’s grace is merely His (dan for achieving a goal, is it still possible to see it as a expression of election, dependent upon nothing but His will and love? If by definition the grace that we need more than anything else is not sacramental, then Tho-mism’s grand causal scheme is in the end worth very little. What was needed was a paradigm for understanding the personal, direct grace of God.

One would perhaps have anticipated a reversion from the Aristotelian experiment back to the old Platonic or neo-Platonic philosophy of Augustine. That would have also meant a return to unadulterated theological Augustin-ianism, with its limited or personal atonement, where all of God’s grace came through Christ and His work. But too many centuries had gone by and too many theologians had been unwilling to think of grace in such a thoroughgoing way. They had preferred a milder Augustinianism, one that affirmed that sinners cannot be saved without the grace of God, but unwilling to draw Augustine’s own conclusion: that the only grace there is comes through the death of Christ; that consequently those who are saved are those for whom He died. Medieval theologians considered their theology semi-Augustinianism or just Augustinianism, but a much more accurate label is the old churcII’s designation of semi-Pelagianism. When the question is, to what extent does a miserable sinner need the crucified Christ, the halfhearted Augustinian answer yields a glass half empty, not one half full.

But if not Augustinianism, what philosophy is available as a foundation for nonsacramental, prevenient grace? What is there besides Platonism and Aristotelianism? The victor (but more by default) is nominalism.

THE RISE OF NOMINALISM

Nominalism is hardly a full-fledged world-and-life view; it is more a technical methodology for coordinating different perspectives. Much of medieval thinking, especially in its more basic phase, was concerned with the nature of language and logic. What does it mean when we say that two individual things belong to the same class of being and may have the same predicate attached to them both? (This appears to be an especially important question when much of medieval thought is patterned after Aristotelian biology, with its divisions and subdivisions of reality into genus, species, and individual.) Is the common classification the important thing, or is it the individual identity? That is, is the classification simply a convenient linguistic handle, just a name, or is it more than that, something real? Those who say “real” are called “realists,” while those who say “name” are “nominalists.”

Perhaps a nominalist does not inherently believe in arbitrary classification, but one who says “name” is likely to be heard as saying “just a name.” Are linguistic classifications arbitrary, necessary, or something else? Nominalists wisely considered not just statements concerning the past and present but also those concerning the future, and that complicated the question considerably. Is such a statement true or false, or something else? When one is asked whether he believes a future statement, he might well say, “I don’t know.” Nominalists then have a three-value logic: right, wrong, and undetermined. This discussion begins to sound theoretical and impractical until one realizes that Christianity is all about future statements, which Christians call “the promises of God,” or even “covenant promises.” Finally the issue becomes existentially straightforward: What is the value of God’s promises to me, those that promise eternal life if I do certain things, especially if I am uncertain how to do them, and how I would ever know if I had? If Nominalism can really help with those questions, it deserves serious attention.2

The most basic question of all—What must I do to be saved?—has come into its own. The original answer was, receive God’s grace in the Mass. But if I’m not sure I’m approaching the Mass in true faith and repentance, what then? The next answer was, make use of the sacramental grace of Penance to prepare for the Mass. But if I’m not sure I’m coming to Penance with proper— even minimally proper—faith and repentance, what then? What if proper faith and repentance is not a quantitative matter, of needing more than I now have, but a question of having from the outset a qualitatively opposite—a holy kind—of faith, what should I do? And what if the right kind of faith is the kind that looks to God’s glory alone and not at all to my selfish wish to avoid hell?

If, after all, what I desperately need is to receive prevenient, electing grace, how is that done? Is election not, by definition, something mysterious and ineffable, utterly out of my influence and control? Nominalism’s primary answer to this final question was that, whereas there was absolutely no causal relation between what people do and God’s grace and whereas no one could in any way deserve God’s grace (de condigno), still it was only fitting or congruous (de congruo) that God give His grace to those who sincerely desired it and expressed that desire by seeking to please God the best they could. Though whoever does this has no certainty or assurance of salvation (which no one in the Middle Ages had anyway), at least it was probable. And, though doing the best you can does not guarantee the gift of God’s grace, not doing it makes it highly unlikely that you will receive grace.

Sacramental grace was efficacious for those who sought it sincerely— efficacious because it was rooted in the objective, atoning work of Christ, mediated through His church and its sacraments. But “sincerity” was so nebulous and tantalizingly unobtainable that even the work of Christ became only theoretically efficacious. Truly effective grace consequently had nothing to do with the sacramental system—but also nothing to do with that which gave it its foundation, the saving work of Christ. Nominalist grace was so immediate and direct that it evaded not only the church, but Christ Himself. Election could not be God’s purpose carried out and revealed through His Son but was instead the naked will of God who saved as He chose, with or without Christ. The Jesus Christ that the monks presented was not the God-man who made atonement. Rather, their Jesus could be meditated upon, and that meditation could be the occasion of salvation through the naked will of God. Perhaps. At bottom, the monks’ preaching of the simple Jesus who showed us the loving heart of God turned out to be only a front for the unknown God.

This medieval denouement was far more than the “dissolution of the medieval synthesis”; it was simply the dissolution of the Christian faith itself. The Cross had been rejected as irrelevant to the most basic question of all: “How can I be forgiven by God?” All that remained after this was the unknown God and the value of morality. This was the religion of pre-Reforma-tion Renaissance Christianity, which was to surface later as the religion of the Enlightenment.

PRE-REFORMATION DEVELOPMENTS

Enlightenment religion could be expressed as the Christian humanism of Erasmus: Christianity is reduced to trying to do the best one can. Theology is essentially unknowable, and it is foolish to waste time on its irrelevant puzzles. Instead, one must emphasize what can be known, the simple ethics of the Sermon on the Mount. Those who occupy themselves with organized religion are fools or scoundrels. Never again should it be taken seriously, except as it advances basic morality.

Enlightenment religion could also express itself much more directly, a humanism without Christian veneer. It affirmed that eSoneric theology and philosophy had proven their worthlessness. There were much simpler guides for life—the revived practical philosophies of the declining days of the Roman empire, fitting enough for the declining days of medieval Christendom. These old philosophies were counsels of desperation and negation, of resignation and cynicism: Skepticism, Epicureanism, Stoicism. All philosophies and theologies were of equal value or lack of value. There was no absolute truth, and the role of humankind in its last days was to learn to live without striving foolishly for meaning in life. That could mean living lives either of noble suffering or of pleasure in the face of a meaningless future.

Or the call to doing the best you could with the goal of pleasing God could be taken painfully seriously. Remember Martin Luther with his perpetual confessions until finally his confessor charged him with the sin of overscrupulosity! Think of his endeavoring to please his father by studying law and to please God instead by becoming a monk, and of therefore being radically disobedient either way. Think of him at the brink of despair, and then coming to understand that the righteous never live by sincerity or by trying harder, but by faith in the God who justifies the ungodly.

But before Luther there came a revival of consistent, homogeneous Au-gustinianism—from the pens of the monk Gregory of Rimini and another Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Bradwardine. Bradwardine wrote a book with the offensive title The Cause of God against the Pelagians, as if his opponents really were Pelagians, in an age when all felt quite certain of their allegiance to Augustine. But he meant it nevertheless: if one relies on his own attempts to please God with the purpose of motivating God to give him grace by earning it (whether or not he thinks de condigno or de congruo), then at bottom he relies on his own efforts for salvation, which is standard Pelagianism. However piously it may be expressed, any thought of preparing oneself for grace is idolatrous trusting in the flesh.

Constructively, the new Augustinians concentrated on God’s covenant promises. Later the covenant emphasis came to be thought of with a narrower focus, in terms of the continuity between Old and New Testament, between circumcision and baptism. But at the end of the medieval period the issues were more basic: When I trust in God’s promises, it is His promise that is the central issue, not my trust. Further, God’s election, His plan from eternity, may not be separated from His covenant, His revelation of that plan in time. Election is not a mysterious unknowable black hole that may swallow up or subvert God’s revealed covenant to His people. Rather, it is the reflection of the integrity of a God who stands behind His promises.

At this point the Reformation could not be far away. The new focus on election, and the immediate grace of God, had pointed both Wycliffe and Huss away from a papal and sacramental church to a church based on the Word—preached, heard, and followed. That biblical church committed itself to obedience, to correcting what God’s people had not done, where the church described in the Bible was patently and strikingly entirely different from the church of Rome. Though the pre-Reformation forerunners did not go all the way to arrive at justification, they did prepare God’s people to receive with faith whatever God’s Word said; when they came to see that the Bible taught justification, they would accept it with joy and enthusiasm. With the formal principle (the sole authority of God’s Word) now in place, the material principle (justification) could not be far away.3

Understanding justification would come inexorably, when the bankruptcy of nominalistic preparatory grace become clear. Article by article the gospel in all its richness became clear: Without the grace of God, a sinner can do nothing to save himself. He can do nothing to prepare for grace, for without it he is still just a sinner. God does not receive a foolish sinner tiying to do his best but, rather, the one who knows the truth about his sin and who trusts only in the righteousness of Christ. He knows his trust is not a “virtue,” to be evaluated in terms of its strength or consistency; instead its value comes only through its object, the faithful Savior Jesus Christ. To give us that Savior is not something God does piecemeal or by measure; for us to know and trust Christ is to know and trust the “whole” Christ, “in all of his offices.”

The doctrine of election may sometimes seem like a peripheral dogmatic fossil from a long-distant past. In the late Middle Ages and in the Reformation, however, it meant personal relationship with God, one not dependent on the offices of the church. It meant the grace of God, resting on nothing other than His love and kindness to His people. In the midst of suffering and doubt, it meant the persistent, continuing love of the Father of Jesus Christ to His children. This is seen clearly in the organization of John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion. There election is taken up as was usual in the older theological outlines, under the doctrine of God: God has made the world and is in complete control of it, including the actions and thoughts of people, and their relationships to Himself. But that is a comparatively brief treatment compared to the later extended discussion under how God’s people receive the blessings of the Cross, particularly how they continue to trust in God in the midst of suffering and doubt. For Calvin takes up election primarily under the topic of the perseverance of the saints, following substantially the outline of Paul’s letter to the Romans. There, chapters 6-8 discuss the believer’s struggles with sin, temptation, persecution, and suffering; and at the end Paul asks the most basic question of all, “What shall separate us from the love of Christ?” The triumphant answer, that “nothing shall,” is set within the eternal plan of God. The God who chose us from the beginning will surely continue His work in us to the end. This biblical understanding of divine election is not some dark cloud behind which the inscrutable God hides Himself, keeping His mysterious foreboding plan to Himself, while He reveals only a tantalizing, possible salvation. Rather, it is the election revealed in Christ, who is the mirror of election.4

No wonder the Reformation was so exhilarating and promising. Instead of terrifying doubt, there was the sure promise of God’s favor, instead of fluctuating introspection, there was a clear look at the faithful Savior Jesus Christ; instead of a life of fearful cynicism, there was a heart full of gratitude over the full forgiveness of sin.

THE LEGACY OF NOMINALISM

But major questions still remain. Was nominalism only a momentary aberration in Catholic thought? Though Luther and others were right in rejecting it, were they wrong in thinking that they were rejecting the teaching of the church? Certainly the nominalists did not carry the day forever in the church; ultimately the older Thomism was to become its official theology. But one must consider the later conclusions of the Catholic Council of Trent—its rejections of justification and assurance—well after the obvious dangers of nominalist constructions should have been seen. It is very hard to see why the Roman church would have stood so vigorously against the Reformation if it were not at least extremely sympathetic to nominalism. At that time there were hardly any real alternatives.

At least as basic is the Protestant question, how much did the children of the Reformation value their heritage, forged as it had been out of the abyss of medieval confusion and doubt? Would they ever regress, if not to the name of Rome, then to its kind of theology? One of the most astonishing developments in Protestant church history is the recurring pattern of return back to moralism and away from Christ. The accounts of historic evangelical revivals or awakenings are very instructive. The revival preacher would present the old Reformation message, that sinners are saved by trust in the work of Christ, that justification is of the ungodly by faith alone. When that gospel was clearly heard, over and over again many would came to faith in Christ, rejoicing in finally hearing a message they had never heard before. But when they spoke to their pastors about their new faith, the pastors said that they also believed in justification in the same way. “Then why didn’t you ever tell us?” was the skeptical reply. Why not indeed?

The answer may be as simple as pastors thinking that every one knew it and that it could be presupposed. But it may have been more complex. The Church of England forbade local pastors or elders to exercise church discipline, since membership in the church had civil implications; they reserved that discipline for bishops or probably their lay chancellors. These men could exact fines for various offenses, but they knew nothing about the spiritual counsel that should accompany rebuke for sin. In that case it would be easy for a pastor to seek to reach the disobedient or lax in the congregation by preaching on the danger of a dead faith, or that many believe they are converted but really aren’t, and the like. The outcome might well be that many had their attention diverted from the objective saving work of Christ toward the subjective quality of their faith. The rifle that church discipline should use toward specific offenders could easily turn into the shotgun that would wound those for whom it was not intended—and so attack and ultimately remove their assurance of salvation.

From a more theological point of view, one’s understanding of the nature of faith has much to do with whether it is being seen from the perspective of regeneration (spiritual change) or justification (forgiveness). In older theological vocabulary, from justification’s side faith is “passive” (not considering itself but instead looking to Christ); but from regeneration’s side faith is “lively” (coming from a heart radically changed by the Spirit of God). In ordinary language it would be hard to think of something as both passive and lively, but what was meant was something like this: “God has so radically changed my heart that I no longer trust in myself but only in Christ.” Historically not many have been able to grasp that. Either they were convinced that the sinner’s great need was change and the consequent commitment to obeying Christ (seen in the “Anabaptist” lively direction) or sure that people are so inherently self-righteous that they need to be told to recognize that their forgiveness does not rest upon their changed lives, but only on Christ (the “Lutheran” passive direction).

Calvinists thought they could avoid that dilemma and be committed to both directions. They taught that Christ was to be taken as Savior and as Lord, as the fountain of both forgiveness and change. But when one looks at the histoiy of Reformed theology, most of what he sees is the history of the tension of those who were “antinomian” (the danger of the Lutheran, passive side) or those who were “neonomian” (the danger of the Anabaptist, lively side). Is the danger to the church greater from those who are lazy and indifferent to radical obedience to Christ? Then teach them that a Christian needs much more than mere faith. Or is the danger greater from those who are consumed with doubt and unbelief, convinced that they dare not come to Christ until they have made significant change in their lives? Then teach them that salvation is only from the Lord. In a personal, pastoral or disci-pling relationship, counseling could be directed so that the answer would depend on the individual’s need or particular idol. The Protestant church has been at its best when such individual pastoral work was practiced, either by a pastor like Richard Baxter, who constantly visited everyone in his small congregation, or more likely by elder-directed, small pastoral groups (proph-esyings, conventicles, classes). When lazy people can be presented with a different biblical emphasis than fearful people, then there is no need for either neo- or antinomian overemphasis or reductionism.

Still, the neonomian option seemed to be fostered much more frequently. Though the creeds said that no one is able to prepare himself for grace, it could still be argued that it’s not the “plan of salvation” that is being presented, but only the “way of salvation.” That distinction is either very profound or completely unintelligible. The alleged difference is, God doesn’t require that people go through a preparatory process of conviction of sin and despair over never being saved, as a kind of prerequisite for salvation. But on the other hand, that is the way almost everyone ever came to Christ. It’s at least the way all the testimonies before the congregation sound: if you’ve heard one you’ve heard them all. It could be stated that since no one can control the work of the Holy Spirit, at least he can place himself where the Holy Spirit works best, in the way of grace. No one can know how the Spirit works, but he can be aware of the usual circumstances through which He works. He cannot control grace, but he can arrange to be where grace is usually to be found. More people are converted in churches than in bars, and more people are converted while praying than while getting drunk. The doctrine of the “means of grace,” which was intended to describe what Christians should do in order to grow spiritually, came to be applied to how non-Christians are converted.

The nominalist three-value logic had reemerged. According to this variety of theological thought, not only were there regenerate and unregenerate people, Christians and non-Christians, but also great varieties of the people in between, falling into the general category of the quickened or awakened. The cutting edge of the gospel could be blunted, for no longer could the great alternatives of life or death, Christ or self, be maintained. Instead, preaching could be turned away from the presenting of the gospel into describing how God frequently works. The sure promise of God could be diffused into vague probabilities. Indeed, it would be hard to tell the difference between the probability God of Enlightenment moralism and Protestant neonomianism.5

Revivals did come—and still come—and the Reformation was recapitulated again and again, with its great signatures of justification and assurance. But, more often than not, nominalist election was confused with biblical election, and the new revivals frequently went without that great theological backbone, a theme that will be developed as the heart of John Armstrong’s appeal in chapter 13 in his call for a new reformation of evangelical Christianity that understands and preaches the gospel more faithfully.

CONCLUSION

Without understanding the struggles of the medieval church it will be hard to understand the weakness of modern conservative Catholicism’s interest in questions regarding personal salvation. By the same token, it will also be hard to understand the weaknesses of modern Protestantism. Its liberalism did come, after all, from the Enlightenment. Its evangelical weaknesses come from continual neonomian influences. Both Catholic and Protestant churches need to take up again a serious reevaluation of the great questions of the relation between Christ as Savior and as Lord; is it forgiveness or is it change people need? Or both? It still needs to be said to all, Don’t just describe the gospel; preach it! The apostle of the cross did say, “Woe is me if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Corinthians 9:16). Without these perspectives gained from the medieval background, the pursuit of comprehending the need and state of our twentieth century churches, and thus the need of our time, will take much longer than it should. With the help gleaned from such study both Catholics and Protestants should learn more quickly what personal faith in Christ really means and how to preach the gospel more faithfully. Only this discovery will bring the reformation most needed in our time.
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What were the causes of the Reformation? What were its basic concerns and theology as presented by JohnCalvin? Since Calvin was the most talented of the second-generation Reformers, his perspective on the key issues ofthe Reformation is especially helpful. In three separatetreatises, Calvin explains and defends the Reformation.

In “The Reply to Sadoleto” (1539), Calvin gives a personal defense of the reform. “The Necessity ofReforming the Church” (1544) is Calvin’s mostcomprehensive examination of the issues that divided Romefrom the Protestants. “The True Method of Reforming theChurch and Healing Her Divisions” (1549) is a passionatedefense of the reform in the face of serious military defeats.Taken together these three treatises reveal Calvin’sunderstanding of what was at stake in the Reformation.


ESSAY 3

WHAT REALLY CAUSED THE GREAT DIVIDE?

W. Robert Godfrey

Why did the Reformation take place? Historians have sought to answer that question from a wide variety of perspectives. They have givenattention to the political, social, and economic circumstances of the sixteenth century to understand the setting of the Reformation. They have studied the cultural and intellectual developments of the late medieval andRenaissance periods as crucial backdrop for the Reformation. But ultimatelyit was not these factors that divided the church. These factors may have contributed in a variety of ways to the success of the Reformation, but they werenot the heart of the Reformation. The heart of the Reformation was a distinctspiritual and theological vision—quite different from the one that had dominated the medieval church.

During the Middle Ages many reformations had occurred in the life of the church. But all of them were movements for moral reform. They soughtto address various moral abuses and corruptions of the personal and institutional life in the church. The great Reformation of the sixteenth century alsoaddressed various moral problems in the church. But the essence of the Reformation was doctrinal. The Reformers were persuaded that the spiritual andmoral corruption of the church stemmed from doctrinal error that needed tobe reformed by the Word of God.

Martin Luther expressed his concern for doctrinal reform in many of his writings. In 1520 he wrote two of his most powerful treatises calling for reform: “The Appeal to the German Nobility” and “The Babylonian Captivity of the Church.”

Philipp Melanchthon effectively summarized Protestant concerns for reform in the Augsburg Confession of 1530. Part I of the Confession in twenty-two articles stated positively the Reformation doctrine. Part II in seven detailed articles described the abuses of the old church that needed to bereformed.

John Calvin, as a second-generation Reformer, also wrote in many different ways about the need for and character of the reform of the church. His famous Institutes of the Christian Religion was the fullest systematic presentation of Reformation theology prepared in the sixteenth centuiy. This chapter will examine Calvin’s own understanding and defense of theReformation by looking at three treatises in which he specifically addressesthat subject. These treatises were written over a ten-year period in Calvin’slife and are directed to the needs and circumstances of those years. But takentogether they give a fine picture of Calvin’s reforming concern. The threetreatises are “The Reply to Sadoleto” (1539), “The Necessity of Reforming the Church” (1543), and “The True Method of Reforming the Churchand Healing Her Divisions” (1548). By listening to Calvin speak in theseworks, we can hear the deepest concerns of the Reformation.

“REPLY TO SADOLETO”

The first of these writings—“The Reply to Sadoleto”1—was written in peculiar circumstances. In 1538 John Calvin was exiled from Geneva afterless than two years of ministry there. He settled in Strassburg, where he continued to work as a pastor and to write. In 1539 Jacopo Sadoleto, a bishopand cardinal in the Roman Catholic Church, wrote to Geneva urging the cityto abandon the Reformation and return to the Roman obedience. Leaders inGeneva decided that the only person who could effectively answer Sadoletowas the very John Calvin they had exiled. With good grace Calvin was willing to take up the task of replying to Sadoleto and completed the work withremarkable speed in only six days.

This “Reply” is the most personal of Calvin’s defenses of the Reformation and displays most fully the deep spiritual concerns at stake in the Reformation. The personal quality of the “Reply” was unusual in Calvin’s writings. Calvin was by nature a very private person, little given in his writings to saying much about himself. It has often been observed that a fewparagraphs in the preface to his Commentary on the Psalms are the only autobiography that we have from the pen of Calvin. Yet “The Reply to Sadoleto” does have a very personal dimension to it.2 This personal qualityprobably results from the personal character of Sadoleto’s attack on the Reformers in his letter to the Genevans. Near the beginning of his responseCalvin notes that the strategy of Sadoleto was to praise the Genevans and tolay the blame for separating the Genevans from Rome on the ministers. Sadoleto further stated that the ministers had been motivated in their opposition to Rome by a desire for worldly advancement. This personal attackevoked a quite personal response from Calvin.

Calvin begins and closes his reply by scoffing at the notion that material gain had motivated the ministers in Geneva. He argued that in every casethey would have been better off materially by staying in the Roman Church.He insists that he and other ministers were motivated only by their responsibility to God to be faithful pastors. Out of his continuing pastoral concernfor Geneva he takes up the pen against Sadoleto. The work of the pastors isto “edify the Church, when, besides leading docile souls to Christ placidly,as with the hand, they are also armed to repel the machinations of those who strive to impede the work of God.”3

Although Calvin’s “Reply” is intricately constructed and responds in a variety of ways to Sadoleto’s work, its central concerns are three: justification, the Word of God, and the church. Calvin writes of justification as “thefirst and keenest subject of controversy between us.”4 As he begins his discussion of justification, he explains that the Reformation position beginswith an evaluation of man’s plight as a sinner:

First, we bid a man begin by examining himself, and this not in a superficial and perfunctory manner, but to cite his conscience before the tribunal of God, andwhen sufficiently convinced of his iniquity, to reflect on the strictness of thesentence pronounced upon all sinners. Thus confounded and amazed at his misery, he is prostrated and humbled before God; and, casting away all self-confidence, groans as if given up to final perdition.5

This theme of self-examination, which must result in profound recognition of sin and liability to eternal condemnation, is not an incidental matter for Calvin. Rather it is absolutely central to Reformation theology and spirituality. The doctrines of the Reformation are born of the hopelessness andhelplessness of sinners. For Calvin the complete lostness of man was notonly a teaching of the Bible and all sound Augustinian theology but was alsohis own experience. Scattered throughout this “Reply” are indications thatCalvin had personally struggled with his own sin and the terrible judgmentthat awaited him apart from Christ. For example, he writes, “I observe, Sadoleto, that you have too indolent a theology, as is almost always the casewith those who have never had experience in serious struggles of conscience.”6 Such a statement surely implies that Calvin had experienced torments of conscience and so had not fallen into the trap of a lazy,self-indulgent theology.

At two points in the “Reply” Calvin rhetorically presents prayers that a Protestant might address to God in answer to attacks on the Reformation. Apart of one such prayer states, “ T anticipated a future resurrection, but hated tothink of it, as being an event most dreadful. And this feeling not only had dominion over me in private, but was derived from the doctrine which was thenuniformly delivered to the people by their Christian teachers.’” The prayercontinues speaking of efforts to satisfy God with works of righteousness,

“When, however, I had performed all these things, though I had some intervals of quiet, I was still far-off from true peace of conscience; for, whenever I descended into myself, or raised my mind to thee, extreme terror seized me—terrorwhich no expiations nor satisfactions could cure. And the more closely I examinedmyself, the sharper the stings with which my conscience was pricked, so that theonly solace which remained to me was to delude myself by obliviousness.”7

Although this prayer is written in the first person, it is not strictly autobiographical. Calvin is not simply presenting his life experience. But the language is so intense and personal that it must reflect some of the experiences that Calvin had had in his own conversion only six or seven years earlier.The recognition of the desperate condition of man was foundational to Reformation truth and experience.

The struggle with the reality of sin led to a desire to know God’s way of salvation. Hope was to be found only in God and His work since the work ofman was utterly futile. Calvin wrote (again as part of a hypothetical prayer),“ ‘Being exceedingly alarmed at the misery into which I had fallen, andmuch more at that which threatened me in the view of eternal death, I, as induty bound, made it my first business to betake myself to thy way, condemning my past life, not without groans and tears.”8 That way of God isthe way of Christ. The second teaching related to justification is salvation inChrist: “Then we show that the only haven of safety is in the mercy of God,as manifested in Christ, in whom every part of our salvation is complete.”9In Christ are displayed all the promises of God concerning the Saviorwho would fully bear the sins of His people on the cross and impute the saving benefits of His work to them. These promises bring salvation throughfaith alone. Faith is the link between the Savior and the sinner: “Paul,whenever he attributed to [faith] the power of justifying, at the same timerestricts it to a gratuitous promise of the divine favor, and keeps it far removed from all respect to works.”10

The result of the justifying work of Christ, which is received by faith, is great peace and assurance for the Christian:

There is nothing of Christ, then, in him who does not hold the elementary principle, that it is God alone who enlightens our minds to perceive His truth, who by His Spirit seals it on our hearts, and by His sure attestation to it confirms ourconscience. This is, if I may so express it, that full and firm assurance commended by Paul, and which, as it leaves no room for doubt, so not only does itnot hesitate and waver among human arguments as to which party it ought toadhere, but maintains its consistency though the whole world should oppose."

Calvin stresses the “confident hope of salvation . . . both enjoined by thy Word, and founded upon it.”12

A key concern for Calvin throughout this treatise is answering Sadoleto’s challenge to the Reformation as to the authority on which its doctrine of justification and assurance rests. For Sadoleto, correct doctrine is found by following the teaching authority of the church, which is “the greatest authorityamong men.”13 He expands on the authority of the church in these terms:

First, because the Church errs not, and even cannot err, since the Holy Spirit constantly guides her public and universal decrees and Councils. Secondly,even if she did err, or could have erred (this, however, it is impious to say orbelieve), no such error would be condemned in him who should, with a mindsincere and humble toward God, have followed the faith and authority of hisancestors.14

Sadoleto claims the authority of the Holy Spirit, the church, the universal councils and his ancestors as the foundation of the gospel that he follows.

How does Calvin respond? He begins by recognizing the need for a certain authority that stands above anything doubtful or human: “Christian faith must not be founded on human testimony, not propped up by doubtfulopinion, not reclined on human authority, but graven on our hearts by thefinger of the living God, so as not to be obliterated by any coloring oferror.”15

For Calvin this certain authority can only be found in the Scriptures. He fully embraced the sola scriptura of the Reformation and eloquently presented it. In the Word of God alone could certain truth and clear directionfor faith be found: “We hold that the Word of God alone lies beyond thesphere of our judgment.” All other claims to authority must be evaluated bythe Scriptures. He insists “that Fathers and Councils are of authority only inso far as they accord with the rule of the Word.”16

Calvin does not treat the authority of Scripture as simply a sparring point with Sadoleto. Scripture is at the heart of the life and experience of theChristian community. The pastor can only nourish and develop the people ofGod with the Word. Calvin asks those who would call themselves pastorsand teachers to examine themselves on this point: “I will only exhort thesemen to turn for once to themselves, and consider with what fidelity they feedthe Christian people, who cannot have any other food than the Word of theirGod.”17

Calvin does not dismiss Sadoleto’s concern for the authority of the church in a cavalier or individualistic fashion. He makes clear that he lovesthe unity and harmony of the church. But that church must honor the Wordof God above itself.

Ours be the humility which, beginning with the lowest, and paying respect to each in his degree, yields the highest honor and respect to the Church, in subordination, however, to Christ the ChurcII’s head; ours the obedience which,while it disposes us to listen to our elders and superiors, tests all obedience bythe Word of God; in fine, ours the Church whose supreme care it is humbly andreligiously to venerate the Word of God, and submit to its authority.18

In this same vein, he prays, “ ‘My conscience told me how strong the zeal was with which I burned for the unity of thy Church, provided thy truth weremade the bond of concord.’”19 The Word is the power of life and peacewithin the church.

Calvin acknowledges that asserting the authority of the Word is not a simple solution to all problems. The Word itself is sometimes misunderstood. But whatever the problem or difficulty, the Word is a better andclearer and safer guide than some supposed inerrancy in the church. “I onlycontend that so long as they insist on the Word of the Lord, they are never socaught as to be led away to destruction, while their conviction of the truth ofthe Word of God is so clear and certain that it cannot be overthrown by either men or angels.”20 In his prayer he expresses the conviction that theWord is the only path to peace and unity in the church: “ ‘The only thing Iasked was that all controversies should be decided by thy Word.’”21

For Calvin the Holy Spirit teaches the truth of justification through the Scriptures in the church. His great concern for justification, the Word ofGod, and the church is united and energized for Calvin by the Holy Spirit.For this reason he reacts sharply to Sadoleto’s improper appeal to the Spiritas a guide for the church apart from the Word:

The Spirit [has] been promised not to reveal a new doctrine, but to impress the truth of the gospel on our minds. . . . And you, Sadoleto, by stumbling on thevery threshold, have paid the penalty of that affront which you offered to theHoly Spirit when you separated Him from the Word. . . . The Spirit goes before the Church, to enlighten her in understanding the Word, while the Worditself is like the Lydian state, by which she tests all doctrines.22

In the “Reply” we can feel as well as read Calvin’s passion for the cause of the Reformation. We see the deep personal struggles of conscience forCalvin that were satisfied only in the Christ of the Scriptures who justifiedhim through faith alone.

“THE NECESSITY FOR REFORMING THE CHURCH”

Only a few years after writing the “Reply,” another request came to Calvin to write on the character of and need for reform. The circumstanceswere quite different from those that inspired the “Reply” and enable us tosee other dimensions of his defense of the Reformation. Emperor Charles Vwas calling the Diet of the Holy Roman Empire to meet in the city of Speyerin 1544. Martin Bucer, the great Reformer of Strassburg, appealed to Calvinto draft a statement of the doctrines of and necessity for the Reformation.The result was remarkable. Theodore Beza, Calvin’s friend and successor inGeneva, called “The Necessity for Reforming the Church” the most powerful work of his time.23

Of the three works we are considering in this chapter, the “Necessity” is the oily one that is not a reply to a previous work. In a reply much of theform and content of the work is determined by the work being answered.But in the “Necessity” Calvin was free to present the cause of the reform inthe way he regarded as most balanced and effective in communicating to theemperor.

Calvin organizes the work into three large sections. The first section is devoted to the evils in the church that required reformation. The second details the particular remedies to those evils adopted by the Reformers. Thethird shows why reform could not be delayed but, rather, how the situationdemanded “instant amendment.”24

In each of these three sections Calvin focuses on four topics, which he calls the soul and body of the church. The soul of the church is worship andsalvation. The body is sacraments and church government. The great causeof reform for Calvin centers in these topics. The evils, remedies, and necessity for prompt action all relate to worship, salvation, sacraments, and churchgovernment. The importance of these topics for Calvin is highlighted whenwe remember that he was not responding to attacks in these four areas butchose them himself as the most important aspects of the Reformation.

That worship is the first topic discussed by Calvin may surprise us, but he is adamant as to its importance:

If it be inquired, then, by what things chiefly the Christian religion has a standing existence amongst us, and maintains its truth, it will be found that the following two not only occupy the principal place, but comprehend under them all the other parts, and consequently the whole substance of Christianity, viz., aknowledge, first, of the mode in which God is duly worshipped; and, secondly,of the source from which salvation is to be obtained.25

Proper worship is Calvin’s first concern. He stresses the importance of worship because human beings so easily worship according to their ownwisdom rather than God’s. He insists that worship must be regulated by theWord of God alone:

I know how difficult it is to persuade the world that God disapproves of all modes of worship not expressly sanctioned by His Word. The opposite persuasion whichcleaves to them, being seated, as it were, in their very bones and marrow, is, thatwhatever they do has in itself a sufficient sanction, provided it exhibits some kindof zeal for the honour of God. But since God not oily regards as fruitless, but alsoplainly abominates, whatever we undertake from zeal to His worship, if at variancewith His command, what do we gain by a contrary course? The words of God areclear and distinct, “Obedience is better than sacrifice.”26

This conviction is one of the reasons that reform was required: “Since . . . God in many passages forbids any new worship unsanctioned by HisWord; since he declares that He is grievously offended with the presumptionwhich invents such worship, and threatens it with severe punishment, it isclear that the reformation which we have introduced was demanded by astrong necessity.”27 By the standard of God’s Word Calvin concludes of theRoman Catholic Church that “the whole form of divine worship in generaluse in the present day is nothing but mere corruption.”28

For Calvin the worship of the medieval church had become “gross idolatry.” The issue of idolatry was for him as serious as the issue of works-righteousness in justification.29 Both represented human wisdom replacing divine revelation. Both represented a pandering to human proclivities, ratherthan desiring to please and obey God. Calvin insists that no unity can existin worship with idolaters: “But it will be said, that, though the prophets andapostles dissented from wicked priests in doctrine, they still cultivated communion with them in sacrifices and prayers. I admit they did, provided theywere not forced into idolatry. But which of the prophets do we read of ashaving ever sacrificed in Bethel?”30

The Reformers, like the prophets of old, needed to attack the idolatry and the “external show” of the worship of their time. The antidote to the theatrics of the church in Calvin’s day was a godly simplicity of worship, as reflected in the order of service in the church of Geneva. Such simplicityencouraged worshipers to give mind as well as body to worship: “For whileit is incumbent on true worshippers to give the heart and mind, men are always desirous to invent a mode of serving God of a totally different description, their object being to perform to him certain bodily observances, andkeep the mind to themselves.”31

Calvin next turns to the subject of justification. Here he grants that disagreements have been the sharpest: “There is no point which is more keenly contested, none in which our adversaries are more inveterate in their opposition, than that of justification, namely, as to whether we obtain it by faith orby works.”32 On this doctrine depends “the safety of the Church,” and because of errors on this doctrine the church has incurred “a deadly wound”and “been brought to the very brink of destruction.”33

Calvin insists that justification is by faith alone: “We maintain, that of what description soever any man’s works may be, he is regarded as righteous before God, simply on the footing of gratuitous mercy; because God,without any respect to works, freely adopts him in Christ, by imputing therighteousness of Christ to him, as if it were his own.”34

This doctrine has a profound effect on the life and experience of the Christian: “By convincing man of his poverty and powerlessness, we trainhim more effectually to true humility, leading him to renounce all self-confidence, and throw himself entirely upon God; and that, in like manner, wetrain him more effectually to gratitude, by leading him to ascribe, as in truthhe ought, every good thing which he possesses to the kindness of God.”35

Calvin’s third topic is the sacraments, which he examines in detail. He complains that “ceremonies devised by men were placed in the same rankwith the mysteries instituted by Christ” and that the Lord’s Supper in particular had been transformed into “a theatrical exhibition.”36 Such abuse ofGod’s sacraments is intolerable. “The first thing we complain of here is,that the people are entertained with showy ceremonies, while not a word issaid of their significancy and truth. For there is no use in the sacraments unless the thing which the sign visibly represents is explained in accordancewith the Word of God.”37

Calvin laments that the simplicity of sacramental doctrine and practice that prevailed in the early church has been lost. This is most clearly seen inthe Lord’s Supper. Eucharistic sacrifice, transubstantiation, and the worshipof the consecrated bread and wine are unbiblical and destroy the real meaning of the sacrament. “While the sacrament ought to have been a means ofraising pious minds to heaven, the sacred symbols of the Supper wereabused to an entirely different purpose, and men, contented with gazingupon them and worshipping them, never once thought of Christ.”38 Thework of Christ is destroyed, as can be seen in the idea of eucharistic sacrifice, where “Christ was sacrificed a thousand times a-day, as if he had notdone enough in once dying for us.”39

The true meaning of the Supper is summarized by Calvin simply: “We exhort all to come with faith. . . . We . . . preach that the body and bloodof Christ are both offered to us by the Lord in the Supper, and received byus. Nor do we thus teach that the bread and wine are symbols, without immediately adding that there is a truth which is conjoined with them, andwhich they represent.”40 Christ truly gives Himself and all His saving benefits to those who participate in the Supper by faith.

This brief overview of Calvin’s discussion of the sacraments gives us only a taste of his treatment of this important subject. He devotes considerable attention to baptism as well as to refuting the Roman position that thereare five additional sacraments.

Finally, Calvin turns to the subject of the government of the church. He notes that this is potentially a huge subject: “Were I to go over the faults ofecclesiastical government in detail, I should never have done.”41 He focuseson the importance of the pastoral office. The privilege and responsibility ofteaching is at the heart of this office: “No man is a true pastor of the churchwho does not perform the office of teaching.”42 One of the great accomplishments of the Reformation is the restoration of preaching to its properplace in the life of God’s people. “None of our churches is seen without theordinary preaching of the Word.”43 The pastoral office must link holiness toteaching: “Those who preside in the Church ought to excel others, and shineby the example of a holier life.”44

Calvin complains that instead of teaching and pursuing holiness the leadership in the Roman church exercises “a most cruel tyranny” over the souls of the people of God claiming powers and authority not given to them byGod. The Reformation brought a glorious liberty from unbiblical traditionsthat had bound the church. “As it was, therefore, our duty to deliver theconsciences of the faithful from the undue bondage in which they were held,so we have taught that they are free and unfettered by human laws, and thatthis freedom, which was purchased by the blood of Christ, cannot beinfringed.”45

The Roman church made much of its apostolic succession, especially for ordination. Calvin insists that reformed ordination follow the genuine teaching and practice of Christ, the apostles, and the ancient church. He observes, “No one, therefore, can lay claim to the right of ordaining, whodoes not, by purity of doctrine, preserve the unity of the church.”46

Calvin concludes this treatise with a reflection on the course of reformation. He attributes the beginning to Luther who with “a gentle hand” called for reform. The response from Rome was an effort “to suppress the truthwith violence and cruelty.”47 This warfare did not surprise Calvin for “theuniform fate of the gospel, from its first commencement, has been, and always will be, even unto the end, to be preached in the world amid greatcontention. ”48

Calvin justifies this trouble in the life of the church because of the importance of the issues in dispute. He does not permit any minimizing of the fact that the “whole substance of the Christian religion”49 is at stake. Since theReformers acted in obedience to the Bible, he rejects any suggestion thatthey are schismatic:

The thing necessary to be attended to, first of all, is, to beware of separating the Church from Christ its Head. When I say Christ, I include the doctrine of hisgospel, which he sealed with his blood. . . . Let it, therefore, be a fixed point,that a holy unity exists amongst us, when, consenting in pure doctrine, we areunited in Christ alone.50

It is not the name church that provides unity, but the reality of the true church that abides in the Word of God.

Calvin then turns to the practical question of who could properly lead the cause of reform in the church. He rejects the idea that the pope could leadthe church or the reform in the strongest language:

I deny that See to be Apostolical, wherein nought is seen but a shocking apostasy —I deny him to be the vicar of Christ, who, in furiously persecuting the gospel,demonstrates by his conduct that he is Antichrist—I deny him to be the successor ofPeter, who is doing his utmost to demolish every edifice that Peter built—and Ideny him to be the head of the Church, who by his tyranny lacerates and dismembers the Church, after dissevering her from Christ, her true and only Head.51

He knows that many call for a universal council to solve the problems of the church, but he fears that such a council can never meet and that, if itdoes, it will be controlled by the pope.52 Therefore, he suggests that thechurch should follow the practice of the ancient church and settle the mattersat various local or provincial councils.53 In any case, the cause must ultimately be left to God, who will grant what blessing He sees fit to all reformefforts: “We are, indeed, desirous, as we ought to be, that our ministry mayprove salutary to the world; but to give it this effect belongs to God, not tous.”54

“THE TRUE METHOD OF GIVING PEACE TO CHRISTENDOM AND REFORMING THE CHURCH”

The third treatise in which Calvin defends the Reformation is written in response to the imposition of the Augsburg Interim on the Holy Roman Empire by the emperor in 1548. By a series of stunning military victories theemperor broke Protestant military resistance and imposed a religious settlement on the empire that temporarily granted some small concessions to Protestant practice as well as some liberty of private conscience, but largelyrequired a return to Roman Catholic practice in the externals of religion.

The Interim document was officially titled “The Interim, or Declaration of Religion of His Imperial Majesty Charles V being a constitution prescribing the mode in which the states of the Holy Roman Empire should mutuallyconduct themselves and treat each other until the decision of a general council.” It dealt with three large areas of theology and practice: justification,the church, and the sacraments. One-third of the treatise was given to justification and the church. Two-thirds were given to the sacraments.

In “The True Method of Giving Peace to Christendom and Reforming the Church,” John Calvin followed the same topics and proportions as theInterim except that in the section on justification and the church he added asection on worship.

Calvin began and ended the treatise with his own evaluation of the legitimacy of submitting to the Interim. Throughout his life Calvin had insisted that there must be no compromise with idolatry or false doctrine. He sharplyreiterated that passion here: “Let it be our resolute determination to listen tono terms of peace which mingle the figments of men with the pure truth ofGod.”55 He elaborated on his opposition to the compromise offered in theInterim with these stirring words:

For as Christ always recommends peace to us as a primary object, so he teaches that the truth of his Gospel is the only bond of peace. Wherefore, it is of no usefor those who are trying to seduce us from the pure profession of the Gospel, togloss it over with the name of Concord. What then? Peace is indeed to be longedfor and sought with the utmost zeal; but rather than it should be purchased byany loss of piety, let heaven and earth, if need be go to confusion! I am. . . here debating with ... the contrivers of a kind of specious PACIFICATIΟΝ, who leave us a half Christ, but in such a manner that there is no part of his doctrine which they do not obscure or bespatter with some stain of falsehood. . . . They bargain concerning the eternal and immutable Truth of God,how far it is to prevail! They say—provided what is fundamental remains safe,the loss of other things is tolerable. They speak thus just as if Christ had givenhimself up to be divided at their pleasure. It is something, I admit, when theentire renewal of piety cannot all at once be obtained, to secure at least the principal heads, provided we cease not to follow after what is still wanting. Butwhen the Son of God has given us the doctrine of his gospel to be enjoyed entire, to rend it by compact, in order to preserve some part for ourselves, is mostsacrilegious.56

Calvin turns to the specifics of the disputed doctrines beginning with justification. He writes with the same conviction that we have seen in the other treatises. He says that it is not enough to speak generally of justification byfaith, but one must give it a “distinct explanation.” The freedom of the human will must be rejected and a clear distinction made between the “natureof man and the grace of God. ” The blind man lost in sin must be “illuminated by the Spirit of God.” Justification “wholly consists in the forgivenessof sins,” not at all in works. Justification is by an imputed righteousness,not an infused one. “We say, therefore, that we are justified by faith, because the righteousness of Christ is imputed to us.”57

Works are indeed a necessary part of the Christian life, but their role must be understood properly. “If any one, on the other hand, objects thatwe are made partakers of Christ only by being renewed by his Spirit unto theobedience of law, this must be acknowledged to be true; but let Regeneration [Sanctification] be what it may, we deny Justification is to be placed init.”58

Calvin again makes clear in this treatise that the imputation of righteousness is the only way to true assurance and peace of conscience: “If conscience cannot rest in anything short of certain righteousness, who can doubt that the whole righteousness on which man ought to lean, is contained in theremission of sins.”59 Calvin sees this peace as a central part of biblical religion: “Making no mention of works, [Paul] tells us that righteousness mustbe sought without [i.e., outside] us; otherwise that certainty of faith, whichhe everywhere so strongly urges, could never stand.”60

For Calvin, faith is the Christian’s link to the righteousness of Christ: “Faith, I say, is a firm certainty of conscience, which embraces Christ as heis offered to us by the gospel.”61 In this treatise Calvin offers a marveloussummary in five points of the role of faith in justification:

With regard, then, to the obtaining of Righteousness before God, I say that we must necessarily hold the following five points concerning Faith:—First, that itis an undoubting persuasion, by which we receive the word brought by Prophetsand Apostles as truth sent from God. Secondly, that what it properly looks to inthe Word of God is the free promises, and especially Christ, their pledge andfoundation, so that, resting on the paternal favour of God, we can venture toentertain a confident hope of eternal salvation. Thirdly, that it is not a bareknowledge which flutters in the mind, but that it carries along with it a livelyaffection, which has its seat in the heart. Fourthly, that this faith does not springfrom the perspicacity of the human mind, or the proper movement of the heart,but is the special work of the Holy Spirit, whose it is both to enlighten the mindand impress the heart. Lastly, that this efficacy of the Spirit is not felt by allpromiscuously, but by those who are ordained to life.62

This doctrine of justification must be maintained and cannot be negotiated away in the Interim. Those who compromise justification “are laying deadly snares against the salvation of men. . . . Hear Christ admonishingus,—“Walk in the light.” (John xii, 35.) For if we allow the least cloud toobscure the clear light darkness will overtake us sooner than we suppose.”63Both human salvation and the divine honor are at stake: “We must, in asserting the doctrine of free Justification, give proof not only how dear oursalvation, but also how precious the glory of Christ is to us.”64

Although the topic of worship was not singled out for discussion in the Interim, Calvin shows his great concern for this subject by treating it separately: “To debate about the mode in which men obtain salvation, and saynothing of the mode in which God may be duly worshipped, is too absurd.”65The Interim implicitly tries to reach a compromise by saying that onemay believe internally whatever one wants at worship as long as one conforms outwardly to Roman Catholic practice. Calvin will not consent to seeing true worship as only interior:

There are two principal branches [of worship]. First, we must hold that the spiritual Worship of God does not consist either in external ceremonies, or any other kind of works whatsoever; and, secondly, that no Worship is legitimate unless itbe so framed as to have for its only rule the will of him to whom it is performed.66

God will not tolerate any form of worship not explicitly established by His Word: “All modes of worship devised contrary to his command, he not onlyrepudiates as void, but distinctly condemns.”67

The next topic that Calvin takes up, following the order of the Interim, is the church. One focus of his concern again is Rome’s claim of apostolicsuccession. He insists that doctrine, not office, is our real link to the apostles: “If the Church resides in the successors of the Apostles, let us searchfor successors among those only who have faithfully handed down their doctrine to posterity. . . . For we deny the title of successors of the Apostles tothose who have abandoned their faith and doctrine.”68

Calvin again sharply criticizes the pretensions of the pope to be the leader of the church:

Will our mediators then have the audacity to give the name of Christ’s Vicar to one who, after routing the truth of Christ, extinguishing the light of the gospel,overthrowing the salvation of men, corrupting and profaning the worship ofGod, and trampling down and tearing to pieces all his sacred institutions, domineers like a barbarian?69

Calvin’s passion against the pope is entirely sincere. But he no doubt also hoped that his rhetoric might move the emperor to act against the papaltyranny.

Calvin next turns to the subject of the sacraments. This topic was the one most extensively treated in the Interim, and Calvin similarly devotes themost space to it. Calvin holds to only the two biblical sacraments and explains their meaning briefly:

Christ instituted the Sacraments to be not only symbols of the true religion, which might distinguish the children of God from the profane, but also evidences, and therefore pledges of the divine favour toward us. In Baptism, bothforgiveness of sins and the spirit of regeneration are offered us; in the Holy Supper we are invited to enjoy the life of Christ along with all his benefits.70

The sacraments are intended to draw us to God and lift our minds from earth to heaven: “Christ invites us to himself. As we cannot climb so high, hehimself lends us his hand, and assists us with the helps which he knows to besuited to us, and even lifts us to heaven, as it is very appropriately expressedby those who compare the Sacraments to ladders.”71

The greatest error of the Roman view of the sacraments is that they tie the Christian to earthly things rather than to Christ. This fault is especiallyclear in the Roman practice of worshiping the consecrated bread and wine ofthe Supper: “When celebrating the Supper, we shall indeed worship him aspresent, but with minds upraised to heaven, whither faith calls us, not fixeddown on the bread, which were not less at variance with the right rule offaith, than with the glorious majesty of Christ.”72

The Interim devotes great attention to the subject of the sacrifice of the Mass. Calvin answers that doctrine at length. He summarizes his concernwhen he writes, “In short, those who pretend that Christ is now offered forthe salvation of souls, deny that God has been reconciled to men. Can wesubscribe to the Blasphemy which transfers the proper office of Christ to ahuman action?”73

The recurring theme of this treatise is the centrality of Christ in true religion and how medieval developments have undermined the proper glory of Christ. He develops this concern as he looks at numerous ceremonies andpractices of the Roman church. One example is his opposition to praying to saints: "We shall find that whosoever goes about seeking for other patronsor intercessors, is not contented with the patronage of Christ.”74 Christ must be all in all for the Christian.

At the close of the treatise Calvin reiterates his passionate concern that there be no compromise of the gospel for specious notions of peace. Heknows that the victory of the emperor presents a great danger to all Protestants who will not embrace the Interim. But true faith is courageous. “Dowe hope for salvation from the gospel while no man is willing to run any riskin asserting its truth?”75 Calvin urges Christians to remember that it is always ultimately safer—whatever the appearances—to be on the side of Godthan on the side of His enemies. To strengthen the faithful, he writes, “Andthat their courage fail not, let them doubt not that it is far happier for them tocast in their lot with the Church when smitten and in distress, than by actingwith excessive caution, and consulting their private tranquillity, to seek a lotapart from the children of God.”76

He ends the treatise on a personal note of commitment: “For myself, conscious as I am of my own weakness, still, by the help of God, I trust, thatwhen the occasion demands it, I shall be able to shew how firmly I havebelieved, and do believe, that ‘blessed are the dead that die in the Lord.’ ”77

CONCLUSION

Our study has shown that for Calvin five prime theological concerns stood at the heart of the Reformation: (1) the Bible as the only religious authority; (2) pure worship as God has commanded; (3) justification by faith inthe imputed righteousness of Christ; (4) the two biblical sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper; (5) the true pastoral teaching office for thechurch. Rome had fundamentally corrupted all five of these points and,therefore, had corrupted the spirituality and morality of the church. Thegreat concern of the Reformation was to restore them.

Were Calvin to evaluate Rome today from the perspective of these five points, what would he conclude? He would surely conclude that Rome isworse off today than it was in the sixteenth century. The Word of God iscompromised not only by church traditions but also by corrosive criticism ofits reliability. Worship has become even more syncretistic. Justification stillrests on human cooperation, but it is often understood in a universalisticsense. The sacraments, after Vatican II, may be administered somewhat moresimply, but they continue to be understood in an idolatrous and magical manner. The church continues to insist on the authority of its pope and traditions.

Calvin would no doubt equally lament the sad state of much of Protestantism today. It too is often far from the scriptural religion that Calvin and the Reformers taught. Calvin would appeal to all to return to the Bible andsubmit to its teaching. His final word to us might well be:

It is the will of our Master that his gospel be preached. Let us obey his command, and follow whithersoever he calls. What the success will be it is not ours to inquire. Our only duty is to wish for what is best, and beseech it of the Lord inprayer; to strive with all zeal, solicitude, and diligence, to bring about the desired result, and, at the same time, to submit with patience to whatever that result may be.78
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PART 2

THETHEOLOGICALISSUES


The Roman Catholic Church makes a distinction between theology and magisterium, allowing intellectual freedom for theologians but reserving authoritative pronouncements to the magisterium. For the past fifty years the primary characteristic of Roman Catholic theology has been a desire to be truly modern in terms of post-Enlightenment theology. Recent theologians have called into question the meaning of every affirmation of the historic faith of the Christian church. Thus, the debate between evangelical Protestant theologians and contemporary Roman Catholic theologians focuses on the most radically fundamental theological issues conceivable.

Many points of comparison exist between modern Catholic theology and liberal Protestant theology. Of special concern is how Roman Catholic theologians have treated the crucial issues of scriptural revelation and inspiration, as well as the relationship between Scripture and tradition. Karl Rahner, the most influential Catholic theologian of our time, embodies this new Roman Catholic theology.


ESSAY 4

ROMAN CATHOLICTHEOLOGY TODAY

Robert B. Strimple

Other chapters in this volume address certain themes as they are treated in Roman Catholic theology today: Mary, sacerdotalism, moral theology and public ethics, and a newer conservative ecumenism that includesthe present evangelical-Roman Catholic dialogue in North America. In agenerally nontheological age, evangelical laity and clergy alike are particularly unaware of the trends and direction of Roman Catholic theology in thelate twentieth century. This lack of knowledge presents some significantproblems when we begin to think that newer Catholicism is more evangelical in its outlook than pre-Vatican II thought. Here we shall take both amuch broader look at the diversity of Roman Catholic theology today and adeeper look at some of its fundamental premises and central concerns.'

THEOLOGY AND MAGISTERIUM

Our focus is professional Roman Catholic theology, that is, our concern is with what the professors of theology in the leading Roman Catholic universitiesand seminaries are teaching—and particularly what they are writing. No scientific polls have been attempted to take the religious “pulse” of the “typical Roman Catholic in the pew,” so to speak, or to ask what he or she is thinkingtheologically—although that will certainly be strongly influenced by what theparish priest has learned from his seminary professors and from the theologybooks he continues to read; and it is well to remember that the large majority ofpriests today have received their education since Vatican II (1963-1965).

Nor are we speaking here of the official teaching, or dogma, of the contemporary Roman Catholic Church. Protestants do not always appreciate sufficiently, perhaps, the significant distinction that Rome makes betweenthe theologians on the one hand and the magisterium on the other.

The magisterium is that teaching authority committed to the church, but in a special sense to the bishops of the church, and in a most special sense tothe Roman bishop, the pope. The official teaching of the magisterium is thatteaching that is binding on all members of the church (although the extent ofthe binding chararcter of particular pronouncments is a matter of ongoingdebate); and as exercised by a pope or ecumenical council it may even beinfallible. On the other hand, the teaching of Catholic theologians, while instructive (it is hoped) to the magisterium, is merely the teaching of individuals—private, fallible, and nonbinding. (To emphasize this distinction isnot to overlook that one may, of course, be both a bishop and a theologian.)

The reader might well conclude, therefore, that since what the theologians are saying today is not as authoritative (not binding as the documents of Vatican II are) it is not as important. True enough in a sense; but certainlyit is no less interesting, and it is of great influence on the thought and practice of many of the Roman Catholic faithful. Indeed, most (Roman Catholics as well as Protestants) find reading Karl Rahner, Eduard Schillebeeckx,Gustavo Gutierrez, or Richard McBrien, much more stimulating than reading the conciliar documents because, as George Lindbeck (a Lutheran observer at Vatican II) put it in his 1970 reflection on The Future of RomanCatholic Theology (in terms betraying his own theological orientation):“Vatican II represents a transitional phase in a movement which began longbefore it was convoked and will continue to develop far into the future.... Its documents are often compromises between stale and tired ways ofthinking and fresh and vital ones.”2 That is, the statements finally approvedby Vatican II are typical consensus documents. Some of the language seemsto be deliberately ambiguous, and much appears rather bland, requiring tobe “fleshed out” if its significance is to be made clear.

The theologian, on the other hand, need not present a synthesis position. His statements need please no one but himself; and he can make flat-out,bald, bold, “creative,” innovative statements. That is not true without exception. If the Catholic theologian steps too far out of line, particularly if hechallenges Roman authority too directly, he can face official discipline—themost well-known cases since Vatican II involving Hans Kung (Germany),Leonardo Boff (Brazil), and Charles Curran (United States). But within exceedingly broad—to evangelical Protestant minds, perhaps amazingly broad—parameters it remains true that Roman Catholic theologians have free rein toexpress their theological conclusions.

A POST-ENLIGHTENMENT THEOLOGY

Contemporary Roman Catholicism presents a theological landscape so vast and diverse that it may seem impossible to find the forest for the trees.Indeed, the Roman church may seem to be so large, encompassing suchtheological variety, that the correct answer to eveiy question along the linesof “Is such-and-such a theological position found in Roman Catholicism today?” is probably yes! Yet it does seem possible, and important, to discernone primary current in the Roman Catholic theological stream in this century; namely, the desire to bring the churcII’s theology into harmony withthe fundamental principles of the Enlightenment.

That concern first came to the fore at the beginning of the twentieth century in the writings of a diverse group of Roman Catholic theologians and biblical scholars whose work was labeled “Modernism” and was immediately and vigorously suppressed by Pope Pius X in the encyclicals Lamentabili sane (July 3, 1907) and Pascendi dominici gregis (September 8, 1907)and by the imposition of the Anti-Modernist Oath on September 1, 1910,requiring its affirmation by all priests at their ordination.3

The concern to produce a Christian theology that could be viewed as truly relevant to the outlook of the modern world emerged again in the 1930s and 1940s, especially among such French theologians as Marie-DominiqueChenu (the theologian of the worker-priest movement), Yves Congar (whoproposed what might be called a “back to the future” approach by studyingthe earliest sources of the churcII’s faith—the method of Ressourcement —inorder to recover that purity of doctrine that the church must apply to the needs of every age), and Henri de Lubac (through whose efforts previouslyunpublished works by the highly influential Maurice Blondel and Teilhardde Chardin appeared).

The crucial event letting loose in Roman Catholic theology the flood tide of modern thought that had been held back for four hundred years (that is,since the Council of Trent) was Vatican II, thus fulfilling Pope John XXUI’sgoal of bringing the church “up-to-date” (achieving aggiornamento). Monika Hellwig explains the theological turmoil of the three decades since as theinevitably stormy process of assimilating the radical intellectual changesthat had taken place in the world since the Reformation, particularly sincethe Enlightenment.4

The German Aufklarung (Enlightenment) was the philosophical product in the mid-eighteenth century of the earlier English Deism and French rationalism. Its leading figure was Immanuel Kant, whom many consider to havean even stronger claim than Descartes to be considered the father of modernphilosophy. Kant defined the Enlightenment very briefly and simply as therelease of man’s reasoning from all external authority. The keynote of Enlightenment thought was the principle of human autonomy. At the end of thenext century Ernst Troeltsch spelled out the results for historical and theological method of ultimate reliance on reason alone in terms of the principleof analogy (all historical events are in principle—in “quality”—similar;and thus “present experience and occurrence become the criteria of probability in the past”5) and the principle of correlation (all historical phenomenaexist in a chain of cause and effect; they are mutually interrelated and interdependent, and there is no effect without an adequate and sufficient cause).

The problems raised by such philosophical presuppositions for a historical, biblical Christian faith should be evident. Those methodological premises would seem to eliminate from consideration a priori (that is, prior to any serious examination or analysis) the fundamental truth claims of Christianity—the very possibility of special divine revelation, of miracles (including the miracle of a bodily resurrection), of any direct divine activity inhuman history.

And yet a contemporary mainstream Roman Catholic theologian like Hellwig praises the great achievement of postconciliar theologians in making peace between the Christian faith and “modern philosophies with emphasis on reason rather than authority, on the human rather than the divineor the cosmos, on individuals rather than communities, on evolutionaryrather than static conceptions of reality, on subjectivity rather than claims tobe objective, and so forth.”6 J. A. DiNoia, O.P., is more critical of the direction of Roman Catholic theology today; but in an article reflecting on“American Catholic Theology at Century’s End,”7 he summarizes that direction similarly by stating that “American Catholic theology increasinglydisplays a typically modern profile.” In such a theology “faith tailors itsclaim with an eye to prevailing canons of reasonability and applicability.”DiNoia helpfully summarizes the characteristic concerns of such a theologyas follows:

the primacy of the category of experience—whether religious or common human experience ... the centrality of theological anthropology; universalism in the doctrine of revelation; pluralism in the attitude to other religions; insistenceon the historically conditioned nature of formulations of the faith; the ascendancy of historical-critical approaches to the study of Scripture; antipathy todoctrinal norms; the centrality of critique and dissent with reference to the tradition and magisterium.

The conservatism of the present pope and of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (formerly designated the Holy Office) headed byJoseph Cardinal Ratzinger, and the discipline exercised in recent yearsagainst a very few theologians, may have dampened the optimistic fires ofprogressive Roman Catholic theologians a bit; but the fundamental new direction taken by Catholic theology in the years immediately before and afterVatican II has not been diverted. The patient attitude and long-term perspective of many Catholic theologians and biblical scholars is that expressed byhighly regarded Raymond E. Brown in response to a question following apublic lecture at Mt. St. Mary’s College, Los Angeles, in September 1990:“This pope too will pass.” In 1972 David Wells asked the question: “Whospeaks for Rome today? Who, then, should I read to build up a compositepicture of what Catholics now believe?” And he concluded: “I have allowed progressives rather than conservatives to state contemporary belief. . . . The future is not in the hands of the conservatives.”81 believe thisassessment remains true.9

There continue, of course, to be Roman Catholic theologians who expound and defend a traditionalist, Tridentine, neoscholastic Catholic faith. In the United States some of these joined with other conservative RomanCatholic scholars in various fields to form the Fellowship of Catholic Scholars in 1977. (On the other hand, most of the professors of theology in theleading Roman Catholic institutions in the United States and Canada aremembers of The Catholic Theological Society of America, an associationthoroughly committed to the kind of “progressive,” “updated” theologythat represents the “mainstream” in Roman Catholic theology today.)Among the Tridentine Catholics who have become best known by evangelical Protestants in recent years are Karl Keating (director of the anti-Protes-tant apologetics organization Catholic Answers and author of Catholicismand Fundamentalisml0) and Scott Hahn (former Presbyterian Church inAmerica pastor, now professor of theology at the Franciscan University of Steubenville, Ohio, and author of Rome Sweet Home11).

In debate with such traditionalist Catholics the most important issues to be addressed continue to be the crucial issues at the heart of the Reformation, in particular the Bible as the only infallible and absolutely authoritativerule of faith and life (sola scriptura) and justification by faith alone in Christalone and on the ground of His imputed righteousness alone. (See chapter 11by Michael Horton.)

Evangelical Protestants must recognize, however, what such conservative Roman Catholics themselves recognize: that they form the “orthodox minority” (Keating) in the Catholic church.12 And when orthodox Protestants enter into debate with those who now form the majority of professionalCatholic theologians, the issues addressed must be the even more radicallyfundamental ones relating to the meaning of every affirmation of the historicfaith of the Christian church: that is, regarding the nature of God and ofman, the understanding of a “fall” in human history and of “sin” as transgression of divinely revealed law (indeed, the very possibility of special, direct supernatural revelation of Creator to creature), the definition of“salvation” through the redemptive work of a truly unique Savior, the incarnate Son of God, and of the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting, and so on.

COMPARISON WITH MODERN PROTESTANT THEOLOGY

Establishing intellectual rapprochement between the Christian faith and modern (post-Kantian) thought has been the goal of many Protestant theologians ever since Friedrich Schleiermacher published his Speeches on Religion to Its Cultured Despisers in 1799. One way to characterize the historyof Roman Catholic theology in the past fifty years is to suggest that whatCatholic theologians have done in large measure is to recapitulate the mean-derings of modern Protestant theology at an extremely rapid rate, condensing the developments of the last two centuries into a few decades. SinceWorld War II (many would point specifically to 1943 and Pope Pius XII’sencyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu, which sanctioned for the first time,though rather cautiously, the use of critical methods by Roman Catholic biblical scholars) the monolithic character of Roman Catholic theology (thoughalways somewhat exaggerated by Protestants perhaps) has been progressively broken up, until we have now reached the point at which the Catholictheological picture presents just as much variety as the Protestant one. Theological pluralism (now moving increasingly toward recognition of the validity of religious pluralism) is today the clearest fact of theological life in theRoman Catholic Church.

The theological situation in the Roman Catholic Church in recent years closely parallels the situation in the Protestant churches. In Protestantism the“dialectical” or “neoorthodox” theology introduced in Europe after WorldWar I by Karl Barth and Emil Brunner also largely won the field from theearlier Ritschlian Liberalism in the United States in the years immediatelyfollowing World War II. Roman Catholicism in the past half-centuiy hashad its neoorthodox theologians also, in particular Hans Urs von Balthasarand the earlier Hans Kung.13

The lead in Protestant theology by the late fifties had passed to Rudolf Bultmann and his disciples, in terms of both Bultmann’s form critical method of biblical criticism and his existentialist reinterpretation of theology.Form Criticism has now been practiced by an entire generation of RomanCatholic biblical scholars also;14 and the great influence of Martin Heidegger’s philosophy of existentialism, to which Bultmann was so indebted, isevident in the thinking of such leading Catholic theologians as Yves Congar,Karl Rahner, and Eduard Schillebeeckx. Indeed, Schillebeeckx has calledHeidegger “the philosopher behind the whole of modern theology,” even asAristotle had been the philosopher behind the theology of Thomas Aquinas,which had earlier reigned in Catholicism for so many centuries.15

In the sixties the popular themes among so-called “mainstream” Protestants were the “theology of secularization” (Bishop John Robinson’s Honest to God and Harvey Cox’s The Secular ) and “situation ethics.” Among Roman Catholics, the faculty of St. Michael’s College at the University of Toronto published a symposium supporting The New Morality,and St. Michael’s professor Leslie Dewart wrote a book on The Future ofBelief (dubbed by conservative critics “The Future of Unbelief”) thattouched off a Future of Belief Debate.16

So also the theologies of the seventies and eighties have had not only Roman Catholic “representatives” but in some cases Roman Catholic leadership. The “theology of hope” was set forth by the Lutherans Jurgen Moltmann and Wolfhart Pannenberg; but of even more lasting significancehas been the closely related “political theology” of the European RomanCatholic theologians Johannes B. Metz and Eduard Schillebeeckx, which gave rise to the liberation theologies presented by such Latin American Roman Catholics as Gustavo Gutierrez and Juan Luis Segundo.

Catholicism has a group of theologians significantly influenced by linguistic analysis philosophy, which includes Eduard Schillebeeckx (who at one time or other has taken up the emphases of virtually every school of contemporary philosophy) and the American David Tracy.

Theologians in the Roman Catholic Church have also brought a renewed emphasis on mysticism and a growing interest in Eastern religions—themonk Thomas Merton, for example, as well as such a respected academictheologian as Eduard Schillebeeckx, whose theme for his 1986 AbrahamKuyper Lectures at the Free University of Amsterdam was the need forChristian faith to express itself in both mysticism and politics, the otherworldly interest combined with the very-much-this-worldly.

Throughout the years since Vatican II the evolutionary theology set forth by the Jesuit priest, paleontologist, and philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin has continued to be of immense significance, in spite of the Vatican’sattempt to silence him. Not only is Teilhard’s influence evident in such aRoman Catholic venture into process theology as Eulalio Baltazar’s GodWithin Process but also in the thinking of the most important Roman Catholic theologian of our time, Karl Rahner, whose theology we shall briefly introduce in the closing section of this chapter.

We have thus come to the point today where the differences between the most academically respectable theologians of the “mainline” Protestantchurches and the professors of theology in the leading Roman Catholic institutions have ceased to matter very much; current theological symposia include chapters written by theologians from both the Roman Catholic and theProtestant ecclesiastical traditions, and the reader must search out the biographical information included somewhere in the volume to discover whichwriter is a Roman Catholic and which is a Protestant.17

To note this drawing together of Roman Catholic theology and Protestant theology in the past half-century is not to suggest, however, that RomanCatholic theologians have been merely imitative in these years. In fact, youwill find many Protestants insisting that the most original theological workis now being done by Roman Catholics. Already at the time of Vatican II, inacknowledging his indebtedness to Karl Rahner in particular, John Mac-quarrie of Union Seminary (New York) noted that “the leadership in theology, which even ten years ago lay with such Protestant giants as Barth,Brunner and Tillich, has now passed to Roman Catholic thinkers.”18 In theyear of his death (1984), Rahner was hailed as “arguably the most importanttheologian of the last half of the twentieth century.”19 And Raymond E.Brown, Roman Catholic New Testament scholar, has often been designatedthe premier biblical scholar in the United States today.

Fundamental to any theology, of course, is its doctrine of Scripture. In the remaining sections of this chapter, therefore, we shall consider thethemes of revelation and inspiration, and the relationship between Scriptureand tradition, before closing with a very brief look at the thought of the manperhaps most representative of (certainly the most influential force in) Roman Catholic theology today—Karl Rahner.

SCRIPTURE: REVELATION AND INSPIRATION

Official Roman Catholic pronouncements regarding biblical inspirationand inerrancy were rather consistently conservative from the affirmations ofTrent right up to Vatican II. Trent spoke of recognizing that the “truth andinstruction” that “the Son of God first promulgated with His own mouth”is “contained in the written books and in the unwritten traditions, whichhave been received by the apostles from the mouth of Christ Himself, orfrom the apostles themselves, at the dictation of the Holy Spirit.” Therefore, Trent spoke of receiving and holding

in veneration with an equal affection of piety and reverence all the books both of the Old and of the New Testament, since one God is the author (auctor) of both,and also the traditions themselves, those that appertain both to faith and to morals, as having been dictated either by Christ’s own word of mouth, or by the Holy Spirit, and preserved in the Catholic Church by a continuous succession.20

The First Vatican Council (1870) strongly reasserted Trent’s high view of inspiration and guarded it from certain erroneous views that had becomepopular. And during the entire period from Trent down to Vatican II, plenary inspiration and total scriptural inerrancy were repeatedly declared inpontifical statements. Among the most important: Pius IX’s Syllabus Er-rorum in 1864; Leo XHI’s Providentissimus Deus in 1893; Pius X’s Pas-cendi dominici gregis and Lamentabile sane in 1907; Benedict’s XV’sSpiritus Paraclitus in 1920; and Pius Xff’s Divino afflante Spiritu in 1943,although that encyclical is now seen by many as one of the two official statements prior to Vatican II that opened the door for new methods in RomanCatholic biblical studies.

In addition to these papal decrees, a long series of very conservative pronouncements were issued by the Pontifical Biblical Commission after its founding in 1902 on such issues as the authorship of the Pentateuch, theauthorship and historical trustworthiness of John’s gospel, deutero-Isaiah,the character of the first eleven chapters of Genesis, the authorship and datesof the Psalms, the synoptic problem, the historical accuracy of Acts, and theauthorship of several Pauline epistles and of Hebrews. So conservative hadthe Commission been throughout these years that its 1964 Instruction on theHistorical Truth of the Gospels, even though that instruction can seem ratherconservative by contemporary critical standards, is now frequently cited asthe second decisive step “putting Roman Catholic scholars in line with theProtestant world.”21

Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei Verbum) seems to state the same high view of inspiration as the official ecclesiasticalpronouncements that had preceded it.

In light of these official declarations, then, it is understandable why, as J. T. Burtchaell puts it in describing popular opinion four years after VaticanII, “it is still often put round by Catholics and Protestants alike that the official Catholic position on the authority of the Scriptures is a placid and intransigent affirmation of plenary inspiration and total inerrancy.” Burtchaellgoes on to note with pleasure, however, that “we are gradually being broken of the habit (common to Catholics and Protestants alike) of thinking thatCatholic belief can effortlessly be ascertained by consulting papal and conciliar documents, without troubling to discover whether or not these bespeaka broad consensus.”22

It is well to emphasize also that it is not simply a matter of how truly representative of Roman Catholic thought those pontifical (and pontificalcommission) statements have been; it is also a matter of how those statements have been understood and developed and are now actually used.

In seeking to go beyond a merely superficial view of the contemporary Roman Catholic doctrine of Scripture, we might note again that the 1943encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu is frequently referred to as the crucial firststep in the process of “new thinking” about the Bible in the Roman Catholic Church. The papal crackdown on modernism early in this century had theeffect for almost a generation of stifling interest in studying further the nature of biblical inspiration. In Divino afflante Spiritu Pius XII stressed forthe first time the need for biblical criticism, for paying heed to the variousliterary genera found in the Bible, and for interpreting the Bible according toits true intent and purpose; thereby he let loose a pent-up stream of biblicalstudy.

The first scholar to take up the doctrine of inspiration after the appearance of that encyclical was Pierre Benoit, with the publication in 1947 of Aspects of Biblical Revelation. Benoit wished to stand in the Dominican,neo-Thomist tradition of Marie-Joseph Lagrange, who is often hailed todayas the “father” of Roman Catholic biblical criticism and who near the endof the nineteenth century put forward a view of “verbal” inspiration in opposition to the Jesuit, Molinist view of merely “content” inspiration.

When evangelical Protestants use the qualifier “verbal” to describe their view of biblical inspiration, they mean to emphasize that the words of thebiblical authors are as much “God-breathed” (2 Timothy 3:16) as are thethoughts. But when Lagrange used the adjective “verbal” to describe biWi-cal inspiration, he wished to emphasize that the thoughts were as muchman’s as were the words. Thus, in the turn-of-the-century debate in RomanCatholic theology between the advocates of “content” inspiration and theadvocates of “verbal” inspiration, it is the latter who represent the more“liberal” or “modernist” position.

Benoit not only desired to stand in that tradition in teaching “verbal” inspiration, he also presented a type of “partial” inspiration, or at least partial revelation, insisting that everything in the Bible is inspired, but noteverything is revealed. The reader must distinguish between what is merelyaffirmed in the Bible and what is taught. This became a most popular theoryin the years immediately following Divino afflante Spiritu.

The second study of this doctrine that was most influential in the crucial years leading up to Vatican II was Karl Rahner’s monograph Inspiration inthe Bible.23 As he does in so many of his studies, Rahner (1) begins by affirming, “We . . . assume the traditional teaching of the Church as binding,”24 then (2) states that traditional teaching, and then (3) attempts toexplain what that teaching can mean to us today. In the process, as his conservative critics see it, he explains that teaching away.

Rahner sums up the official ecclesiastical doctrine of inspiration in one statement, a statement repeated at Trent, at Vatican I, and at Vatican II:“The Scriptures have God as their author (Deumhabent auctorem)." Thatstatement, Rahner says, seems to raise a host of problems; most important(since we know that there have also been human authors of the Scriptures),how can one effect have two causes working at the same level—“in thesame dimension,” so to speak?

Rahner seeks, therefore, a simple thesis that will provide a basis for answering that problem and many related ones: That the Scriptures have God as their author is simply one aspect of the fact that the church, and the apostolic church in particular, had God as its “author”—that is, its founder, theone bringing it into being. He says that “in creating through his absolutewill the Apostolic Church . . . and her constitutive elements . . . God willsand creates the Scriptures in such a way that he becomes their inspiring originator, their author.” Rahner emphasizes that “the term authorship, therefore, used in regard to God and to man is an analogous concept only.” Isthis really all that the Christian church has meant in affirming that the Scriptures have God as their author: that the Bible was one primary element thatGod used in bringing the church into being, without implying anything moreconcerning the nature and authority of that Bible?

Many, both within and outside the Roman Catholic Church, have seriously questioned this. Burtchaell, for example, has said that “Rahner has never seriously dealt with the side problem of inerrancy.”25 Though Burtchaell would seem to be justified in questioning how “seriously” Rahnerdeals with inerrancy, Rahner does mention this matter. Rahner’s “solution”to the problem of inerrancy, however, seems to be neither clear nor convincing. He says that the answer is simply “to limit closely and carefully whatthe writers really wanted to say.”26

Weare in a position now to underscore how the Vatican II statement on revelation stresses that same point. Before doing so, however, referenceshould perhaps be made to an article by Gabriel Moran, a Christian Brotherteaching at Manhattan College, that appeared during the discussions of Vatican II; it well represents the important shift of interest from the nature ofinspiration to the nature of revelation. The basic concept of revelation presented by Moran should be kept in mind when we come to our next sectionand consider contemporary Roman Catholic thinking concerning the relationship between Scripture and tradition.

Moran begins by emphasizing “the need to examine presuppositions when questions of ultimate foundations are raised,” and he insists that nowhere is this more necessary in twentieth-century theology than with regardto the concept of revelation. Contrary to the popular modern Protestant insistence on the significance of the distinction between “the God who acts”and “the God who speaks,” Moran stresses that revelation consists in neither words nor events, neither statements nor history.

Man does not believe in statements or truths, nor does he believe in events; he believes in God revealed in human experience and consciousness.

Certainly, there are words in the process of God’s revealing, but the words spring from reflection upon the prepredicative, prereflexive experience.

There was no way in which God could give “truths” to the prophets (that is, self-contained statements) that would have expressed in an even relatively adequate way what was to be communicated to man. Neither are there events ormiracles in Jewish histoiy that can be isolated and understood as “revelations”from God.

Revelation has to do with the most valuable sort of human knowledge, knowledge of a person;and such knowledge, whether of one’s self or of another, is always “radically dependent upon the free bestowal and the freeacceptance of that knowledge.”27 In his book on The Theology of Revelation, published immediately following Vatican II, Moran puts it this way:“Revelation in its most basic sense is neither a word coming down fromheaven to which man assents nor an historical event manifesting truth. Itwould be better to begin by conceiving of revelation as an historical andcontinuing inter-subjective communion in which man’s answer is part of therevelation.” It is for this reason that the Christian believes that the highestrevelation is that which existed in the consciousness of Christ, who is “manreceiving as well as God bestowing.”

Jesus did not present himself as God speaking truths to be written down and learned by men. ... He recapitulated man in all his levels of uniqueness [notewell: man’s uniqueness, not Christ’s] and universality. He is the summation ofall that was best in the religious life of mankind. . . . Christ is the first of men[note well: not the only man] whose own existence throws light on all of humanexistence as it is constituted by a nature that is open upward and perfected infreedom by its nearness to God.28

Thus, “it follows that our supernatural knowledge is a participation in the cognitive experience of Christ.”29 The essentially Hegelian nature ofMoran’s Christology seems clear: the divine comes to self-expression in allmen and women, not uniquely in one particular historical individual. Jesusof Nazareth was merely that person who discerned with special clarity andfulness of vision the truth about divine/human identity. He was the first toknow, when His disciples asked Him to show them the Father, that He couldpoint to Himself. Thus the apostles “as apostles have no successors. . . . They possessed revelation in a fulness not to be surpassed, because they directly experienced the one who expressed what God wished tocommunicate to the world.”

Moran emphasizes the importance of the new concept of revelation for our understanding of the development of dogma: “It may be noted here thatwhen knowledge is equated with words or even with ideas and judgments,then it becomes impossible to understand the development of dogma in thelater Church. . . . There was no set of human statements, written or oral,that could have communicated the apostolic experience of Christ.”30

To the evangelical Christian believer this modern concept of revelation will not seem a promising presupposition from which to develop a biblicaldoctrine of biblical inspiration. The Bible, according to Moran, representsthat original attempt at expression, communication, objectivization, that nosignificant human experience can avoid “as part of the process of becomingfully human.” Thus, the Bible “originated from the community and was inturn formative of the community.”31

Notice the “closed circle” presented here—typical of post-Enlighten-ment thought—as the church gives birth to the Bible and the Bible in turn is formative of the church, with no “breaking into” this circle by God directly“from the outside,” so to speak. Such a historic concept of the “supernatural” nature of either the Bible or Christ is castigated by Moran and otherprogressive Roman Catholic theologians as “extrinsicism,” using the disparaging label that harks back to Maurice Blondel (1861-1941), whose philosophy was such an important influence on later Roman Catholictheologians such as Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan in proposing “im-manentism” as the true route to “transcendence.”

To sum up, then, revelation, Moran insists, cannot be put into a book. It cannot be “stated.” It can only be witnessed to. How it can be witnessed to,however, remains very much a mystery. As already noted, “there was noset of human statements, written or oral, that could have communicated theapostolic experience of Christ.” The best that Moran can offer, it seems, isthat revelation comes through the fulness of the churcII’s life: “If one askswhere this revelation continues to exist, the answer would seem to be: in theconsciousness of the believers in Christ, that is, in the life and consciousnessof the Church as the continuation of Christ.”32 Since the content of that consciousness cannot be expressed, however, either to others or to oneself, itwould seem that an ultimate irrationalism (a modern mysticism?) lies at theroot of this theology.

Turning now to the “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation” published by Vatican II, this document (as mentioned above) seems to state the same high view of inspiration as the official Roman Catholic ecclesiasticaldeclarations that had preceded it. It is well to underscore the words “seemsto,” however, because (as many have noted) it is important to remember,when interpreting what is said in this document about inerrancy, that in thecouncil debate rejecting the original draft document proposed by the Theological Commission and approving the final document several bishops spokeof the “errors” in the Bible as the reason the new draft was needed. Therefore, it seems reasonable to suggest that the statement finally approved mustbe understood as saying something different regarding inerrancy from whathad been said in the first draft.

It will be helpful to quote here at some length from chapter ΙII of the Constitution:

Holy Mother Church, relying on the belief of the apostles, holds that the books of both the Old and New Testaments in their entirety, with all their parts,are sacred and canonical because, having been written under the inspiration ofthe Holy Spirit. . . they have God as their author and have been handed on assuch to the Church herself. In composing the sacred books, God chose men andwhile employed by Him they made use of their powers and qualities, so thatwith Him acting in them and through them, they, as true authors, consigned towriting everything and only those things which He wanted.

Therefore, since everything asserted by the inspired authors or sacred writers must be held to be asserted by the Holy Spirit, it follows that the booksof Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching firmly, faithfully, and withouterror that truth which God wanted put into the sacred writings for the sake of oursalvation. . . . However, since God speaks in sacred Scripture through men inhuman fashion, the interpreter of sacred Scripture, in order to see clearly whatGod wanted to communicate to us, should carefully investigate what meaningthe sacred writers really intended, and what God wanted to manifest by meansof their words.33

Regarding what is said here about inerrancy, R. A. F. MacKenzie, Canadian Jesuit and Old Testament scholar, in footnote 31 in the Abbott edition, draws special attention to that key clause at the end of the first sentence inthe second paragraph quoted above. He understands it as limiting what inScripture is said to be “without error” to “that truth which God wanted putinto the sacred writings for the sake of our salvation”:

It is only in this respect that the veracity of God and the inerrancy of the inspired writers are engaged. This is not a quantitative distinction, as though some sections treated of salvation (and were inerrant), while others gave merely naturalknowledge (and were fallible) [contrary to certain earlier doctrines of “partialinspiration,” as affirmed, for example, by John Henry Cardinal Newman]. It isformal and applies to the whole text [and is thus an affirmation of “(denary,” or“verbal,” inspiration]. The latter is authoritative and inerrant in what it affirmsabout the revelation of God and the history of salvation.

Another prominent Roman Catholic biblical scholar who thinks that “at Vatican II the Catholic Church ‘turned the corner’ in the inerrancy question” is Raymond E. Brown.34 Brown refers to the “real struggle” going onin Roman Catholic theology today as the struggle “between the Catholiccenter [where he places himself] and the Catholic far-right,” both of whomaccept that the Bible is the Word of God, but who differ regarding “themeaning of that doctrine. ”

Brown suggests that it is essential to a proper reading of official documents of the Roman Catholic Church to realize “that the Roman Catholic church does not change her official stance in a Hunt way. Past statementsare not rejected but are requoted with praise and then reinterpreted at thesame time.”

That would seem to be an accurate and important observation, and one not typically grasped by the average evangelical reader of modern Catholicthought. The question that remains open to debate, however, is whether ornot Brown’s statement here describes exactly what he himself does with regard to the declaration of Vatican II. Is Brown to be read as requoting Vatican II with praise but then reinterpreting its statements regarding Scriptureand moving them further to the theological “left” than the council reallyintended to go?

The particular “spin” Brown puts on the understanding of the churcII’s affirmation that the teaching of the Bible is without error to the extent thatthat teaching relates to God’s salvific purpose is the distinction he introducesbetween “what the biblical word meant and what it means.” Brown readsthe last sentence in the section quoted above from Vatican II as drawing acontrast between “what meaning the sacred writers . . . intended” and“what God wanted to manifest by means of their words.”

Brown says that what a particular text of Scripture meant is what the biblical author intended it to mean, but that is not what is normative (the rule for faith and life) for the church today. Critical study of the Bible “points toreligious limitations and even errors” in the Bible. (Note that well: not simply historical or scientific errors.) And this, Brown says, is exactly what weshould have expected (a priori) to find in the Bible as far as the original,intended teaching of its authors is concerned—error, even religious error—because “only human beings speak words,” God does not write books,35and to err is human.

This is no minor issue, because if God did not actually speak words (external or internal), one must admit clearly and firmly that every word pertaining to God instory of the human race, including the biblical period, is a time-conditioned word,affected by limitations of human insight and problems.

This is viewed by contemporary “centrist” Roman Catholic theologians as perhaps the most important insight of modern Roman Catholic theology:the full recognition of the “historicity,” that is, the “time-conditioned”character of all human statements, including those found in the Bible—which points to the limitations, the errors, the less-than-full-and-forever adequacy of those statements.

If what the Bible meant is not without error and cannot be what the Bible means for the life and faith of the church today, where is that meaning to befound? Brown answers:

I would contend that the way in which the Church in its life, liturgy, and theology comes to understand the Bible is constitutive of “biblical meaning,” because it is chiefly in such a context that this collection is serving as the Bible forbelievers. ... It is crucial that we be aware that the church interpretation of apassage and the literal sense of that passage may be quite different.

But if what the Bible normatively means for the Christian today is not what it originally meant (as determined by careful historico-grammatical exegesis), how can that presently normative (authoritative) biblical meaningbe discovered? Brown gives the distinctively Roman Catholic answer: “Forme the principle that the teaching office [the magisterium] of the Church canauthentically interpret the Bible is more important now than ever before,granted the diversity and contrariety among biblical authors uncovered byhistorical criticism.”

It is frequently alleged that the Roman Catholic Church offers its members certainty regarding what they are to believe to a degree that the Protestant churches can never offer. It would be theologically naive, however, to think that all our problems in the area of faith have been resolved once theRoman Catholic Church (the magisterium) has proclaimed the meaning forthe church today, because while Brown insists that there can be, of course,no differences among Roman Catholics as to what the official Catholic doctrines are (all Catholics must submit to the judgment of the magisterium regarding that), he must acknowledge that “there are sharp differences in theway doctrines are understood.”

And is that not the important thing after all? If it is the task of the biblical scholars to tell us what the Bible meant (which on Brown’s principles seemsto be of merely historical interest) and the task of the official magisterium ofthe church to tell us what the Bible means for the church today, it is left tothe theologians to tell us how that meaning is to be understood. And as wehave stressed earlier in this chapter, the clearest characteristic of RomanCatholic theology today is pluralism—with vastly different conceptions proposed for every element of the Christian faith and life. Of what value is apurely formal official statement of the “meaning” of the Christian faithwithout an understanding of what that meaning means? And what can determine for us which understanding is correct if the original, intended meaningof the Bible is not our criterion? What then becomes our norma normansnon normata (to use the Reformers’ phrase, “the measuring measure, itselfunmeasured”) if not the Bible?

And, of course, it is not only that church members, even theologians, understand official church dogma differently; it is also the case, as Brownand other modern Roman Catholics see it, that that official dogma itself istime-conditioned and severely limited as far as being without error is concerned. In that regard church dogma leaves the modern Christian with anauthority no more infallible than the Bible. And Brown acknowledges this:“Even the doctrinal statements of the Church are, in a sense, time-conditioned.” Brown emphasizes that “today the centrist position is securelywithin the boundaries of Catholic thought loyal to the magisterium);but theresult is that the Roman Catholic believer is left without a sure and certain “living voice of God (viva vox dei)."

We must remember and take to heart the answer of the Westminster Confession of Faith to those in the seventeenth century seeking the securityof possessing the “living voice of God”: “The supreme judge by which allcontroversies of religion are to be determined, and all decrees of councils,opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are to beexamined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other but theHoly Spirit speaking in the Scripture” (I:x). Notice the present tense (“theHoly Spirit speaking”)—the Bible is no “dead letter”—and the affirmationof where the voice of the Spirit is to be heard (“in the Scripture”).

Avery Dulles is an example of a Roman Catholic theologian who wishes to be quite contemporary and ecumenical but who continues to assert the traditional Catholic criticism of Protestantism: “Deprived of any authoritativetradition, [Protestants] have been constrained to breathe life into the deadrecords.”36 Raymond Brown, however, has shown that the Catholic contention that the present voice of the magisterium transcends the problem of historic conditioning that allegedly plagues the Bible is a false hope. Browninsists that “fidelity to Catholic doctrine is not narrow or confining and,when understood properly, allows plenty of room to think.” Our question,however, must be: Does it allow any room for true certitude and full assurance? This was the tremendous problem the Reformers had with the theology of the Roman church, and the problem continues with the same force forRome today.

SCRIPTURE AND TRADITION

Many, both Protestants and Catholics, have viewed the question of the relationship between Scripture and tradition as no longer an issue dividingProtestants from the church of Rome.37 Even before Vatican II, Jean Cardinal Danielou said that “a more accurate understanding on the part of Catholics of the agreement between Scripture and tradition does away with theprincipal Protestant objection to the Catholic position.”38 And G. C. Ber-kouwer was one of many Protestant observers greatly encouraged by thecouncil’s debate of this matter.39

What has been viewed as so significantly new in our generation is the denial by the leading Roman Catholic theologians of so-called “constitutive” tradition, which may be defined as tradition that is objective, divine,apostolic, dogmatic, but not contained in any sense in the Bible.40 All thebest-known Catholic theologians now agree that there is no doctrinal revelation that is not found (at least implicitly) in the Scriptures. There is no doctrinal revelation that has come to us for the very first time in tradition.

The question at issue here is carefully and narrowly limited and is precisely focused. The pre- and post-Vatican II debate does not address the matter of “disciplinary” tradition—that is, the whole wide area of churchrituals and church practices. It has not been denied that tradition has been anoriginal source for such. Nor has modern Roman Catholic theology cast anydoubt upon the so-called “formal insufficiency” of Scripture—that is, thefact that the Bible is not sufficient in itself to give anyone a knowledge ofGod’s will, because that cannot be understood apart from the CatholicchurcII’s authoritative interpretation of the Scripture. Sola Scriptura in theProtestant sense has not been affirmed. The discussion in the Roman Catholic Church has dealt only with the question of the material sufficiency orinsufficiency of Scripture, the question as to whether there are revealed dogmatic truths that can be known only through tradition.

The impression has frequently been left, however, that if the Roman Catholic theologian rejects the notion of constitutive tradition (and the largemajority today do), then the Protestant has no further objection on the subject of the role of tradition. This is a false conclusion. But our critique of thecontemporaiy Roman Catholic doctrine of the relationship between Scripture and tradition cannot end there.

The key figure in the Roman Catholic debate has been Josef Rupert Gei-selmann. It was Geiselmann who challenged in a definitive way (though he appealed to others who saw the primary point clearly before him, particularly among his predecessors at the University of Tubingen) the so-called“two-source” view of revelation that was the traditional Catholic view ofthe relationship between Scripture and tradition.

The traditional Catholic understanding of revelation was that revelation is contained partly in the Scripture and partly in tradition; that is, there arerevealed dogmatic troths that can be known only through tradition. That“partly—partly” understanding came to explicit expression in the originalwording proposed at the Council of Trent: “this troth is contained partly inwritten books, partly in unwritten traditions.” Geiselmann sees it as quitesignificant, however, that that original construction was rejected at theFourth Session of the Council of Trent. The two “partly”s were deleted andreplaced with a simple “and” so that the statement approved was simply theaffirmation that divine troth is contained in the written Scriptures and in unwritten traditions.41 Geiselmann’s conclusion is that that affirmation was acompromise formula and “nothing, absolutely nothing, was decided at theCouncil of Trent concerning the relation of Scripture and Tradition.”42

Vatican II evidently chose to take the same route and not come down on one side or the other of this issue. The original draft of the “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation” contained a first chapter titled “TwoSources of Revelation.” This was replaced by two chapters, the first on“Revelation Itself” and the second on “The Transmission of Divine Revelation.” R. A. F. MacKenzie, in his “Introduction” to this constitution inthe Abbott edition, is no doubt correct in concluding that Vatican II did notexplicitly adopt Geiselmann’s view; but that view certainly prevented thecouncil from explicitly enunciating the “two sources” view.

When we examine Geiselmann’s own doctrine of revelation, however, and his answers to his traditionalist critics, we discover that his theology isrooted so firmly in a modern, post-Kantian view of revelation that his denialthat there is any revelation that comes for the first time in tradition and hisaffirmation that the whole of the gospel is found in Scripture—though thatdenial and that affirmation on the surface have seemed so encouraging to somany Protestants—are actually farther from the orthodox Protestant understanding of revelation and of Scripture than the traditional Catholic positionand are calculated not to support a biblical understanding of divine revelation but to destroy it.

Geiselmann emphasizes that we must reject the fundamentalists’ notion of the Scriptures as revelation, as “a gift by God of a bonus of truths.”43Scripture is actually two levels removed from revelation. Revelation is to beseen as the fundamental reality, the “real reality,” which is at the heart ofour religious experience; that is, the self-communication of God. Christiansspeak of that as the Christ Event. That Event is God’s revelation, or God’sTradition with a capital “T,” God’s paradosis of the Son (that Greek wordwe translate “tradition” literally means “handing over”).

That Event was proclaimed in the original gospel preaching, or (to use the Greek word for “preaching” found in the New Testament) the kerygma.That gospel, that kerygma, is not itself revelation but is rather a human reflection on and an interpretation of the revelation, the Christ Event. Thatoriginal gospel proclamation has later been recorded in the Scripture and intradition, both of which are, according to Geiselmann, “modes of existencewithin the Church of the one Gospel of Jesus Christ.”44

The church is Christ’s continuing presence, God’s continuing tradition, God’s continuing handing over of His Son. Therefore, although Geiselmannspeaks here of “Church, Scripture, and tradition” (note the order) forming“a coherent whole,” the fact is that in his view the three are not really coordinate; the church is all.

In Geiselmann’s view, the contemporaiy Roman Catholic view, neither Scripture nor tradition is revelation, the Word of God in the full sense andtherefore absolutely authoritative. Both Scripture and tradition are the human record of and witness to revelation, and thus a guide to the church. Thisis precisely why I am convinced that the theological situation in the RomanCatholic Church today must be viewed as worse than it was at the time of theReformers. (But, of course, this is also why hope has been expressed foreventual ecumenical unity between progressive Roman Catholics and modernist Protestants.) A simple diagram may prove helpful:


The Reformers condemned the exaltation of tradition to the level of authoritative divine revelation, but we cannot praise a more modest estimate of tradition if it entails a like devaluation of the absolute authority of Scripture.We are not to distinguish between revelation and inspiration as though theywere two altogether different kinds of reality. Rather, we are to see inspiration as one mode of divine authoritative revelation and, indeed, that mode“most necessary” for the church today, “those former ways of God’s revealing his will unto his people being now ceased” (Westminster Confessionof Faith, I:i).

In other words, Scripture is not simply a later pointer to or radiation from or interpretation of the history of redemption. God’s giving of this authoritative written Scripture is part of the history of redemption. Our reliance uponScripture alone is not because we see this collection of Christian writingssimply as the first interpretation of the Christ Event and, therefore, as insome sense perhaps the best interpretation. (Recall our earlier considerationof Rahner’s view of the Bible.) Our recognition of the unique authority ofScripture rests on the recognition that Scripture’s interpretation is not simplythe first or the best; it is God’s.

Before concluding our consideration of Geiselmann, it should be noted that the major portion of his study The Meaning of Tradition is actually occupied with a theme that we have not touched on thus far. It is, however, atheme that reveals the truly Roman Catholic nature of Geiselmann’s theology and its distance from a biblical emphasis on the uniqueness of the gospel, the exclusive character of the Christian faith and the indispensablenecessity of Scripture if sinners today are to have “that knowledge of God,and of his will, which is necessary to salvation” (Westminster Confession ofFaith, I:i).

That theme to which Geiselmann devotes greatest attention is “the nature of religious tradition as a universal human reality which attains its highest perfection in the Judeo-Christian tradition.”45 Geiselmann is in full agreement with the universalistic tendency that has always been present inRoman Catholic thought, the notion that Christianity only exemplifies at itshighest what is true for all men everywhere at all times. Geiselmann saysthat not only Catholics but Protestants are discussing “natural tradition. . . which forms the basis of supernatural tradition. . . . Without this natural tradition rooted in the nature of man, supernatural tradition based onrevelation would lack any firm point of contact in man and would, as itwere, remain in the air.”46

In such a Catholic nature/grace perspective there is no recognition of the fact that natural tradition is sinful, Creator-rejecting (Romans 1), and thatscriptural revelation is necessitated by man’s sin and is not simply the complement or supplement to what he has in natural tradition.

KARL RAHNER: TWENTIETH CENTURY THEOLOGIAN

One way to taste the flavor of Roman Catholic theology today is to consider how the fundamental presuppositions that have been our concern have been applied in the thought of one particularly influential theologian. Making the choice of which theologian to consider is not difficult. In the estimation of contemporary Catholics, as well as many Protestants, Karl Rahner is“arguably the most important theologian of the last half of the twentiethcentury.”47 Anne Carr, University of Chicago, says that “Rahner’s influence on Catholic thought has been enormous.”48 The Reformed theologian,George Vandervelde, considers this “Holy Ghost writer of the Second Vatican Council” to be “the most brilliant theologian since Thomas Aquinas” and insists that “any theologian worth the name must come to grips with histhought.”49

Some traditionalist Roman Catholic theologians, of course, while acknowledging Rahner’s influence, have lamented it as the influence of a heretic. Paul D. Molnar, St. John’s University (New York), agrees with the Jesuit Martin R. Tripole that Rahner’s Transcendental Thomism is actuallyan attempt to reduce theology to philosophy and concludes that Rahner“cannot in reality distinguish God from the world.”50 Malachi Martin is extremely caustic in his criticism: “Celebrated as the greatest Jesuit theologianin one hundred years,” Rahner actually “wrote and lectured . . . with subtle logic and passionless mind to unlimber the dearest held tenets of faith inthe minds of his readers and listeners.”51

Born on March 5, 1904, Rahner entered the Society of Jesus in 1922, studied Thomism at the University of Freiburg—where he also participatedin seminars led by the existentialist philosopher Martin Heidegger—in 1964accepted the chair of Christian Worldview and Philosophy of Religion at theUniversity of Munich, and died in Innsbruck on March 30, 1984. His morethan 3,500 published items consist mainly of occasional essays, many ofthem collected in English translation as Theological Investigations.52

Rahner is not an easy read. Mark Schoof refers to his “inordinately long sentences” and “his almost discouraging productivity” covering an exceedingly wide range of subjects, from the deeply theological to the apparentlymundane.53 Rahner presents a Thomism understood in terms of modern German philosophy (in particular of Kant, Hegel, and Heidegger), but also under the influence of such French Transcendentalists as Maurice Blondel andJoseph Marechal. Thus, the reader needs a broad knowledge of modern philosophy in order to totally comprehend Rahner.

At the same time, contemporary Roman Catholic “moderates”54 such as Avery Dulles and Richard McBrien view Rahner as clearly in harmony withsuch fundamental emphases of historic Catholicism as (1) the recognitionthat God’s redemptive plan extends “to the whole of humanity and even tothe inanimate material world”55—the universalistic note is one of the mostdominant in Rahner’s thought—and (2) “ radicalopenness to all truth andto every value.”56 Dulles reminds us that “theologically speaking, Catholicism is characterized ... by a both/and rather than an either/or approach”: nature/grace, reason/faith, law/gospel, Scripture/tradition, faith/works,authority/freedom, past/present, stability/change, unity/diversity—the viamedia57

Anne Carr notes that “the texture and shape of any theology is most clearly suggested by its point of departure.”58 In Foundations of ChristianFaith, Rahner’s goal is to establish the intellectual respectability and credibility of the Christian faith. Thus, God cannot be his starting-point or presupposition because, as Dych puts it, “in the modern world God is not ananswer but part of the problem.”59 Similarly, neither Jesus Christ nor theBible can be the starting-point.

The question may then come: Is there any common starting-point, any “point of contact” between believer and unbeliever? Yes, Rahner answers;that starting-point is our common shared experience of what it means to behuman. Therefore, Rahner continually challenges his reader to test what hepresents in terms of the reader’s own “existentiell” experience as a humanperson. The reader is continually challenged to ask, Does what Rahnerwrites about human existence, as a Christian theologian, “ring true” interms of my own human existence?

Always we must remember that experiential knowledge, “unthematic” knowledge, is original, first-level knowledge. Conceptual knowledge, “thematic” knowledge, is second-level knowledge. The latter is an attempt toexpress, to symbolize (in language) the former; but conceptual knowledge isnever identical with experiential knowledge, and the norm for its truthfulness must always be experiential knowledge.

This starting-with-the-human approach is what is referred to as Rahner’s “transcendental method,” and his theology is most often referred to as a“Transcendental Thomism.” A Transcendental Thomism is a Thomism inharmony with the principle so basic to all post-Enlightenment thought, andmodern Catholic theologians often refer to it as “the turn to the subject,” areorientation away from the object of knowledge and toward the knowingsubject. Catholics most frequently appeal at this point to the writings ofBlondel and Marechal earlier in this century; but the revolutionary epistemological “turn” took place earlier in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant.

J. J. Mueller helpfully notes that, although the term transcendental refers most basically to “the capacity to go beyond ourselves,” since the time ofKant the term has also carried the technical meaning of “grasping the conditions for the possibility of.”60 Rahner stresses that it is the transcendentalcharacter of the human person—the capacity to go beyond oneself—thatmakes possible, conceivable, believable the central affirmations of theChristian faith. A person discovers himself or herself to be one who asksquestions, not only about his world but about himself—who asks such questions continually, without end. Thus, the “horizon,” the outer limit of hisquestioning, is infinite.

But such an infinite horizon must have a source, a ground. And that source must be Being, not Nothing, because nothingness grounds nothing.“Logically and existentielly” the questioner “cannot think that the movements of hope and the desire to reach out that he really experiences are onlya charming and foolish illusion.”61 McBrien offers this definition of “transcendental”: “The person is transcendental insofar as the person is orientedbeyond himself or herself toward God as the source, sustainer, and final perfection of the person’s existence. ”62

Rahner speaks of certain “existentials” of human experience; that is, “those characteristics or capacities of human existence which make it specifically human and distinguish it from other modes of existence.”63 Thoseexistentials include not only transcendence (the ability always to go beyondoneself, most apparent in one’s questioning) but also self-awareness, per-sonhood and subjectivity (consciousness, freedom, responsibility), intersubjectivity (the fact that our subjectivity is always exercised in relation to othersubjects), and dependence.

And to these existentials of human experience Rahner adds another, which he calls “the supernatural existential”—that is, humankind’s existen-tiell orientation toward grace. Grace refers to the divine’s continual offer ofself-communication and man’s continual capacity to freely accept that offer.In summarizing Rahner’s thought at this point, McBrien writes, “Everyhuman person has this radical capacity and many, perhaps most, have actualized it by receiving grace. ”64

Acceptance and rejection of grace are ... not limited to acts with visibly religious content. They take place in any true exercise of our freedom, even if the specific act seems to have nothing to do with God.

Everything that is really human can be a “channel of grace,” a finite mediation of our relationship to God.63

Rahner thus emphasizes that the only nature that exists is graced nature, nature that is always oriented toward God, with salvation (that is, full unity with the self-giving God) as its goal.

Rahner does attempt to take seriously human freedom and the possibility of sin—even the possibility of ultimate sin and ultimate loss—by stressingthe need for a response in faith (although he also emphasizes that the primary and climactic faith-response has already been given by Jesus, the God-man). In the concluding “remarks” in the essay on “Christology Within anEvolutionary View of the World,” Rahner says that “where there is freedom . . . there can also be a guilt and freedom which closes itself againstGod: there can also be sin and the possibility of perdition. ’,66

Indeed, in harmony with traditionalist Roman Catholic teaching, Rahner insists that no one may have certitude and assurance in this life regarding hisor her eternal salvation, because to make such a claim before the final challenge of accepting one’s own death has been met would be to try to unveilthe hiddenness of the future.

Two points, however, need to made clear here. As indicated already, when Rahner speaks of the need for a response of faith, hope, and love, he isnever thinking exclusively in terms of an explicitly Christian faith.

Many have encountered Christ who did not know that they had. . . . God and the grace of Christ are present to the secret essence of every reality we can choose.

. . . Consequently, anyone who . . . accepts his existence in patient silence . . . accepts it as the mystery which lies hidden in the mystery of eternal loveand ... is saying “yes” to Christ even if he does not know it. . . . Anyonewho accepts his humanity fully, and all the more so of course the humanity ofothers, has accepted the Son of Man because in him God has accepted man.67

Probably Rahner is best known, among those who know nothing else about his theology, for the phrase “anonymous Christianity,” which speaksof the fact that grace is present “wherever human life is lived authentically,no matter what words are used to define and describe it.”68

This is now recognized to be the generally accepted view in the Roman Catholic Church. Avery Dulles writes, “Contemporary Roman Catholicism, as represented by Vatican Council II, holds that God’s saving grace isoperative among all peoples, even the unevangelized.”69

Rahner would emphasize, like Eduard Schillebeeckx and other Roman Catholic theologians today, that the church is “the sacrament of the world’ssalvation.”70 The church is the sign of what is true of the world.

The second point to remember when reading Rahner’s statements regarding the “hidden” character of the future is that Rahner often expresses the hope that very few, if any, will actually make the wrong ultimate choice. Hesays that the fact that God

himself becomes the world’s innermost life . . . gives us the right to have the courage to believe in the fulfillment of the ascending history of the cosmos andof each individual cosmic consciousness, a fulfillment which consists in the immediate experience of God in the most real and revealing self-communication.71

Rahner emphasizes that it is because the center of his theology is Chris-tology that his theology is evolutionary and hopeful. Before closing this brief introduction to Rahner’s theology, therefore, we must at least sketchthe essentials of his Christology.

Bruce Marshall sees Rahner as wrestling with that most basic problem for Christian faith, which has been “pervasive . . . since the Enlightenment: how can universal and ultimate significance be ascribed coherently toJesus of Nazareth, a particular person?”72

In the eighteenth centuiy Gotthold Lessing called this question the “ugly ditch” that he could never get across, no matter how earnestly he tried tomake the leap: How can the accidental truths of history ever become theproof of necessary truths of reason? Marshall sees Rahner as presenting simply another version of Schleiermacher’s answer; namely, that Jesus Christ ismerely “the ideal perfection of the basic condition of which all persons areat least implicitly aware as their own.” And though Marshall grants thatRahner’s version is “brilliantly” executed, he considers it to be “finally unsuccessful.”73

In keeping with his transcendental method, Rahner approaches his task—showing how Jesus Christ, a particular person, can be the unique Redeemer—by identifying those conditions in human experience that make theChristian faith regarding Christ possible, believable. This part of the theologian’s work Rahner refers to as “transcendental Christology.”

But, of course, a demonstration that the Christian doctrines concerning Christ are “existentielly” understandable to human beings “in a deeplymeaningful way” does not prove that there actually is such a savior or thatthat savior is Jesus Christ.74 To show that requires a study of the actual Jesusof history and the Christ of the churcII’s faith. This kind of study Rahnerrefers to as “categorical Christology.” These two approaches to Christology—the “transcendental” and the “categorical”—mutually inform one another.

If a student had to choose just one of Rahner’s essays to read as an introduction to his theology, that one would perhaps be the essay on “Christology Within an Evolutionary View of the World.” Rahner begins that essay by noting that his concern is with “the transcendental possibility for man totake the question of a God-man seriously.” He wants his reader, therefore,to understand clearly that “we are presupposing ... the evolutionary viewof the world as a given, and we are asking whether Christology is compatible or can be compatible with it, and not vice versa.”75

Rahner then summarizes the conclusions he shall try to establish:

We have to try to understand man as the existent in whom the basic tendency of matter to discover itself in spirit through self-transcendence reaches its definitive breakthrough [again we note the Hegelian thrust of the argument].

The permanent beginning and the absolute guarantee that this ultimate self-transcendence . . . will succeed and has already begun is what we call the “hypostatic union.” . . . From this perspective the Incarnation appears as the necessary and permanent beginning of the divinization of the world as a whole.

. . . insofar as this definitive phase of world history has indeed already begun but is not yet complete, the further course of this phase and its result remain, ofcourse, shrouded in mystery.76

The fulfillment of this original goal of all creation Rahner speaks of as “grace.” Clearly for Rahner grace does not necessarily involve God’s undeserved mercy to sinners. In the “remarks” that conclude this essay, Rahneracknowledges that in this study of the Incarnation he has not spoken of“guilt and redemption, i.e., liberation from sin.” And he asks, “Does thismean that we have after all deviated in some unlawful way from the traditional Christology?”77

The Pontifical Biblical Commission in its 1984 statement on “The Bible and Christology” suggests that perhaps he has. The Commission linksRahner’s Christology with Teilhard’s and asks this question: “Does the optimistic interpretation of this evolution, aimed at the Omega point,’ allow sufficiently for questions about evil, and for the redemptive activity of thedeath of Jesus, even if account is otherwise taken of the crises that humanevolution is to overcome.”78

An interesting and instructive exercise is to follow up the reading of Rahner’s influential essay by reading John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion II:xii: 1-7,79 where Calvin deals with the central issue raised byRahner. Calvin would conclude that Rahner has indeed “deviated” not onlyfrom “the traditional Christology” but from a biblical one. Calvin refers tothe suggestion of Osiander, a Lutheran, that “Christ would still have become man even if no means of redeeming mankind had been needed”—thatis, even if mankind had not disobeyed and fallen in sin—as the kind of“vague speculations that captivate the frivolous and the seekers after novelty.” Calvin insists that “since all Scripture proclaims that to become ourRedeemer he was clothed with flesh, it is too presumptuous to imagine another reason or another end. . . . Since we learn that Christ himself was divinely appointed to help miserable sinners, whoever leaps over these boundstoo much indulges foolish curiosity” (italics added). Calvin appeals to manyspecific Scripture texts and then concludes again, “It is quite enough for meto say that all those who propose to inquire or seek to know more aboutChrist than God ordained ... are breaking out in impious boldness to fashion some new sort of Christ.”

Calvin calls the speculation that the Son of God would have become incarnate even if Adam had not sinned “this monstrous thing—which all godly men justly abominate as detestable” and argues that “if Adam’s uprightness had not failed, he . . . would have been like God; and it wouldnot have been necessary for the Son of God to become either man or angel. ”Rather than viewing man as evolving beyond matter into pure spirit andeventual divinization,80 Calvin sees man being, as originally created, asmuch like God as he was ever intended to be! As it has often been expressed, the difference between the Roman Catholic doctrine of salvation(both in its traditional form and now in its modern, Rahnerian form) and theReformed doctrine of salvation is the difference between an ontological concept (man as created needing some “additional” gift) and an ethical one(man’s problem being his disobedience, needing forgiveness andsanctification).

Rahner is eager to explain to his modern audience the ancient Chalcedo-nian doctrine of the hypostatic union (Christ = one person but two natures). This doctrine means, according to Rahner, that “this saviour . . . must beat the same time both the absolute promise of God to spiritual creatures as awhole and the acceptance of this self-communication by the savior.” Thus,the Savior—mark it well—becomes also the Saved: “We are saved becausethis man who is one of us has been saved by God, and God has thereby madehis salvific will present in the world historically, really and irrevocably.

Does Rahner escape the modern, post-Hegelian error of presenting a concept of the Incarnation, the hypostatic union, in which the difference between Jesus’ affirmation, “I and the Father are one,” and my affirmation oryour affirmation of the same truth, is simply a difference in degree ratherthan a difference in kind! He seems to tty valiantly to do so. He repeatedlystresses the “uniqueness” of Jesus Christ. He explicitly denies that the difference between Jesus’ experience of divine intimacy and mine is merelyone of degree. Ultimately, however, Rahner cannot maintain that the Hypostatic Union that came to historical expression in Jesus of Nazareth is truly unique. The difference between Jesus and every other human person—atleast every one who does not finally reject God’s offer of self-communication—is only the difference between the “already” and the “not yet.”What Jesus is is what we all will be.

Bruce McDermott explains what Rahner means by Jesus’ “uniqueness”: “The hypostatic union happens once in human history. But its uniqueness inno way puts a ceiling, so to speak, on those who are not Jesus; rather itopens up the full plentitude of the divine mystery as the goal and beatitudeof all people.”82

In order that the reader may see the correctness of McDermott’s conclusion, some direct quotations from Rahner’s essay may be cited:

But such an ultimate and absolute self-transcendence of the spirit into God is to be understood as taking place in all spiritual subjects.

The intrinsic effect of the hypostatic union for the assumed humanity of the Logos consists precisely and in a real sense only in the veiy thing which is ascribed to all men as their goal and their fulfillment, namely the immediate vision ofGod which the created, human soul of Christ enjoys. . . . The prerogativeswhich accrue intrinsically to the human reality of Jesus, through the hypostaticunion are of the same essential nature as those which are also intended for otherspiritual subjects through grace.

When God brings about man’s self-transcendence into God through his absolute self-communication to all men in such a way which is irrevocable and which hasalready reached fulfillment in one man, then we have precisely what is signifiedby hypostatic union.

This union is distinguished from our grace not by what has been offered in it, which in both instances, including that of Jesus, is grace. It is distinguishedrather by the fact that Jesus is the offer for us, and we ourselves are not onceagain the offer, but the recipients of God’s offer to us.83

This last distinction must not be made too sharply, however, because Jesus Himself (Rahner emphasizes elsewhere) is also recipient of God’s grace (aswell as the offer of God’s grace).

Dych suggests an illustration that is very helpful for grasping Rahner’s thought:

The history of Jesus can be understood as the fullest actualization ... of the human potential for self-transcendence. . . . Just as the real potentialities ofsound are not actual and known until a Beethoven creates his music, so too thereal potentialities of human existence are not actual and known until they areactualized in a concrete, historical person. But once this truth is date andachieved and thereby known, in this event there is disclosed a new vision of allhuman existence, a new hope for everything human. For Christians this is whathappened in the life of Jesus.84

Notice the words at the beginning of that last sentence: “For Christians ...” Might “the real potentialities of human existence” be disclosed elsewhere for others? Rahner would answer: “Yes. Of course.”

In this essay Rahner has been presenting a “transcendental” Christol-ogy. But, as we previously noted, he recognizes the need for categorical Christology as well, the need to make the case that this savior of the world isJesus Christ. Hence he engages elsewhere in the study of the historical Jesus, the Christ of the New Testament, and the Christ of the earlier church.

With regard to the so-called “historical” Jesus—the “real” Jesus who actually lived, preached, and died in Palestine—Rahner has been said to accept the findings of “moderate” contemporary biblical criticism. ActuallyRahner concludes that New Testament criticism allows us to have confidence regarding the historical factuality of only “what may seem to be minimal details concerning the life of Jesus.”85 He insists, however, that “wereally only have to prove that two theses are historically credible in order toestablish ... the grounds of faith for orthodox Christianity’s whole Christology.86 Those two theses that must be proven to be historically credible are(1) that Jesus claimed to be the eschatological Prophet, the definitive Savior,and (2) that Jesus’ claim was vindicated by His resurrection.

The Resurrection, Rahner emphasizes, is not an event in time and space, not an event leaving an empty tomb, but is rather the validation of the personand His life.

Given the non-temporal nature of what happens in the resurrection ... the resurrection does not mean the beginning of a new period in the life of Jesus, a further extension of time filled with new and different things. It means ratherand precisely the permanent, redeemed, final, and definitive validity of the single and unique life of Jesus who achieved the permanent and final validity of hislife precisely through his death in freedom and obedience.

We miss the meaning of “resurrection” ... if our original preconception is the notion of a resuscitation of a physical, material body.

Faith in his resurrection is an intrinsic element of this resurrection itself. Faith is not taking cognizance of a fact which by its nature could exist just as well without being taken cognizance of. . . . In this sense we not only can but must saythat Jesus is risen into the faith of his disciples.

We ourselves experience the resurrection of Jesus in the “Spirit” because we experience him and his “cause” as living and victorious.87

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have been emphasizing that Roman Catholic theology today is, in its leading representatives, a consciously post-Enlightenmenttheology, the basic presuppositions and concerns of which are the same asthose that have motivated Protestant theology in modern times. We havenow seen this eloquently reflected in the theology of the most influential Roman Catholic theologian of the twentieth century, Karl Rahner. Becausemodern Roman Catholic theology has imbibed the ethos and spirit of modernity in this century, it is imperative that evangelicals recognize the influenceof this spirit and respond more accurately and faithfully to the present situation as it really is. The most significant historic theological affirmations,even those we once agreed on (as we saw in chapter 2), are no longer a basisfor agreement. As we have seen in this chapter, every doctrine of our historic Christian faith has been challenged; therefore we must gird up our mindsif we are to respond adequately.
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Whereas many important and truthful teachings are found within Roman Catholicism concerning Mary,the saints, and the sacerdotal system, evangelicals find theposition of the Roman Catholic Church on Mary’sImmaculate Conception and Perpetual Virginity, the claimthat she is the mother of God and that she was bodilyassumed into heaven, and that she is a mediator betweenGod and man to be contrary to Scripture.

Further, the sacerdotal system, which involves forgiveness of sins conveyed through the sacraments, is anattack on the fundamental biblical message that the onlysource of salvation is the final and unrepeatable offering ofthe Son of God on the cross. Contrary to the Catholic claimsthat grace is conferred through the sacraments, evangelicalscontend that divine justification and eternal salvation isfreely given to men and women through the instrumentalityof faith alone.


ESSAY 5

MARY, THE SAINTS, AND SACERDOTALISM

S. Lewis Johnson, Jr.

Veritatis Splendor1 (The Splendor of Truth), the tenth encyclical of Pope John Paul II was published in October 1993. This lengthy encyclical of more than 150 pages has already drawn significant responses from the media, who have largely regarded it as an attack on the moral and sexual ethics seemingly championed by the mainstream of our society. The encyclical, however, is more than that. It is, in fact, an attempt to lay a biblical and philosophical foundation for a sound morality.

Veritatis Splendor begins with Scripture and the teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ as the proper ground for discussing “more fully and more deeply the issues regarding the very foundations of moral theology, foundations which are being undermined by certain present-day tendencies,”2 and that is surely the right place to begin. Evangelicals can hardly fault that.

David Burrell and Stanley Hauerwas, teachers at the University of Notre Dame and Duke University respectively, have found the text of the encyclical “inspiring” and fresh: “What makes it new is the method employed: begin with Scripture, show how rational argument contributes to faith seeking understanding, and return to a church life and practice informed by Scripture.”3

There are many truthful and important things said by the pope in the encyclical, and it certainly would be encouraging to evangelicals if they could have confidence in the pope’s desire to seek the truth first and foremost in the Word of God. But near the end of the encyclical the pope says, “Mary is also Mother of Mercy because it is to her that Jesus entrusts his Church and all humanity,” and, “Mary is the radiant sign and inviting model of the moral life. As Saint Ambrose put it, ‘the life of this one person can serve as a model for everyone.’”4 In a moment the encyclical affirms Mary’s compassion for “every kind of weakness,” since she has not known sin.5 The doctrinal and theological questions, therefore, remain.

There is good reason to believe that the great rupture of the sixteenth century, the period of the Reformation, may never be healed. The gospel, as understood by the Reformers—by Luther, Calvin, and others—is not that propounded by the Church of Rome. In the one, there is the atoning Cross and one Mediator, the man Christ Jesus (1 Timothy 2:5); in the other, there is the Cross, but two mediators, the man Christ Jesus and the woman, the Virgin Mary. The glory of the redeeming work of the Son of God cannot be shared by any other merely human being.

It may be that after so many years of conflict the answers to Berkouwer’s questions can only be no. “Is it possible,” he asks,

to see each other in true proportions and then to engage in discussion? Can we penetrate the depth of the experience of the Mass or understand the devotion paid to Mary? And can a Roman Catholic penetrate the deep meaning of the sola fide and the sola gratia, and to the action of the Holy Ghost in the Reformed doctrine of the sacrament?6

The distinguished Dutch theologian is certainly on target in locating the fundamental stance of Protestant evangelical and Reformed men and women on the solidity of Scripture: “The revelation of Jesus Christ calls us back to the simplicity of faith, and is meant to be a lamp unto our feet and light unto our path.”7

The seriousness of the struggle between the Church of Christ and the Church of Rome reaches its most intense level over the unique Son of God and His one saving offering (Hebrews 1:1-4). The Christian believer in Christ insists on His sole divine sonship and His exclusive and singular redemptive offering. The glory of the exalted Son and His priestly sacrifice must never be obscured. And it is Mary herself, the biblical picture of whom has been so distorted, who underlines this in her Magnificat when she exclaims, “My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices [lit., has rejoiced] in God my Savior, for he has been mindful of the humble state of his servant. From now on all generations will call me blessed, for the Mighty One has done great things for me—holy is his name” (Luke 1:46-49). The Lord, she says, is her “Savior.” Her state is “humble,” and she will be called “blessed,” for great things have been done “for me.” That she calls God her Savior is an acknowledgement of the fact that she has by birth the same fallen status that all have. She claims no special prerogatives with respect to sin. She is “blessed,” but by virtue of what has been done for her. Berkouwer is correct: “Mary herself is not in the least the prophetess of the Mariology of after times.”8

THE HISTORY AND DOCTRINE OF MARIOLOGY 

A. N. S. Lane of London Bible College has maintained, “The Roman Catholic doctrine of Mary is a classic example of the gradual development of doctrine. ”9 It will help to review some of the developments in the Mariology of the church over the centuries.

MARY’S IMMACULATE CONCEPTION

Pope Pius IX on December, 8,1854, in the Bull Ineffabilis, promulgated the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception as revealed by God. The words of the decree were, “The Most Holy Virgin Mary was, in the first moment of her conception, by a unique gift of grace and privilege of Almighty God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Redeemer of mankind, preserved free from all stain of original sin.”10 The immunity from original sin pertains to her passive conception, not to her active conception at the generative activity of her parents. She was conceived as other human beings, but at the time of God’s creation of her soul and its infusion into the bodily matter from her parents she was preserved from the stain and guilt of original sin. Thus, it is contended that she never knew the physical drive of concupiscence (stimulus concupiscentiae). The efficient cause of the freedom is Almighty God, the meritorious cause of the freedom is the redemption of Jesus Christ, and the final cause is her motherhood of God.

There is no scriptural basis for the doctrine, and the earlier Catholic church fathers differed over the matter. Anselm held that Mary was born with original sin." Bernard of Clairvaux contended that she was conceived with original sin, but purified before birth.12 Thomas Aquinas and the Dominicans held this view, but Duns Scotus popularized the view that Mary was conceived without original sin, and his view eventually prevailed, although Pope Sixtus IV in 1485 and the Council of Trent in 1546 left the issue unresolved.

Catholics admit that the doctrine is not explicitly revealed in Scripture, although three passages—Genesis 3:15, and Luke 1:28 and 1:41—have been offered in support. In Genesis 3:15 it is contended that the seed of the woman is ultimately Mary, although the generally accepted sense is that the seed of the woman intended is Christ, the Messiah. The Bull Ineffabilis takes the seed of the woman, following an early interpretation from Irenaeus and Epiphanius and a few others, to be the Redeemer; therefore, Mary, His mother, stands with Him in His victorious enmity toward Satan, triumphing over Satan with Christ, crushing the head of the serpent “with her immaculate foot.” The Roman Catholic theologian Ott’s words reveal his own unwillingness to follow the Catholic interpretation: “The Bull does not give any authentic explanation of the passage. It must also be observed that the infallibility of the Papal doctrinal decision extends only to the dogma as such and not to the reasons given as leading up to the dogma.”13

Luke 1:28 is no real support for an immaculate conception. The text concerns the visit of Gabriel to Mary to reveal the coming birth of our Lord. To her Gabriel said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” The verse is rendered in the Roman Catholic English version as, “Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with you.” The words “full of grace” are emphasized by Roman theologians, who argue that she would have lacked such grace if she had not been exempted from sin by an immaculate conception. The Greek word rendered by “full of grace,” a perfect passive participle, is more accurately rendered by the NIV as “highly favored,” and its tense and voice clearly indicate in the context that the favor that has been bestowed on Mary is the privilege of bearing a child, a son who “will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High” (v. 32).

The doctrine, it is clear, has no biblical basis and, in fact, was proclaimed, Lane contends, “on the basis of the unanimity of the contemporary church” and, perhaps, as a “trial run” for the doctrine of papal infallibility defined sixteen years later.14

MARY’S PERPETUAL VIRGINITY

According to Catholic teaching Mary was a virgin before, during, and after the birth (ante, in, et post partum) of our Lord. The perpetual virginity was stressed by the Lateran Synod of a.d. 649 under Pope Martin I. Evangelical believers, in the light of such passages as Isaiah 7:14, Matthew 1:18-25, and Luke 1:26-27, 34-35 have no questions regarding Mary’s virginity before and during the birth of the Lord. But with reference to her virginity after the birth (post partum) there are. The questions arise primarily from the statement of Matthew concerning JosepII’s relations with Mary after the angelic announcement to him: “But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus” (Matthew 1:25).

The tense of the verb “had no union” (lit., was not knowing her) takes the reader to the moment of the “until she gave birth.” Beyond that point Scripture is of no certain help. Brothers of our Lord are mentioned (Matthew 13:55), but it cannot be determined that they were sons of Mary. Luther, with Origen, Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, and others, affirmed the perpetual virginity. Calvin says that beyond the birth of Jesus Scripture is silent and that “none but a contentious trouble-maker will press it all the way.”13

MOTHER OF GOD

The term is designed to indicate that “Mary is truly the Mother of God.”16 The title was given Mary at the Council of Ephesus in a.d. 431 after the repudiation of the objections of Nestorius, who insisted that she was the Mother of Christ (Christokos) but not Theotokos, which means “Godbearing.” The declaration of the Council was, “If any one does not confess that the Emmanuel (Christ) in truth is God and that on this account the Holy Virgin is the Mother of God (Theotokos)—since according to the flesh she brought forth the Word of God made flesh—let him be anathema.” Initially the dogma was designed to support the deity of the Son. It has taught that Mary was truly a mother of Christ’s human nature and that she was truly the mother of God in that she conceived and bore the Second Person, not indeed according to His divine nature but according to His assumed human nature. The origin of the description Theotokos is unknown, but it was used many times by Athanasius, who was, as Giovanni Miegge says, “the great promoter of the Nicene orthodoxy.”17

“In what sense,” Miegge asks, “can it be said that God was crucified or that God was born of the Virgin Mary? Here is the problem that wearied the minds of the fifth century, and the heat of the passion that accompanies the fluctuations of the doctrine makes it clear that the problem was not just an arbitrary theological abstraction but was vital to faith.”18 The answer to the question can be found only in the Definition of Chalcedon (a.d. 451), which contains the vital words on the point at issue:

... of one substance [homoousios] with the Father as regards his Godhead, and at the same time of one substance with us as regards his manhood; like us in all respects, apart from sin; as regards his Godhead, begotten of the Father before the ages, but yet as regards his manhood begotten, for us men and for our salvation, of Mary the Virgin, the God-bearer [Theotokos]; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, recognized in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming together to form one person and subsistence [Ah-postasis], not as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ.19

“None of the foregoing words can be left out,” Miegge warns,

without the sense of Theotokos being falsified. Mary is mother of Christ “according to the flesh,” because Christ “according to the spirit” is son of God and conceived by the Holy Spirit. She is mother not by divinity in herself—a blasphemous idea—but by the hypostasis of the Logos; but not by the Logos in itself, which has no mother, but the Logos incarnated. And she is the mother of the incarnate Logos by its aspect of humanity because the properties of the two natures must be respected and what is said of Christ as God is not to be said of Christ as man. This notwithstanding, in virtue of the hypostatic union, since there is only one Christ, one can say, with all the reservations and explanations above, that the Mother of Christ is the Mother of God and that such is the paradox of the faith.20

THE ASSUMPTION

After an official poll of all the churcII’s bishops concerning the possibility and desirability of the promulgation of a decree that Mary’s body and soul had been assumed into heaven and having received a favorable reply, Pope Pius ΧII, on May 1, 1950, issued by the Apostolic Constitution “Munifi-centissimus Deus” as dogma revealed by God: “Mary, the immaculate perpetually Virgin Mother of God, after the completion of her earthly life, was assumed body and soul into the glory of Heaven.” Miegge contends that “it marks a new and accentuated departure from the accustomed traditionalism of Catholic theology.”21 The dogma is based neither on the Word of God nor on tradition but simply, it seems, on the consensus of contemporary church opinion and theological “suitability.”22

The time and circumstances of Mary’s death are unknown, although the fact of her death is generally accepted by the Fathers;23 however, some have contended that it was not the result of punishment for sin, since she was free from original sin and from personal sin. The simplest explanation of the lack of information concerning Mary’s death is that she died before there arose the practice of venerating the martyrs and eminent saints, so her death passed with no unusual notice. “She departed life humbly and modestly as she had lived it,” Miegge says, “and none remembered the {dace of her burial, even if a tradition toward the mid-fifth century gave her a sepulchre near Jerusalem in the garden of Gethsemane.”24

Catholic theology in the establishment of belief as doctrine generally relies on evidence from Scripture, the consensus of tradition—especially the earliest tradition—and what might be called theological value, or speculative grounds. After consideration of the evidence compiled by Martin Ju-gie,25 Miegge’s conclusion is,

That Mary has indeed shared the lot of mortality with the universality of men is the only certainty that can be drawn from the silence of the Christian tradition and from its evidences. That she was brought back to life and raised to heaven with her body glorified as the first of created beings, who wants to think this is free to do so, but it must be said that there is not a shadow of proof for it.26

But, if it may be granted that the tradition offers no support for the assumption of Mary’s body and soul into heaven—and the absence of any support for it from Thomas Aquinas, who says nothing about the Assumption, is certainly of note—what can be said for the scriptural support? It appears to be just as bleak.

The protevangelium of Genesis 3:15, the first announcement of the victory of the woman’s seed, whom revelation reveals to be the Messianic Son of God, over the serpent has been offered as biblical support of the dogma on the basis of the claim that Christ is inseparable from Mary. Thus, the promise is also a promise of Mary’s victory over death.27 The claim cannot be substantiated exegetically.

A second piece of biblical evidence has been offered. In the salutation of the angel to Mary (Luke 1:28) she is hailed as one “full of grace” according to the Catholic translation. We have already pointed out in the discussion of the Immaculate Conception that there is no ground for the use often made of this text.28

The final passage offered in support of the Assumption is Revelation 12 and its reference to the “woman clothed with the sun” (v. 1). None of the interpreters before the fourth century saw the woman as Mary. Rather, they saw the woman as the church. Ticonius, the fourth-century Donatist, who was probably the instrument of Augustine’s move away from premillennia-lism, is the first to refer the woman to Mary. There is nothing in the context, other than motherhood, to support the reference to Mary. The context and the figures used clearly suggest that the woman is a reference to Israel, from whom our Lord did spring.

What, then, may be seen in the dogma? Probably the straightest answer is that one sees further dogmatic development apart from Scripture in the cult of Mary. “In short,” Miegge concludes, “the new dogma has as its sole foundation the infallibility of the Roman Catholic Church.”29

THE CO-REDEMPTRIX

It had been hoped at Vatican II that Mary would be proclaimed “Co-Re-demptrix,” but that did not happen. However, although the term was not, and is not, used, the concept is evident, for Mary plays a subsidiary role in the redemptive work of Christ.30 She plays that role by participating and cooperating in His work. For example, “The incarnation could not occur without Mary’s permission or ‘fiat’ (Lk. 1:38).”31

What, then, is the sense of the term co-redemptrix (= co-redemptress)? It signifies that the Virgin Mary “actively participated in and cooperated with Christ’s work of redemption and its merits on behalf of all mankind.”32 It should be noted, however, that Mary’s mediation is of a secondary character. Ott puts it this way: “Although Christ is the sole Mediator between God and man (1 Tim. 2, 5), since He alone, by His death on the Cross, fully reconciled mankind with God, this does not exclude a secondary mediator-ship, subordinated to Christ.”33 Christ is the perfect mediator, but others “by preparing or serving . . . co-operate in uniting men to God.”34 Bernard of Clairvaux in an extravagant paean of praise calls Mary “the inventress of grace, the mediatrix of salvation, the restorer of the ages.”35

In the opinion of some, this has become the theme of the Mariology of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. From Pope Pius IX to Pius ΧII (1846-1954) papal declarations strengthened the theme of Marian mediation.

On what grounds biblically may it be argued that Mary is the co-redemptrix with Christ? We may dispense with the supposed parallel between the disobedience of Eve and the obedience of Mary in the Fall of man and redemption.36 For those who wish to argue Mary’s co-redemption the “two culminating moments” are the moment when Mary responded to the angel Gabriel’s annunciation with, “Behold, the bondslave of the Lord; be it done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38 nasb), and the other is the very presence of Mary at the Cross and then of our Lord’s words to her and to John: “He said to His mother, ‘Woman, behold your son!’ Then He said to the disciple, ‘Behold, your mother!’ ” (John 19:26-27 nasb), as if He were committing the church to its spiritual mother, Mary. It is remarkable, if this is our Lord’s intent, that her name only appears once in the remainder of the New Testament, and then in no significant sense (Acts 1:14).

Catholics, however, make much of the two events, the Annunciation and the Cross. In the one, it is Mary’s free choice between what Roschini calls, “a mission full of ineffable sorrows and the perdition of mankind.”37 Ott contends, “The Incarnation of the Son of God, and the Redemption of mankind by the vicarious atonement of Christ were dependent on her assent. In this significant moment in the histoiy of Salvation Mary represented humanity.”38 But there is here no collaboration of human liberty and divine grace in Mary’s response. The announcement made to her is of a sovereign divine decision to which she simply submits. She does not thereby participate and collaborate with Christ in the work of redemption.

At the Cross a similar misunderstanding appears in Catholic exegesis. There it is said that Mary is offering her Son as a meritorious gift. She stands like a priest offering a sacrifice to God for humanity. “To represent Mary in that atmosphere as a sort of Abraham sacrificing on Mount Moriah,” Miegge contends, “is to substitute a quite conventional and even somewhat melodramatic vision for the dark and very human reality.”39 Berkouwer has a similar comment: “The Reformers did not object to the exalted position of Mary, her unique motherhood as the blessed one among women, but they looked upon the idea of ‘cooperation’ that played such an important part in the Roman view as the obfuscation of salvation and a devaluation of the divine grace in Jesus Christ.”40 Thus, the Reformers and Protestants cannot follow Vatican II in affirming that Mary “was united with [Christ] in suffering as he died on the cross” and cooperated “in the Saviour’s work of restoring supernatural life to souls.”41

MEDIATRIX

Since the practice of praying to the saints increased during the Middle Ages, it is not surprising that Mary became especially popular. Jesus came to stand for the stern, forbidding and unapproachable judge. The faithful were pointed to Mary, the compassionate mother who would act as mediator for them. The period of time from Trent to the French Revolution was preeminently the time of the defining of the compassionate mediation of Mary, principally in reaction against the Reformation, Jansenism, and eighteenth-century rationalism. A leader in the development of the sense of Mary as the compassionate mediatrix was Alphonsus Liguori, a leading Italian moral theologian, who wrote many devotional and mystical works in praise of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and of Mary as “semi-divine mediatrix.”42 In his work on the glories of Mary he said, “God wants all graces to come to us by the hand of Mary. ”43

Leo ΧΙII in an encyclical in 1891 strongly affirmed Mary’s mediation: “Nothing is bestowed on us except through Mary, as God himself wills. Therefore as no one can draw near to the supreme Father except through the Son, so also one can scarcely draw near to the Son except through his mother.” Vatican II reaffirmed Mary’s role as mediatrix, although warning against in any way limiting the dignity and efficacy of Christ as the one mediator.44

Popular piety, however, often exceeds the counsel of the more mature. For Liguori she is NoaII’s Ark in which sinners are saved, the city of refuge, the city of God, the treasurer of all graces. And as for her compassionate concern, “A sigh of the Blessed Virgin is more powerful than the prayers of all the saints together.”45 The extremes of this kind of piety are obvious.

MOTHER OF THE CHURCH

In Vatican II the Virgin Mary is seen as the mother of the church, a title not found in the document but used by Paul VI in the promulgation of the document in 1964.

It is hard to see how this, in spite of the protestations of many Roman Catholic theologians, does not in effect rob our Lord and the Father of the glory of their loving redeeming ministry to the church. It is the Father who is celebrated in the Scriptures for His tender compassions, and it is the Son who has loved and continues to love the church with the infinite love and tenderness of one who delivered Himself over to death for her (Galatians 2:20).

The incident recorded in Luke 11 is penetratingly clear. As our Lord was expounding the worthlessness of self-reformation, a certain woman of the crowd about Him raised her voice and said to Him, “Blessed is the mother who gave you birth and nursed you.” “Blessed rather,” our Lord replied, “are those who hear the word of God and obey it” (vv. 27-28). His words express no disapproval of His mother, but they do make the point that true blessedness is found in submission to Him and to the Scriptures. That, too, is the message of Mary’s final spoken New Testament word. When the Son, her Son, is about to begin His ministry of Word and sign as the promised Messiah and Lord, it is she who turns away all attention and interest from herself to Him: “Do whatever he tells you” (John 2:5). It is her final word!

THE CHURCH AND THE SAINTS

The Apostles’ Creed contains the expression, “the communion of saints.”46 Both the Catholics and the Reformers adopted the words as expressive of their beliefs. Was their understanding of them the same? No. For the Reformers, the communion of the saints included each and all of the believing members of the church, contending that they all partook of our Lord and “all His treasures and gifts.”47 Rome’s view of the communion of saints was different. The term saints referred to those who were holy in a special sense, such as the martyrs and others in heaven who had lived and served in notable ways and had been canonized. The intercession of the saints is not halted by death, and the invocation of the saints is valid. Direct requests to a saint in heaven for his or her intercession or for other benefits is the reference of the expression, “the invocation of the saints.” The saints can hear requests and know how to answer them.48

Further, the church maintains a “treasury” of merit earned by the saints for deeds going beyond God’s normal requirements. The merits may be distributed to those in need of remission by the bishops of the Christian communion through their “power of the keys” (cf. Matthew 16:19).49 These indulgences were remissions of the debt of temporal punishment after guilt had been forgiven and were granted to poor saints for money. They deeply disturbed Luther in 1515 and stirred him on in his reformatory zeal. The Reformers saw the treasury of merit, consisting of rewards for meritorious deeds of the saints, which might be conveyed to individuals as means of forgiveness of sins through indulgences paid for by money, as a denial of the sole saviorhood of the Son of God. In effect, the individuals benefited by the indulgences received remission of sins by virtue of the work of Christ and the good deeds of the martyrs, the merits of which were sold to them. Thus, their salvation came from the blood of Christ and the blood of the martyrs, the martyrs becoming partners with Christ in their salvation. The “no other name” of Peter in Acts 4:12 must be modified, and the names of the saints whose good deeds are in the treasury of merit must be added to our Lord’s as the source of salvation. The martyrs have become our redeemers!50

Thus, the church that Luther faced was a church related to and connected with both the heavenly church and the church suffering in purgatory, a church immersed in the ideas of merit before God and in the veneration of saints.51 In 1515-1516 Luther lectured on Romans, and one can see from his comments on Romans 12:13 that his concept of the church had moved away from the Catholic concept of the saints with their indulgences, veneration, and the meritoriousness of good works. In his comments on the words, “communicating to the necessities of the saints,” he writes, “Today we understand the ‘saints’ to be the blessed ones who have been glorified; the apostle, however, and, indeed, the whole Scripture, call ‘saints’ all who believe in Christ. This is perhaps the reason why nowadays one does not readily communicate to the saints; one believes that there are no longer any.”52 In the medieval church the sharing was materialistic, consisting in the administering of the merits of Christ and the distinguished saints to the few who received indulgences from the churcII’s treasury of merit. For Luther the saints had no “merits.” In the fifty-eighth of his Ninety-five Theses he contended, “No saint has adequately fulfilled God’s commandments in this life.” One can see how the idea of grace, free grace indeed, has been lodged by the Spirit of God in his heart.

Althaus expresses it well: “Luther’s understanding of God and of justification shattered the medieval catholic conception of the saints. Since our salvation depends only on God’s free mercy, the transfer of merits in the heavenly bank from one account to another has lost all meaning. Merit is replaced by serving one another. No one can, in the strict sense of the word, help another in God’s judgment—either through substitutionary achievement or through meritorious intercession.”53

Thus, the creed’s expression, “the communion of saints,” is not exclusive but inclusive. It refers to all the believers, not simply the outstanding, and they each in possessing all of Christ possess every spiritual blessing in Him (Ephesians 1:3). A satisfaction sufficient for all sin has been made, freely conveyed to those who in grace through the Spirit believe. The Protestant Reformers rejected the invocations of the saints as the dishonoring of the sole mediator between God and men, Jesus Christ (1 Timothy 2:5), and also as dishonoring the angels and saints themselves, for they all have refused such intercession and adoration (cf. Acts 10:26; 14:15; Revelation 19:10; 22:8-9).54

THE SACERDOTALISM OF ROME AND THE SCRIPTURES

ASPECTS OF SACERDOTALISM IN THE CHURCH OF ROME

If sacerdotalism may be defined as “religious belief emphasizing the powers of priests as essential mediators between God and mankind,”55 Roman Catholicism is essentially sacerdotal. The entire system revolves around the claims of mediatorial priestly authority and the sacramental system.

The sacraments of the Roman church, instituted by Christ it is claimed, are efficacious signs of grace. Contrary to the Reformers who contend that there are only two sacraments, or ordinances—baptism and the Lord’s Supper—the Catholic Church celebrates seven—Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist, Penance, Extreme Unction, Holy Order, and Matrimony. Catholic theologians acknowledge that the seven sacraments have been regarded as a truth of faith only since the middle of the twelfth century.56

There is a decisive difference between evangelical ordinances, or sacraments, and Catholic ordinances. In the view of Reformed and evangelical believers the ordinances of baptism and the Lord’s Supper do not remove sins. The one, baptism, is the representation and confession of one’s entrance into the church through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ’s atoning work. The other, the Lord’s Supper, is by its continual celebration a representation of one’s continuation in the church.

In the case of the sacraments of Rome the situation is entirely different. The sacraments remove sins. For example, Ludwig Ott, a distinguished Catholic theologian, whom we have cited frequently, states that “supernatural life is generated by Baptism; brought to growth by Confirmation; nourished by the Eucharist; cured from the diseases of sins and from the weakness arising from these by Penance and Extreme Unction.”57 These sacraments generally (baptism and Matrimony are excepted) require a special priestly or episcopal power, conferred by Holy Orders, for valid ministration. The sacraments work ex opere operate, that is, by the power of the completed act, and their validity does not depend on the orthodoxy of the minister or his state of grace.

The sacrament of baptism is the means of the remission of the guilt of original sin. Anathema, so the Council of Trent contended, attaches to the denier of the doctrine. In the case of adults, baptism also is the means of the eradication of all personal, mortal, or venial sins. Even when unworthily received, baptism imprints on the soul an indelible spiritual mark, the Baptismal Character, and cannot be repeated.58

In the sacrament of Confirmation by the imposition of hands, unction, and prayer, a baptized person is filled with the Holy Spirit for the inner strengthening of the supernatural life and for courageous outward testimony. By this sacrament baptismal grace is perfected.

The Eucharist (the Greek word means “thanksgiving”) is an early name for the Lord’s Supper, or Holy Communion. The sacramental actions of eating bread and drinking wine are interpreted by our Lord as symbolic actions. The relation of the symbols to the reality became controversial as indicated by the diverging views of transubstantiation, consubstantiation, and Calvin’s mediating view. The Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, first propounded probably by Paschasius Radbertus (ca. 785-ca. 860), was defined as dogma by the Fourth Lateran Council (1215).

The second significant controversy concerning the Eucharist concerns the sacrifice of the Mass,59 or the eucharistic sacrifice. Is the Eucharist an offering of Christ’s body and blood? The Reformers were united in contending that the Eucharist was not an offering of His body and Mood, but the institution of a sacrament, or ordinance, concerning His body and Mood, which were to be offered on the coming cross, just as the Lord and the apostles in the Passover Feast fed on a lamb that had already been offered in the Temple court.

The eucharistic sacrifice was first defined as dogma by the Council of Trent in 1562. The Council stated that the “Same Christ” is sacrificed in an “unbloody manner, who once offered himself in a bloody manner chi the altar of the cross.”

That claim raises the question, “What are the effects of the Eucharist?” Among the effects are unification with Christ and the preservation and increase of supernatural life, and it is a pledge of heavenly bliss and future resurrection. As a sacrament Christ is partaken as nourishment for the soul. As a sacrifice He is offered as a sacrificial gift to God. It “makes present” Christ’s sacrifice. In fact, Ott speaks of “the presenting again of the Sacrifice of the Cross.”60 But, most significantly, he goes on to say, “The purpose of the Sacrifice is the same in the Sacrifice of the Mass as in the Sacrifice of the Cross; primarily the glorification of God, secondarily atonement, thanksgiving, and appeal.”61 There we have it; the Eucharist is atoning. It is a sacrifice of “expiation and impetration,” effecting the remission of sins and the punishment for sin. It is a “sacrifice of propitiation” and can be offered “not only for the living, but also for the poor souls in Purgatory.”62 It works ex opere operato, its effectiveness not depending on the spiritual worthiness of the sacrificing priest, nor of the co-sacrificing church member.

It will be useful to mention briefly the sacrament of Extreme Unction, although Catholics admit that evidences for this sacrament among the chinch Fathers are not numerous. “As Extreme Unction is a Sacrament of the Living,” Ott says, “it presupposes in general the remission of grievous sins. But if a person in mortal sin is seriously ill and can no longer receive the Sacrament of Penance, or if he erroneously believes that he is free from grievous sin, Extreme Unction eradicates the grievous sins per accidens, but still by reason of Christ’s Institution.”63 Only bishops and priests can administer the sacrament.

ASPECTS OF SACERDOTALISM IN THE SCRIPTURES

Does the New Testament support a form of sacerdotalism? It is not easy to answer the question affirmatively without introducing a measure of confusion, for the sacerdotalism of the Bible is largely confined to the Old Testament and the priestly code of the Law of Moses. The New Testament teaching of our Lord, the apostles, and that of the epistle to the Hebrews make clear that the Mosaic system has been done away with (see, for example, Romans 3:21-8:39; 2 Corinthians 3:1-18; Galatians 2:1-5:26; Hebrews 1:1-10:18). If one is thinking of a priestly class, plural in number, who act as essential mediators between God and mankind, as Webster defined sacerdotalism, then there is no sacerdotalism in that part of the New Testament that unfolds the fact and significance of the accomplished atonement of Jesus Christ and the establishment of the new covenant assembly of the people of God.

In a lengthy passage on the Christian ministry, Bishop Lightfoot pointed out that the apostolic church had “no sacerdotal system” and that in the New Testament teaching on ministry there is “an entire silence about priestly functions.”64

It is well known that the sacerdotalism of the Roman church was unknown in the apostolic church and grew through the early centuries of the Christian era. It is Cyprian (a.d. 200-258) who is the key figure in the transference of the Old Testament concepts of priest and priesthood to the Christian ministry, although Clement of Rome makes a statement in his epistle65 that suggests a parallel between officials of Christian congregations and the priests of the Old Testament. Eventually there arose the stage in Roman sacerdotalism in which the priests offered the sacrifices of the body and blood of Christ for sin. This encroachment of the Mosaic Law’s Levitical system upon the churcII’s ministry reaches its culmination in Cyprian. In Cyprian’s view all the passages that refer to the privileges and duties of the Aaronic priesthood refer to the officers of the Christian church.66

I am reminded of an experience that Kenneth Pike had in his translation of the Scriptures into the language of a Mexican Indian tribe many years ago. Pike, regarded by many as one of the world’s premier linguists, said that after finishing his translation of the epistle to the Hebrews he was reading it to an Indian congregation for their reaction with no confidence that it was a good one and also afraid that it would aid the large Catholic priestly class in view of Hebrews’ heavy reference to priests and priesthood. He was living at the time in a heavily priest-ridden area. While he was reading the text, an old Indian leaned back and said, “I see it now! They’re just trying to prolong their destiny!” Pike said he apologized to God in his heart that, although he felt that the epistle had been rather poorly translated into the language of the tribe, he had had so little confidence in the power of God’s Word to illumine hearts, even uneducated and untaught hearts.67

Something very similar has happened in the bringing of the Old Testament priesthood’s practices into the Christian church. The old Indian was on to something, for it appears that Rome is doing just what he said: seeking to prolong the destiny of a sacerdotalism that cannot be harmonized with the New Testament.

If, however, one thinks simply of the Lord Jesus Christ as the High Priest after the order of Melchizedek, who has offered a fully sufficient sacrifice for sinners and is now engaged in the intercession that accompanies His offering at the right hand of God the Father, then there is a unique sacerdotal system in the New Testament. There is a one-of-a-kind priest. The writer of Hebrews calls Him a High Priest (2:17; 3:1; 4:15; 5:1, 5, 10; 6:20; 7:26; 8:1; 9:11), a great Priest (10:21, Gk.), and a great High Priest (4:14). Further, the whole of the mystical body of His company—the church, the true believers—constitutes a holy priesthood, the royal priesthood (1 Peter 2:9; Revelation 1:6) of Scripture. To Him belongs the sacerdotium, the priestly work or priestly office, and to them in Him.68 His priestly office consists of two works, the work of sacrifice and the work of intercession.

The work of sacrifice. The writer of Hebrews is the New Testament author who most fully expounds the priestly ministry of our Lord. He cogently and conclusively makes the point that there is only one sacrifice for sins and that Christ has offered the sacrifice, finishing the work connected with it. In the sonorous and impressive sentence opening the discourse, he states that the Son has “provided purification for sins.”69 The achievement is one impossible to any other person and stresses His unique qualifications for priestly ministry. The final clause, signifying that He has “sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven,” indicates that the Son’s priestly sacrifice, in contrast to the Old Testament Levitical priests and, I might say, to the continually laboring priests of the Church of Rome, stands finished. The ground of the purification of God’s elect people has been completed. To be a seated priest at God’s right hand, as Psalm 110:1 indicates, is the destiny of the High Priest according to the order of Melchizedek. The reference to the priest at the right hand of God in the glory of a finished work is the principal theme of the letter, and other passages fill in the details.

In the fifth chapter the author sets out the qualifications for high priestly ministry. The priest must not only be human, but humane, able to deal gently with those who go astray. And, further and most important, he must be appointed by God to the office. He points out, in indicating the Son’s eminent qualifications for the work, that “God said to him, ‘You are my Son; today I have become your Father.’ And he says in another place, ‘You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek’ ” (Hebrews 5:5-6). The two texts are used to show that the Son is God’s appointed priest. It is very much to the point to emphasize this, because the words of the text clearly indicate that no mere human priests now, since the end of the Levitical system, stand in office by divine authority. The Roman priests have no divine right to their pretended office.70

A series of texts follow in the epistle stressing that the priestly sacrifice has been offered and that it cannot be followed by another with authority and cleansing power: “Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself” (7:27). Again, “He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption” (9:12). An eternal redemption makes it unnecessary that one have any other than that, and believing men and women have that.

“Nor did he enter heaven to offer himself again and again, the way the high priest enters the Most Holy Place every year with blood that is not his own. Then Christ would have had to suffer many times since the creation of the world. But now he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of himself” (9:25-26).

Once more the note of a one-time and final sacrifice is sounded in the words, “and by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all” (10:10). The note, now a rising crescendo, is heard again: “because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy” (10:14). And this is followed in the text that is probably the final note of the author’s major doctrinal argument of the one sacrifice of Christ for sins: “Then he adds: ‘Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more.’ And where these have been forgiven, there is no longer any sacrifice for sin” (10:17-18). These texts indicate that there is no need and no place for claims that ordinances without biblical authentication are divinely ordained means for the forgiveness of sins. There is no longer any sacrifice for sin, the author says.

In chapter 13 the author makes the statement, “We have an altar from which those who minister at the tabernacle have no right to eat” (v. 10). “The word ‘altar,’ ” F. F. Bruce points out, “is used by metonymy for ‘sacrifice’—as when, e.g., we say that a man keeps a good table, meaning thereby good food.” Our sacrifice is that made at Calvary by the Son of God, and it is in that sacrifice that believers have redemption (cf. 8:1).

What connection is there between this passage and the Eucharist? No direct connection at all. It is remarkable how our author avoids mentioning the Eucharist when he has every opportunity to do so; for example, it would have been easy for him to derive some eucharistic significance from the bread and wine that Melchizedek brought to Abraham when he met him “returning from the slaughter of the kings” (7:1);71 but he does not even mention the bread and wine.

. . . His failure to mention them, let alone discern some Christian meaning in them, can scarcely be accidental.72

The work of intercession. The intercession of the priest is not prominent in the Old Testament, but it is there (cf. Leviticus 16:13; Numbers 16:1-50). They made intercession for the same persons for whom they offered sacrifices. In fact, atonement and intercession included each other, the atonement being prolonged without suffering into the work of intercession. The two functions are coextensive. In the case of our Lord’s intercession it has been called “the perpetual presentation of the ‘continual burnt offering’ of Calvary.”73

Passages attribute the whole of our salvation to His sacrifice and to His intercession (Hebrews 10:14; 7:25). The same priest who ministered at the bronze altar and at the mercy seat also ministered at the golden altar of incense, and for the same people. As Martin says, “But at both altars Aaron was the type of Christ; and as an offerer both in sacrifice and intercession, Christ is the antitype of Aaron.”74 “The entire work of the priest,” Hodge points out, “was one work. They sacrificed for, they interceded for, they blessed precisely the same persons and no others. Num. vi. 22-27.”75

The antitypical reference is obvious. It is our Lord who has offered the one and only sacrifice, and it is He alone who intercedes in the Holiest in the presence of the Father for His covenant members on the ground of the value of His offering. There is no place nor need for human intercessors. One sufficient heavenly intercessor is enough. Lightfoot, referring to Hebrews, sounds the same note: “Now this Apostolic writer teaches that all sacrifices had been consummated in the one Sacrifice, all priesthoods absorbed in the one Priest. The offering had been made once for all: and, as there were no more victims, there could be no more priests.”76

Does not the epistle, however, use sacerdotal language, speaking of sacrifices and altar (13:15, 16, 10)? Yes, it does. But the sacrifices are of praise, thanksgiving, and sharing, metaphorical uses of the terms, and the altar is used by metonymy for the cross of Christ. No reference whatever is made to an officiating minister, a priest, who performs sacerdotal acts, offering sacrifices for others. The Catholic concept of the Eucharist and Mass is unknown to the Scriptures.

Conclusion. We, thus, conclude that the one offering of Jesus Christ is sui generis, a single, unique, lone rock of redemption by which He took possession of the divine sanctuary, the heavenly Holy of Holies, and there reigns as Savior and Lord. And we conclude that the sacraments of the Roman church with their claims that they are necessary for the forgiveness of sins tragically and fatally compromise the principle of grace in human salvation. The sacrifice of the Son of God is unrepeatable and final, the last and only valid offering for sin with heaven’s blessing.

The writer of Hebrews concludes the principal doctrinal section of his epistle with a citation from JeremiaII’s prophecy of the new covenant and an observation upon its promises. By citing the beginning of the prophecy from Jeremiah and then omitting much of its central content and concluding with its final lines, he makes it evident that the final words are the important ones for him here. They are, “Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more.” The finality of them is obvious, and the author’s comment upon them is, “and where these have been forgiven, there is no longer any sacrifice for sin” (10:17-18). Appropriately Westcott adds, “This is the last— the decisive—word of the argument.”77 It says it all very well. Decisively, there is no longer offering for sin with heaven’s imprimatur. It is the supreme and only treasury of merit. Its benefits are available to faith alone, apart from works of any kind. The author makes that plain by his citation of Habakkuk 2:4: “But my righteous one will live by faith” (Hebrews 10:38).

As readers of Hebrews know, there are two words that frequently dot the pages of the letter. They are the words “better” and “eternal.” It speaks of a better hope, a better covenant, better promises, a better country, better and lasting possessions, and a better resurrection. One might, however, reason from the word “better” that things still “better” might come along, thus clouding the finality of the promises. Of course, something better than these promises would have to be marvelous, indeed, so the faithful have no reason to faint. The author, however, has another favorite word. He speaks of an eternal redemption, an eternal inheritance, and an eternal covenant. It is significant that the covenant containing the promise of the forgiveness of sins is said to be better and also eternal. Thus, for the author the better things appear also to be final things. In other words, the promises that emerge from the one final and unrepeatable sacrifice are incomparable and unsurpassable. We understand why Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is God’s last word to men and why He and His atoning sacrifice are man’s sole, total, and eminently satisfying hope.

I mentioned in the introduction that Veritatis Splendor began with Scripture. It is unfortunate, however, that its well-reasoned argument has not stayed with Scripture but concludes on a note out of harmony with Scripture, on a note centering more emphatically upon Mary than upon Jesus Christ and His unparalleled redeeming sacrifice. We still await that better note from Rome.
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Roman Catholics and evangelical Protestants have significantly different approaches to spirituality—thatis, the way we live out our faith commitment. In evangelicalperspective, our works of piety and mercy do not merit finalsalvation (as in the Catholic view). Rather, they bearwitness to a salvation already realized and perfected in thelife, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Though the Reformers rediscovered the message of salvation by free grace, their movement resulted in a rent inthe Body of Christ. Today we need to build bridgeswherever possible, hoping and praying that the unity wealready have in Jesus Christ might be made visible to theunbelieving world.


ESSAY 6

ISSPIRITUALITY ENOUGH?

Differing Models for Living

Donald G. Bloesch

Whereas evangelical Protestantism tends to uphold a theology of the Word of God, the Catholic and Orthodox traditions have generallygravitated toward a theology of the spiritual life. Evangelicals in the Reformation tradition do not ignore spirituality but always subordinate it to God’sself-revelation in Christ attested in Holy Scripture. Their emphasis is onGod’s unmerited grace rather than on the human response in spiritual exercises. Spirituality did, however, become an important part of the theologicalagenda in the spiritual movements of purification after the Reformation—Pietism and Puritanism—though the priority of God’s act of redeeminggrace in Christ was never lost sight of, except in radical Pietism.

Spirituality in the Christian sense is the way we live out our vocation under the cross of Christ. Its principal concern is with the Christian life (praxis) rather than with doctrine (logos). Ideally, praxis and logos are held together in a dynamic tension, but often the paradoxical unity of these dimensions of Christian existence is sundered, one side being emphasized tothe detriment of the other.

TYRES OF SPIRITUALITY

The role of spirituality in Christian life and thought will become more evident when seen against the background of a comparative analysis of various types of spirituality.1 Each type has appeared in Christian history andtherefore warrants critical examination.

Primitive, or animistic, spirituality is oriented toward gaining the blessing of the gods to ensure worldly security and happiness. The sacred is reduced to an impersonal force (manna) transmitted through holy objects (fetishism) and mediated through seers or shamans that make contact withthe higher spirits through ecstasy (shamanism). Magic always plays a pivotal role in the primitive worldview: the goal is to manipulate and control thedivine power for one’s own ends. Prayer takes the form of pleading, evencajoling the divine power or powers in order to gain special favors.

Ritualistic spirituality is a more advanced stage of spiritual development in that spiritual relationships are lived out in the context of an ordered community. Grace is regarded as an energy or fluid that can be imparted throughthe rites of the ecclesiastical institution.2 Sacraments are important in ritualism because they mediate grace through visible signs that are more or lessunder the control of a priestly elite. Prayer is reduced to incantations thatoften take the form of vain repetition. The spontaneity so evident in primitive religion is superseded by officially sanctioned forms that ensure thecontinuity and survival of the religious tradition.

Rational, or philosophical, spirituality often indicates a reaction on the part of sophisticated intellectuals against the na'ivet6 of direct relations witha personal god or gods. Religion is purged of anthropomorphism and madeto center in transcendental ideals or ideas that can guide one in ethical living. God is no longer a personal spirit but a universal principle, like the Ideaof the Good, or a distant Creator conceived of as the Architect of the Universe. Prayer is reflection on the beneficence of the world order or on themystery and wonder of nature. We penetrate the realm of spirit by rationalthought rather than through prescribed ritual or methodical discipline.

Friedrich Heiler saw the two highest types of spirituality as the mystical and the nrophetic, since they enable the human spirit to ascend beyond therituals and formulas of human contrivance to a direct relationship with theUnseen.3 Heiler was speaking as a phenomenologist of religion, but as a theologian I too see an advance in spirituality in these two types of devotionbecause they resonate more fully with the biblical world-and-life view.

Mysticism is a type of religion not confined to Christianity, for it appears in all the higher world religions. Its hallmark is an immediate or direct experience of the Eternal that gives meaning and direction to human life. Thisexperience is ineffable, eluding all attempts to conceptualize it. The Godwho is experienced is unnameable, for he is far greater and deeper than allour feeble attempts to define him. The God of mysticism cannot be masteredor controlled (unlike the deities in primitive and ritualistic religion). We cangain access to him, however, not by prescribed ritual or rational thought butby allowing ourselves to be grasped by the Infinite who surrounds andupholds us. Or we make contact with the divine by entering into the depthsof the soul and finding the point of identity between the self and God.

Christian mysticism draws upon Platonism, Neoplatonism, and Orphism as well as upon the Bible and church tradition. The result is that biblicalthemes are often subordinated to Hellenistic ones. God is generally renderedsuprapersonal or impersonal; prayer is no longer entreaty but now ecstaticunion with the ground and abyss of all being.4

Prophetic religion, which inspired the great prophers of monotheistic faiths, is oriented toward a divine revelation in history and is characterizedby structured spontaneity in which prayer and devotion break through allprescribed forms. Its focus is not on the human ascent to God as the pinnacle of perfection but on the descent of God to the human condition (and this isespecially true of biblical religion). Prayer becomes the pouring out of thesoul before God, not with the intent of imposing our will upon God (as inprimitive religion) but in order to bring our will into conformity with God’s.Prayer may take the form of wrestling with God, but only for the purpose ofdiscovering His will more fully. Prophetic religion is more cerebral thanmystical religion, centering on a revelation that is communicated by wordsand concepts, even though it can never be fully assimilated except in thepower of the Spirit. In prophetic religion we meet God in a divine-humanencounter (in which God takes the initiative) rather than in a state of religious ecstasy or in the awe engendered by ritual performance.

A particular challenge to prophetic spirituality on the contemporary scene is the resurgence of the ancient heresy of Gnosticism, which constituted one of the principal threats to the gospel in the early church.5 Gnosticspirituality is characterized by a world-denying stance far more radical thanthat found in Neoplatonism. The goal is to disengage ourselves from thecreated or material order for the purpose of rediscovering the uncreated element within humanity that links us with the divine. We find God not by Hisself-condescension to our condition (as in biblical, prophetic religion) norby the power of love that takes us beyond concepts (as in Christian mysticism) but by knowledge (gnosis), which is none other than self-understanding; the infinite God remains essentially unknowable.

Gnosticism might be regarded as an exaggerated or aberrant form of mysticism that highlights the discontinuity between God and the created order. Human life is portrayed as a falling away from an earlier state of perfection. Whereas mysticism tends to be monistic in its attempt to break throughappearance to an all-encompassing reality, Gnosticism is dualistic, underlining the cleavage between the realm of spirit and the realm of matter. Matterdoes not lead to spirit (as in Platonism) but constitutes an insuperable obstacle to spirit and must therefore be overcome. In some current forms of Gnosticism the cleavage is between a diseased or oppressive society and anenlightened consciousness that can be realized only through arduous discipline, sometimes involving training under a spiritual master.

Another type of spirituality, nomism, focuses on obedience to moral precepts rather than witnessing to a definitive revelation in history. Nomism tends toward legalism, which often goes hand in hand with ritualism. Thelegalistic mentality can appear in both mystical and prophetic religion, andevangelical Christianity has generally been alert to the intrusion of this alienspirit into the ethos of the gospel.

CATHOLICISM AND HELLENISM

Both Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy arc heavily indebted to classical thought and spirituality, from which they derived the conceptualtools and creative insights to implant Christianity firmly in the soil of theancient world. At their best they sought to baptize pagan concepts into theservice of the gospel; at their worst they accommodated the biblical vision toa worldview that contradicted gospel spirituality. Reinhold Niebuhr observed that in endeavoring to relate the personal-dramatic categories of biblical faith to the ontological categories of Greek philosophy, the churchfathers frequently sacrificed the former to the latter.6 The biblical-classicalsynthesis, which was motivated primarily by an apologetic attempt to makethe faith credible to its cultured despisers, often ended in compromising theintegrity of the biblical message. Some prescient theologians in the ancientworld warned against any accommodation to cultural thought in the proclamation of the gospel, but even some of the heroes of the faith—such as Ter-tullian and Athanasius—were unable to disengage themselves completelyfrom the classical worldview.7

Catholic and Orthodox spiritualities have been shaped by an often well-meaning attempt to penetrate the mind of the ancient world by finding common ground with classical philosophy, especially Platonism and Neoplatonism. Roman Catholic scholars such as Hans Urs von Balthasarand Eastern Orthodox scholars such as John Meyendorff have duly recognized the Platonic and Stoic intrusion into the thought world of the patristicfathers and have sought to combat it.8 It is this apologetic accommodation offaith to cultural philosophy that resulted in the imbalances in faith and practice that were partially redressed in the Protestant Reformation.

Christian mysticism has proved to be a reservoir of spiritual insight throughout Christian histoiy and has made a lasting impact on Protestantevangelical, as well as Catholic, devotion. \fet too often its claims and goalsstand in tension, if not contradiction, with those of biblical personalism. Theresult is that faith loses its cutting edge and the gospel is transposed into instruction for daily living or a formula for self-realization. Christ becomesthe paradigm of creative spirituality rather than the Redeemer who liberatesus from the compulsion to make ourselves spiritual or worthy in the sight ofGod. The mystical tradition in the church has highlighted the importance ofmanuals of devotion and exercises that strengthen one in the spiritual life,but often to the point of making them a pathway to salvation itself ratherthan a witness and sign of a salvation already accomplished for us by JesusChrist in His sacrificial life and death on a cross and by His glorious resurrection from the dead.

In its attempt to come to terms with Hellenism, Catholicism was prone to sacrifice the almost anthropomorphic God of biblical religion for the impersonal or suprapersonal God of mysticism and Platonism. God was depicted as the actus purus (a concept derived from Aristotle)—pure actuality inwhich all potentiality is realized in the perfection of the tidiness of being.The problem is that, if all possibilities are already realized in God, can Godrelate meaningtidly to the changing order of creation and history?9 For thefathers and doctors of the Catholic Church, God is ever-willing—but doesnot God also have the freedom not to will? In Neoplatonism God’s goodnessnecessarily overflows from His being—but does not God have the freedomto withhold His goodness, to withdraw His presence from His creation? Thefathers of the church were adamant that God creates freely, but they too readily defined God’s goodness in terms of creativity or productivity ratherthan love for a sinful humanity.10 Aristotle’s God was the unmoved moverwho moved the world toward him by the sheer force of his ineffable beauty.The biblical God is not One who transcends the world in sublime detachment but One who is actively engaged in the affairs of the world, who seeksand saves those who are lost. The God of Platonism and mysticism was theself-sufficient Absolute, the summit of all perfection, who remains unaffected by the sin and misery of the human creation. The God of the Bible is aGod who freely relates Himself to His creation and condescends to share inthe trials and agonies of His people. The God of mysticism is immutable andimpassible; the God of biblical religion makes Himself vulnerable to thepain and lostness of His people. The God of mysticism is always at rest(Deus semper quietus)·, the God of biblical religion is ever active (Deusper agens).11

The biblical God is indeed unchanging in the integrity of His being and in His will and purpose for humankind, but He freely chooses to alter theways by which He realizes His purposes for His people. He is essentiallyindependent of His creation, but He makes Himself dependent on the way inwhich His creation responds to His love and beneficence. He is transcendentover His creation, but He makes Himself immanent in His creation so thatHe can be immediately available for His people.

Though the church fathers and theologians of the medieval church spoke much of the love of God, their concept of love proved to be much closer tothe eros of Hellenistic philosophy than to the agape of the New Testament.Anders Nygren has shown in his ground-breaking Agape and Eros that a tacit and sometimes conscious attempt was made to harmonize these two opposing concepts, and the biblical idea was consequently diluted or lostaltogether.12 Eros is the self-seeking love of human desire that aspires tounion with God as the summit of perfection. Agape is the self-sacrificing,other-regarding love best epitomized in God’s descent to sinful humanity inthe person and work of Jesus Christ. Eros moves from poverty to riches,whereas agape moves from riches to poverty. Eros is an ascending love thatleaves the world in its sin and misery behind; agape is a descending and out-going love that glorifies God by taking us into the dereliction of our neighbor in need.

Augustine’s caritas represented a Mend of eras and agape, but eros emerged as more significant. Augustine did make a prominent place for thedownward movement of God’s grace to the world, but the purpose of thisgrace was to assist mortals in their ascent and elevation to God. A salienttheme in his theology was the mystical ladder to heaven, which we ascendwith the aid of grace but which is also the condition for receiving eternalglory.13 Interestingly Luther also used ladder imagery but to illustrate orconvey the means by which God descends to our level in Jesus Christ.

Among the church fathers the model of salvation was deification or divinization (theosis) rather than justification (as with Paul and the Reformers).14 The purpose of the Incarnation was said to be the divinization of redeemed humanity—transfiguration in the likeness of God. Through thegrace of God we are made partakers of the divine nature.15 We have an important role in cooperating with the grace of God in order to facilitate ourdivinization, which is fully realized at the time of death when mortality putson immortality. Divinization was a prominent theme of the Greek fathers,though it also entered the Latin church and has become part of the Christianmystical tradition. The idea of divinization ultimately derives from Platoand Neoplatonists, who interpreted salvation as basically the assimilation ofthe soul to God.16 The church fathers made a place for grace in the divinizingprocess but ignored or downplayed the biblical theme of salvation by the external righteousness of God—the holiness of Jesus Christ that justifies uswhile we are still in our sins. Moreover, they gave insufficient recognitionto the fact that our union with Christ is realized solely in the gift of faith, notat the end of a long process of spiritual purification.

The fathers and doctors of the church also adopted the classical ideal of happiness(eudaimonia) as the goal of human endeavor. In Plato and Aristotle eudaimonia is achieved through the subordination of the senses to reason, which results in wholeness in being and personality. For the fathers eudaimonia is possible only through union with Christ—the result of faithworking through love. The well-ordered soul is the transfigured soul, thesoul transformed or divinized by the grace of God. The theologians of Catholicism and Orthodoxy broke with Platonism in stressing the priority ofgrace in Christian experience, but they continued to accept the egocentricideal of happiness as the goal of the Christian life. In the biblical vision happiness is a by-product or consequence of a still higher goal—to give glory toGod alone through service to our neighbor in need.

Catholic theology for the most part remained true to the Bible by seeing the tragic flaw as sin, not error or ignorance (as in the classical tradition).Yet in explaining the origin of sin, theologians tended to view it in ontological terms—as a privation of being—rather than in historical terms—as aconscious and deliberate rebellion of the human creation against God. Sin becomes separation from undivided unity with God (as in Platonism andNeoplatonism) rather than willful transgression of a known law of God. Salvation becomes reunion with God rather than the unmerited forgiveness of sins. Itwas not a matter of either/or, since Catholic theology held to both these conceptions, but it seemed that the mystical understanding time and again overshadowed the biblical understanding.17 Catholicism was tempted not only bymysticism but also by ritualism. The sacrament of Penance reflected a legalisticview of sin in which satisfaction of law was supremely important.18

In both Eastern and Western branches of the church the Christian life was by and large articulated in mystical terminology. The stages of the mysticalascent to God—purgation, illumination, union, ecstasy—were spelled outby the Neoplatonic philosopher Proclus and transmitted to the church by Dionysius, the pseudo-Areopagite (ca. 500). In this schema the gift of illumination and the final gift of contemplative union with God are contingent onthe struggle of the soul to purge itself of sin and to prepare itself for the visitation of God’s Spirit. In Catholic orthodoxy prevenient grace is necessaryto begin the salvific process, but the whole of the Christian life is seen as amystical ascent or return of the soul to union with God. Salvation is notGod’s declaration of undeserved righteousness through faith in Jesus Christbut the outcome of a long process of purification and illumination in whichthe soul prepares itself for final union with God. One part of the church believed that even before grace reaches us we can do what lies within our power (facere quod in se est) and thereby dispose ourselves to receive grace.19The Thomistic tradition contended for the priority of grace even at the beginning of the salvific process but held that on the basis of grace we canmerit an increase of grace and finally eternal life itself. This position wasformally articulated and approved by the Council of Trent (1563), whichsaw justification as a cooperative endeavor between God and the sinner inwhich we are enabled to move toward final salvation by the graces availableto us in the sacraments. These graces spur us on to good deeds that havemeritorious value in God’s sight.20

Prayer in the mystical type of religion is basically meditation and contemplation. Catholic theologians, such as Augustine, also made a place for petition but regarded petition as a lower grade of prayer. Petition is for beginners in the faith; as we progress toward mystical union with God we putpetition behind us in order to contemplate the infinite God in His incandescent glory. In contemplation we are emptied of self and taken up into God.Silence is necessary, especially for the higher types of prayer, since unionwith God requires detachment from the world of things. In silence we seekto get beyond the historical Jesus, even beyond all concepts and images, intounity with the abyss and ground of all being. Christian mystics prize mentalprayer over vocal prayer. Angelus Silesius concluded, “We cannot speak ofGod, He is beyond compare. And so we can adore Him best with silent prayer. ”21 Indeed, “so far beyond all words is He, I know no other way thannot to speak. Thus without words I pray.”22 For Plotinus prayer was “theflight of the alone to the Alone.” By contrast, in evangelical, biblical spirituality prayer is calling on the name of God, who is never alone but coexistsin fellowship within Himself as a holy Trinity and wills to establish fellowship with all of His people.

In fairness to the Christian mystics one should acknowledge that they were often inconsistent and that their biblical faith persisted despite the Neoplatonic terminology they drew upon to clarify their faith. While cherishingthe ideal of contemplative prayer, the great saints of Catholic and Orthodoxmysticism also recommended prayer in the realistic or naive sense—talkingwith God and asking for His aid and guidance. The contemplative state wasnever something permanent, and the unmediated vision of God was generally something in the future—to be attained beyond the veil of death. Similarly, whereas their goal was uninterrupted union with God, the mystics intheir practical advice and in their own lives often exemplified self-givinglove in their relations to other people. When critiquing the Neoplatonicframework in which they articulated their faith, we need to bear in mind thatwe as evangelical Protestants also necessarily draw upon some philosophicalsystem, whether it be that of Plato, Plotinus, Aristotle, Kant, Hegel, White-head, or some other exemplar of cultural wisdom. The important thing tokeep in mind is that the gospel must be allowed to stand as a judge over allphilosophical concepts and images. Philosophy can be used as a tool offaith, but it must never become its master. Otherwise we risk falling into anew synthesis between faith and cultural thought that subverts rather thanenhances the unique claims of biblical faith.

GAINS AND LOSSES IN THE REFORMATION

The Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century signified more than a theological correction. It was none other than a spiritual revolution, posinga direct challenge to the mystical and ritualistic spirituality pervasive in Roman Catholicism from the early centuries on. Whereas Catholic spiritualityhad focused on making satisfaction to pay debts incurred by sins after baptism, evangelical Protestant spirituality emphasized unconditional grace thatbrings us out of bondage to live a life of freedom and purpose in service to abroken and lost humanity. For the Reformers the Christian no longer needsto suffer penalties for sin, since the supreme penalty has already been borneby Jesus Christ, but we still have to undergo disciplines that equip us forkingdom service. Whereas mysticism placed the emphasis on purificationleading to illumination and union, Luther and Calvin contended that faithitself unites us with Christ, and works of purification follow rather than precede faith. The right order is not purification, illumination, and then union, but faith, repentance, and then service. In place of the Catholic mystical understanding of the Christian life as the stairway of the saints or the ladder toheaven, Reformation theology stressed the descent of God to the sinful human condition. It was the difference between a spirituality based on eros,self-regarding love, and one based on agape, the sacrificial, paradoxicallove of the cross. The fulcrum of spirituality in Reformation perspective wasno longer desire for union with God and possession of the greatest good butreadiness to serve wherever God may call, even if this entails placing ourspiritual status before God in jeopardy (cf. Exodus 32:32; Romans 9:3).

The Reformers stoutly challenged the Catholic conception that sinful humanity can prepare the way for justification, though always with the assistance of grace. Late medieval theology taught that even apart from prior grace works of contrition can merit justifying grace, albeit only in a loosesense. William of Ockham and Gabriel Biel spoke of merits de congruo,meaning that we can do works that may induce God’s favor, so long as theyare done in sincerity and so long as we do what in us lies.23 Merit in the strictsense—works that truly deserve God’s favor (decondigno)—is not possibleapart from His assisting grace. The Council of Trent held that works before justifying grace cannot merit grace, but after justifying grace we can meritfinal justification (i.e., eternal life) through cooperating with grace. TheProtestant Reformation challenged this whole legalistic schema by contending that no Christian can merit God’s favor. Base motivations always accompany godly motivations and thereby render us unworthy in the sight ofGod on the basis of our own goodness. We can do works that are pleasing toGod when these works are inspired by faith in Christ’s righteousness, whichcovers our sinfulness and so makes us acceptable before God.

The Protestant Reformers warned against relativizing the absolute, against confounding the finite and the infinite. The church cannot dispensegrace, only receive it. It cannot guarantee the trustworthiness of the biblicalrevelation, only acknowledge it. The body and blood of Christ are not contained in the sacrament but mediated through the sacrament by the free action of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit is not a magical force or substance that canbe controlled by the church or its clerics but the power and action of a personal, living God who disciplines and chastises a church that arrogates power to itself. Glory is to be given not to the church, not to the pope, not to thesaints, not to the bread and wine in Holy Communion but only to God (soliDeo Gloria). The Reformation signaled the triumph of prophetic spiritualityover both mystical and ritualistic spirituality.

Another emphasis of the Reformers was the primacy of Holy Scripture over both church tradition and religious experience. But this was not Scripture as abook in the power of the church but Scripture as the sword of the Spirit of Godwho judges and renews the church. The Reformation criterion was Scripture inits paradoxical unity with the Spirit, who inspired its words and continues to speak through its witness, calling the church to renewal and repentance.24

Although the mainline Reformation retained the sacraments as instruments that the Spirit uses to strengthen faith, its real sacrament was the preaching of the Word. Preaching was no longer a moral homily (often briefand only tangentially related to Scripture) introducing the sacrifice of theMass but the faithful proclamation of the gospel and the law, convictingpeople of sin and driving them to repentance. The sacraments have no efficacy unless they are grounded in the Word, and the service of worship isdefective unless it is centered in the Word.

In their doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, the Reformers challenged the clericalism of the church, which viewed the priest as a mediator between God and the congregation. Every Christian, they claimed, can godirectly to God through Christ and can and must intercede for the wholecompany of the saints.25 Moreover, every Christian is called to full-timekingdom service. Even in the midst of secular and household duties we canfulfill our holy vocation of being ambassadors and heralds of the gospel.The Reformers contradicted the prevalent Catholic conception that the religious life is a surer road to perfection than the secular life, that those whoplace themselves under the counsels of celibacy, poverty, and obedience exemplify the ideal of discipleship under the cross. The religious life is nomore meritorious than the secular life and may actually foster the illusionthat we can get closer to God through prescribed spiritual exercises thanthrough the toil and hardship of daily life in the world. The universal call tosanctity and discipleship has been affirmed in Vatican II, a sign that thewind of the Spirit is still blowing in the ancient church of Christendom.26

It has been fashionable in evangelical Protestantism to regard the Reformation church as the true church of Christ and the Roman Catholic church as the false church. A more biblical stance is to see one holy and apostolicchurch irremediably fractured by the Reformation. Both separated churchesnow fall short of the fullness of truth that characterizes the invisiblechurch—the holy catholic church that crosses all denominational lines. Jaroslav Pelikan rightly described the Reformation as a tragic necessity, andthis is how we should view it today, especially in light of the continued fragmentation of Protestantism and the erosion of its biblical moorings.27 It wasnecessary because the theology of works-righteousness that had permeatedthe life and thought of the church had to be reversed. It was tragic because itsplit the church in two, and the wounds left from this schism continue tofester. Augustine wisely observed that when Christians are separated fromone another their perception of the truth is dimmed. The key to apprehending the truth of the mystery of divine revelation is to be found in the unity ofthe churches, and yet paradoxically this unity can come only on the basis ofa fresh apprehension of truth given by the Spirit of God. The key to bothtruth and unity therefore lies in a new outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon thechurch. Yet we must do more than simply wait and pray. We must workactively to overcome the obstacles that divide Christendom, and we must doso in a spirit of love as well as in a spirit of zeal for the truth.

The Reformation brought about solid gains in both theology and spirituality: it highlighted themes that had fallen into partial eclipse—the absolute priorityof grace over works (sola gratia), the centrality of the cross in accomplishingthe salvation of believing humanity (solus Christus), and the cruciality of personal faith in receiving the grace of justification (sola fide). It also made theBible central again in the lives of the laity, for whom the Bible was largely inaccessible, since the oily versions generally available were in Latin.

Appreciation of these facts should not, however, prevent us from recognizing that there were also losses in the Reformation—more conspicuous in the children of the Reformation than in the Reformers themselves. One ofthese was the diminished perception of the divinity of the church. In the newethos engendered by the Reformation the church came to be conceived as anassembly of like-minded individuals who gather to hear the Word and havefellowship with one another. The church as the mystical body of Christ, themother of the faithful in whose womb we are borne into the kingdom, belonged to a discarded heritage. The sacraments were reduced to ethical ordinances, no longer means of grace. Worship came to be centeredexclusively in the written and proclaimed Word, and the visible Word became an appendage to the service of worship rather than its fulfillment (as inLuther and Calvin).

The Reformers sounded the call to universal discipleship, but in the process special forms of discipleship, such as religious orders, disappeared in the life of the Reformed churches. Monasticism had to be opposed because ofits infiltration by a theology of works-righteousness, but the idea of separatedcommunities performing special services to the wider church is not in itself un-biWical and may be necessary in certain periods of the life of the church. Marriage was endorsed over celibacy, but as a result the vocation to celibacy,which is solidly based in the New Testament, was denied or downplayed.

The Reformers rightly protested against the veneration of the saints and the adoration of Mary, glaringly apparent in popular Catholic devotion,though only the worship of the Triune God was officially sanctioned by thechurch. At the same time, they lost sight of the biblical truth that the churchalways stands in need of models of holiness that can guide the Christian inthe way of truth and righteousness. All Christians, to be sure, are saints, butonly some become great saints—not through their own endeavors and meritsbut by being specially chosen by God to be public signs and witnesses of thetruth of the gospel in a particular time and place. Mary as the mother of Christwas respected in Reformation theology, but Mary is no longer called Messed inevery generation in the churches of the Reformation (cf. Luke 1:48).

Finally, the Reformers frowned upon ascetic disciplines chiefly because the Catholic church treated them as meritorious, but as a result the very ideaof spiritual disciplines to equip us for the rigors of Christian service fell bythe wayside. An interest in the disciplines of the spiritual life revived in thePietist and Puritan movements of spiritual purification after the Reformation, but in modern evangelicalism asceticism is for the most part considereda threat to faith rather than an opportunity for service on the basis of faith.

Prophets have appeared in the Reformation churches reminding their peers of a lost spiritual heritage that should be reclaimed in a new form.Philip Spener sounded the call in the seventeenth century for regeneratedpastors and laity in a time of mounting formalism and secularism.28 Missionary societies were born out of the evangelical revivals (seventeenth to nineteenth centuries) that made a place for full-time service on the mission fieldboth single and married people. S0ren Kierkegaard in the nineteenth centurypointed to the need for a new kind of monasticism as a sign of protest againstcreeping worldliness in the churches. In the twentieth century Dietrich Bon-hoeffer pleaded for a rediscovery of discipleship as not contradicting the giftof grace but instead as fulfilling its demands.29 We are saved by grace alone,but this grace is not cheap; it is cosdy. It cost God the life of his own Son, soit must also cost us our lives—in service to the world for whom Christ died.

Protestantism after the Reformation separated into rationalism cm the one side and Pietism on the other.30 Both movements betray an unwarranted confidence in human capabilities, which constitutes a deviation from the Reformation emphasis on salvation by undeserved grace. In rationalismspirituality was reduced to ethics; in Pietism it became a blend of ethics andspiritual exercises. In both movements character training was regarded asmore important than the adoration of the living God. The Bible became amanual for holy living rather than a sacramental vessel through which theSpirit performs the miracle of saving grace. Revelation was equated withgeneral principles relating to faith and conduct (as in rationalism) or withinterior experiences that guide us in our daily living (as in Pietism). Agape,the love of the cross, was transmuted into humanitarian love that tries toraise the unfortunate to the level of social responsibility. The coming of thekingdom was believed to rest on human effort rather than on the latter-dayoutpouring of the Holy Spirit. The company of true believers constituted thehuman agents who bring in the kingdom rather than being signs and witnesses to what God is doing in fashioning a new social and spiritual order.

If the secularization of the church and the domestication of evangelicalism in particular are to be reversed, it is incumbent on us to rediscover the catholic heritage of the Reformation and seek to realize the ideal of the original Reformers for a reformed catholic church. But in our dialogue with ourCatholic and Orthodox brethren, we must remain firm in our commitment towhat is genuinely biblical and evangelical in the churches of the Reformation. The Roman Catholic church needs the correction of the Protestant Reformation in order to become truly catholic and fully biblical. Modern evangelicals need to draw upon the witness of sacred tradition in order toappreciate the wider implications of the witness of Holy Scripture.31 Thechurch must always be under the Word, but the Word in turn is operativeand effective only in the context of a community of faith and discipleship.

ENDURING ISSUES

While earnestly seeking for Evangelical-Catholic unity, we must not close our eyes to the seemingly insurmountable issues that still divide us—and indubitably will continue to divide us for some time. It is only by thinking through and talking through the great themes of faith that we can hope tomake any progress at all toward Christian unity.

The doctrine of salvation by the free grace of God alone (sola gratia) is still a barrier to ecumenical conversations. Catholic theology will gladly accept salvation by grace, but it is adamant that this is grace that assists humanfree will and therefore is not grace alone. Likewise Catholics can affirm justification by faith, but this is faith formed by love, not faith alone (sola fide).The Council of Trent concluded that even before coming to faith we can dispose ourselves to receive God’s justifying grace. Consequently, salvationwas portrayed as a cooperative endeavor between the gracious God and thehuman sinner, though we cannot move toward God on our own apart fromHis grace. In evangelical Protestantism grace does more than enable our freewill; it liberates our will for faith and service. Grace does not simply bringus the possibility of a salvation yet to be realized; it brings us the reality of asalvation already accomplished. Our role is not to cooperate with God inprocuring grace or justification but to celebrate and proclaim a salvationwon by Christ alone (solus Christus). We are not agents of God’s savingwork but witnesses to His saving work. His grace when it first comes to us isirresistible, for it breaks down the resistance of the old nature and in effectimplants within us a new nature. The decision of faith is a sign that grace isworking for us and in us; it is not the condition for receiving grace.

One should recognize that modern evangelicalism is probably closer to semi-Pelagianism (which viewed salvation as partly the work of the humansubject and partly the work of God) than to traditional Catholicism becauseof the prominent role assigned to natural human free will in the effecting ofsalvation. In classical Protestantism faith is not a theological virtue (andthereby meritorious) but an empty vessel that only receives what is given byChrist.

The role of merits and rewards in the Christian life is another divisive issue that must be frankly faced. Reformation Protestants are willing tospeak of rewards for acts of kindness and loving service, but these rewardsare blessings that God brings those who are already justified and sanctifiedby his grace. Justification itself must not be treated as a reward for services rendered to God or humanity, for this is an unmerited gift extended to uswhile we are still in our sins (cf. Romans 3:21-31; 4). Nor is final salvationa reward in the strict sense, since this too is given to the undeserving (Matthew 22:8-10; Luke 17:10). But the privilege of being allowed to performneeded services for Christ and the people of God is a special grace showingthat God is pleased with those who remain true to His word, though we cando so only in the power of His Spirit. Happiness in the sense of enjoying theblessings of life in this world can be a reward for diligence and faithfulnessin our calling (cf. Proverbs 25:22). Our good works will also be recognizedin the life hereafter (cf. 1 Corinthians 3:14; Colossians 3:24; 2 John 8) butnot as the ground or cause of our justification. The rewards we receive forfaithful endeavor are always to be regarded as gifts from God that enable usto do what we can for Christ and His kingdom. We can never be truly worthy of receiving Christ’s blessings, but we can be used by the Spirit to doacts of service that deepen our happiness and bring us the peace that passesall understanding.

Catholic theology, and especially Catholic mysticism, reminds us of the decisive role of spirituality in the plan of salvation. We are summoned notonly to faith but also to a holy life, and this entails living under spiritual disciplines in order to make ourselves available for kingdom service. For evangelicals, however, spirituality is not enough, since it does not make usacceptable before God. Even the faithful remain sinners and stand in constant need of God’s forgiveness.

Spirituality in the evangelical sense is not the precondition for salvation but its fruit and consequence. A holy life is a sign of our election by God toeternal life, but it is not a means by which we merit eternal life (as in theCatholic view). Holiness does not entitle us to heaven, but it does make usfit for heaven (John Wesley). It is not a means to salvation but the demonstration and manifestation of a salvation already realized. It is not a ladderby which we reach up to God but the way we live out our vocation of beingheralds of God’s saving work in Jesus Christ.

Is spirituality sufficient? Both Catholic and Protestant theologians would reply in the negative if we are thinking basically of the attainment of salvation,though both would regard it as necessary for living in the full dispensation ofChristian freedom. Whereas evangelical Protestants contend that efforts towarda spiritual life do not in any way procure the grace of justification, Catholictheology tends to make a modest place for human effort in preparing the wayfor justification and also in meriting final justification—the culmination of thesalvific process. In evangelical Protestantism the human race is dead in sin andneeds to be raised to new life by the Spirit of God. In Catholic theology thehuman will is weakened but not immobilized by sin and can therefore be usedby the Spirit in moving us toward Christ and toward grace.

Catholic and Protestant theologians might be able to agree that our calling as Christians is to holiness and not to happiness, that happiness is the result rather than the goal of Christian living. Holiness moreover does notmean moral uprightness but transparency to God—living in close communion with God. The pivotal question is motivation. Do we seek to live holylives in order to ensure the permanence of our salvation or to gain assuranceof our salvation? Or do we seek to live holy lives as a token of our gratitudeto a merciful God for his redeeming work on our behalf in the person of Jesus Christ?32 Are we motivated by the desire for rewards in heaven or by thelove that seeks no reward but only the good of others and the glory of God?

In evangelical Protestantism holiness is best achieved not in the solitude of the desert (as in the Catholic monastic tradition) but in the hurly-burly ofthe world. The holy person is not a spiritual master removed from the painand squalor of the world but a humble disciple of Jesus Christ who absorbsthe anger and hurt of the world in his or her own person. Many of the churchfathers upheld the Stoic ideal of apatheia—mastery of the passions—thoughthey christianized this ideal by stressing the role of grace in realizing suchmastery. The perfect Christian was said to be both impassible and imperturbable, remaining above the discord and travail that mar the world in its sinand ignominy.33 The Reformers, on the other hand, called the Christian intodeeper immersion in the world in order to counter its temptations and deceptions more effectively.

The Christian life is characterized by passive sanctity and active holiness.34 We cannot make ourselves holy, but we can demonstrate and manifest the sanctity that the Spirit of God secretly works within us. We receive sanctity from the Spirit; we do not procure or create it. Our role is to be ambassadors and heralds of Christ, but the fulfillment of this glorious vocationis always subsequent to what is done by the Spirit for us and in us. We are tobe salt and light in the world so that people might see our good works andgive glory to the Father in heaven (Matthew 5:13-16). are not co-redeemersin procuring salvation, but we are co-workers with God in spreading thegood news of salvation.

In our dialogue with our brothers and sisters in the Catholic and Orthodox churches we must not simply repeat what was said in the past but try to understand anew the issues that unite and divide us. The language of faith,and this includes doctrinal and creedal formulation, is shaped by history aswell as by the Spirit of God. We need to discover what is of abiding valueand what is chaff that can now be discarded. In promoting dialogue we mustnot see the Catholic church as primarily an adversary but as a communitythat has kept alive the flame of faith and the integrity of the gospel evenwhen many Protestants have sold out to the culture.

I urge my fellow evangelicals to reexamine the witness of the great saints and mystics of the Catholic and Orthodox churches, and they will doubtlessbe surprised at the strong defense of free grace that we find among many of these people. Hans Kung points us to some of their prayers and testimoniesthat illustrate their commitment to salvation by free grace.35 Therese of Lisieux confessed that she had no confidence in her good works and thereforechose to enwrap herself solely in the righteousness of Christ. Challengingthe spirituality of her own convent, she perceived the need for a lift to heaven instead of the traditional stairway to heaven.36 Claude de la Colombfereprayed, “Others may support themselves on the innocence of their lives, onthe strictness of their penitence, on the number of their charities, or cm thefervor of their prayers. Thou, O Lord, in hope alone hast established me.For me, Lord, this is all my confidence, it is my confidence itself.”37 TheReformers themselves appealed to such saints and genuinely Catholic luminaries as Augustine and Bernard of Clairvaux in support of their theologyof grace. Pascal has been a source of inspiration for many modern evangelicals because of his strong appeal to Scripture as the final norm for faith andpractice and his commitment to the gospel that we are saved by gracethrough faith.38 Hans Urs von Balthasar, who was greatly influenced by KarlBarth, saw the heart of authentic spirituality in God’s descent to our level inJesus Christ rather than in the aspiration of the soul seeking for mysticalunion with God.39

We evangelicals should remember that the road to unity and truth does not lie in conversion to a church that is still burdened with metaphysical andspiritual baggage from the past that sometimes clouds its understanding ofthe mandates of God in Holy Scripture. On the other hand, we need to become painfully aware of the full extent of the penetration of both works-righteousness and cheap grace in our own communions. We are called tobuild bridges where bridges can be built and allow the cleavage to remainwhere it cannot be overcome. Wherever possible we should seek for pointsof convergence with our Catholic and Orthodox brothers and sisters. Finalunity will come as a gift of God, but we can prepare the way for at least ahigher or deeper unity by speaking the truth in love, by being willing to becorrected in our own faith understanding, by recognizing that the full perception of truth lies beyond our present human capabilities—mainly becausewe are divided from one another and will remain so for some time to come.
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PART 3

THECOMMONGROUND


The Protestant Reformers did not intend to separate from the Roman Catholic Church. They wanted to reform itin the sense of bringing it back to its original purity. But theRoman church resisted this effort with vigor and, frequently,violence.

Today, nearly half a millennium after Luther posted his Ninety-Five Theses, Christians are beset on all sides by theforces of atheistic secularism, newly militant Islam, theNew Age Movement, and a pluralistic multiculturalism thatdoes not believe in truth at all. Without denying orminimizing the real differences that still separate us,Protestants and Catholics alike would do well toacknowledge and build on the substantial things we have incommon.


ESSAY 7

UNHELPFUL ANTAGONISM ANDUNHEALTHY COURTESY

Harold O. J. Brown

When old-fashioned, biblical Protestants and Roman Catholics encountered one another in past decades, it often was as the worst of enemies—each side had very clear doctrines that conflicted at important points with equally clear doctrines of the other side. When liberal Protestants andmodernist Roman Catholics meet today, however, it often seems to be as thebest of friends. Critics will explain that this is possible because neither sidehas clearly held doctrines that it deems important enough to fight for. Butwhat happens when the modern representatives of Protestant orthodoxy (usually styled evangelicals, sometimes fundamentalists) meet Roman Catholics of what used to be the standard variety (now called “traditionalists” todistinguish them from their more “flexible” or liberal fellow-Catholics)?

What can we make of a position that says it is necessary to be subject to someone called the “man of sin” in order to be saved? What is the source ofthis conundrum? It is based on two statements, published by the highest authorities of the Christian churches of an earlier day. “It is absolutely necessary for every human creature for salvation to be subject to the Romanpontiff.” So wrote Pope Boniface VIII in his Bull Unam sanctam (1302).

Who calls this Roman pontiff “the man of sin and son of perdition” described in 2 Thessalonians 2:3? None other than the authors of the Westminster Confession (1648), long the confession of faith for English-speaking Presbyterians.

Catholics and Protestants did not take their religious differences lightly in the seventeenth century, nor were they to do so for most of the next threecenturies. There had already been religious conflicts in the sixteenth century, but the seventeenth was worse. The Westminster Confession was written in the aftermath of religious conflict in England, at a time when theEuropean continent was licking its wounds from one horrible war—the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648)—which devastated Germany, the heartland ofthe Reformation. Almost immediately afterwards another murderous conflict arose farther east, in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth—whichwas then the largest countiy in land area in Europe. The Cossack rebellionsand associated conflicts, which Polish history calls the Deluge, had begun when the formerly tolerant Polish monarchy attempted to force its Ukrainianand Cossack subjects to abandon Orthodoxy for union with Rome; at thesame time the German-speaking Protestants in Prussia and the LutheranSwedes attacked the Commonwealth from the northwest. It left Poland-Lith-uania reduced in size and deprived of most of its Orthodox and Protestantpopulation, with repercussions that have continued right up to the present.In other words, conflicts of doctrine, practice, and jurisdiction between confessional bodies, both claiming Christ as their Master and the Scriptures astheir sole or principal source of spiritual knowledge, engaged in fratricidalwarfare for several generations.

How can adherents of these radically contrasting positions, which have so often resulted in violent conflict, even be civil to one another, let alonecooperate in religious activities? We see them doing it; in fact, many of today’s readers are probably involved in such cooperation. How is this possible, when one side denies to the other the possibility of salvation and theother identifies its chief adversary as a manifestation of the Antichrist? Protestants and Catholics gave up righting each other, at least on the scale of theThirty Years’ War, partly because the warring factions had simply worneach other out. Little energy was left to continue the fighting. Additionally,the conflicting religions had managed to sort themselves out geographically,such that most people resided in territories of only one religion.

The cooling of warlike passions, in which we ought to rejoice, was inevitably accompanied by, and partly caused by, a weakening of doctrinal commitments. Because of fiercely-held dogmatic commitments, the wars had broken out between groups that both called themselves Christian. Consequently, many people drew the plausible conclusion that commitments werebad and began to take a more tolerant attitude toward doctrinal differences.The great philosopher and mathematician Leibniz, who was one of the twoinventors of calculus, sought to bring the confessions into harmony, butwithout much success. Then the Age of Reason, the so-called “Enlightenment,” began. Intellectuals claimed that man was “coming of age” (G. E.Lessing) and had outgrown the need for special divine revelation—such asthe Bible claims to be and as Roman Catholics believed they had in “holytradition”—and that religion could be found within the limits of reasonalone (Immanuel Kant).

Thus, one way that civility and cooperation have been made possible is by simply overlooking the traditions—and convictions—of fellow-believersof the past. Today Roman Catholics generally disregard the papal bull ofBoniface VDI. The more traditionally inclined claim that it was not an excathedra pronouncement on a matter of faith and morals, as the (first) Vatican Council of 1870 specified in order for a papal declaration to be deemedinfallible. Thus, it would not belong to the “deposit of faith,” which mustbe accepted by all Catholics. Less traditional Roman Catholics simply disregard it and all other Catholic statements that say extra ecclesiam nulla solus—no salvation outside the church, by which, of course, the Roman Catholic Church is meant. Curiously enough John Calvin, the father of theReformed tradition, agreed with extra ecclesiam nulla salus,1and so do theconfessional Lutherans.2 Of course, both of them define the church differently than the Catholics.

For the Lutherans, one is saved by faith and is made a member of the invisible church, the body of Christ, by that same faith. Hence, it is impossible to be saved without at the same time being brought into the church byone’s faith. Calvin taught a kind of practical necessity of belonging to thechurch in order to be saved, for it is within her that (Hie hears the gospel, andit is at her breast, to use Calvin’s picturesque image, that the “babe inChrist” must be nourished and taught.

THE HARD-LINE APPROACH

For centuries, relationships between Catholics and Protestants were dominated by what we may call the hard-line approach. Today, they havebeen transformed—partly for good reasons, partly for poor ones. Pope Boniface VIII had very good reasons—at least from his own perspective—forpracticing the “hard approach,” that is, telling people that everyone mustsubmit to the Roman pontiff in order to be saved. Roman Catholics, like allChristians through the centuries, have understood that it is necessary to be“born again.” However, Catholics, unlike many other Christians, tie thetransformation we call the new birth directly to the sacrament of Baptism, asacrament properly administered only under church auspices—Roman Catholic auspices, to be precise. Baptism was regarded as absolutely necessaryfor salvation, based among other things on the longer ending of the gospel ofMark: “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved” (Mark 16:16).

But here a qualification is in order. Because it was seen as such an absolute necessity, unlike the other sacraments, even Penance (now called Reconciliation) and the Eucharist, Baptism had to be made as accessible as possible. This was accomplished in two ways: (1) broadening the number ofthose who could administer it, and (2) by defining as Baptism things that wemight not ordinarily consider such. In the Roman Catholic view, it is notnecessary that Baptism be performed by a recognized Catholic ecclesiasticalauthority or functionary. Virtually anyone, male or female, can baptize,provided that he or she uses the correct trinitarian formula and intends toconfer Christian baptism. For this reason, even “heretical” baptism, by Lutherans, Baptists, and so on, can be accepted as valid. When a baptizedProtestant enters the Roman Catholic Church, he or she will not be rebaptized, although sometimes the candidate may be baptized “conditionally,”in case the prior baptism was not properly performed.

But, of course, people do die with no baptism of any kind; sometimes converts were martyred for their faith before having an opportunity to bebaptized by anyone at all. Therefore, Catholic theology provided a couple ofescape clauses, as it so often does: it established the concepts of “baptism ofWood,” which occurs when one dies for the faith without having been previously baptized, and also “baptism of desire,” in which one is unbaptizedbut seeks God and deeply desires to do whatever God requires, if one onlyknew what it is. Such a person would desire to be baptized and would indeedbe baptized, if he or she knew that God requires it; hence, “baptism of desire” is said to have taken place, and such an individual has the possibilityof getting to heaven and entering the presence of God. Thus, the church wasable to define baptism as absolutely necessary for salvation without automatically placing all those who had not been baptized in eternal exile fromheaven.3

Any concession that traditional Catholicism seemed to be giving by permitting anyone to perform the sacrament of Baptism was effectually taken back by the doctrine of the necessity of other sacraments, particularly Penance and the Eucharist. Baptism cleanses the soul of sin and places the recipient in the state of grace, making salvation possiWe. However, if one sinsseriously after Baptism, then one loses erne’s access to salvation. The sacrament of Penance is all but necessary to return to the state of grace. (We mustwrite “all but necessary” because here too Catholic theology provides anescape clause—“perfect contrition,” as explained below.) Baptism placesan individual in the state of grace, which is a prerequisite for performingmeritorious works. But even mote significantly, it is a necessary prerequisite for salvation/ If c»e sins mortally after Baptism—as indeed each of usdoes—then one falls out of the state of grace, and if one were to die in thatcondition, one would be condemned to hell. But how is one to regain thatstate of grace? Theoretically, one could regain it by “perfect contrition,”defined as an utterly selfless repentance, done because one regrets havingoffended the gracious God, not because one is in any way afraid of punishment in hell. Perfect contrition, however, is very hard to achieve. Whoamong us can say, when repenting, that he or she is not the least bit concerned about the fact that the alternative to conversion and repentance iseternal damnation?

Because perfect contrition is so hard to achieve and because one cannot really be sure that one has in fact attained it, the Roman church offers baptized believers its sacraments—which it believes were authorized and established by Jesus Christ Himself. In the sacrament of Penance, the repentantsinner is restored to the state of grace and thus once again capable of beingsaved. The sacrament of Holy Communion—the Eucharist—is of inestimable value as well. Both Penance and the Eucharist are administered exclusively by the Roman Catholic Church, and if one is to belong to that one truechurch, one must be in submission to Christ’s appointed head of the church, namely, to the pope. Hence, Boniface’s bull may be seen less as an expression of a papal thirst for power than an expression of concern for the salvation of all, for without a proper relationship—submission—to the pope, noone can expect to be saved. But Pope Boniface seems to have meant evenmore: refusal to submit to the pope demonstrated a lack of faith and an unwillingness to obey God’s commands, therefore virtually guaranteeing thatanyone adopting that attitude would be damned.

>Kfe should bear in mind that Catholicism, partly because of its commitment to the use of reason—which the Reformers thought was an abuse of reason—always provided an escape clause, of which “baptism of desire” isbut one example. Unfortunately, such escape clauses were more difficult tofind and had harder and more stringent requirements than the prescribed wayof the Roman Catholic Church; they really hold good only for those who arenot consciously using them, for to know about an escape clause presupposesknowing Roman Catholic doctrine, which means that one knows enough tosubmit to the pope and therefore has to be disqualified from resorting to theclause.

Based on these considerations and many others, Roman Catholics have traditionally considered membership in their church a virtual if not an absolute necessity for salvation. The so-called Uniate churches, which recognizethe authority of the pope but adhere to rites of Eastern Orthodox type, weresafe havens, and even the Eastern Orthodox churches—which do not recognize papal authority—could dispense the necessary means of grace, despitebeing schismatic. But when one comes to the Protestant churches, the situation deteriorates rapidly. The Church of England and the Lutheran Churchof Sweden preserve, or claim to preserve, the apostolic succession of priestsand bishops—priests being ordained and bishops consecrated by bishopsstanding in an unbroken line of succession back to the Lord’s apostles. Butthe other “churches” did not even pretend to have it, because they had quitea different concept of the gospel ministry. Indeed, in 1896 the pope declared“Anglican orders”—ordinations and consecrations of the Church of England—invalid, and the line of apostolic succession broken, regardless ofwho had ordained whom, because the Anglicans did not share the Catholicunderstanding of the priesthood; the Anglicans did not intend to ordain sacrificing priests and, consequently, cannot be thought to have done so.

Whatever the merits of these arguments, it seems self-evident that the various Protestant groups, if they claim to be faithfully following JesusChrist, are placed in a situation where they must deny that Catholics in thetradition of Pope Boniface are also faithfully following Christ. Indeed, thishard-line approach forced non-Catholic Christians to take the position so vigorously expressed in Article XXV of the Westminster Confession, callingthe pope a usurper and more or less identifying the papacy with the Antichrist. By claiming authority that Christ never conferred, or even suggested that He desired to confer, the papacy in effect set itself up against God(2 Thessalonians 2:4). There is no easy way, in fact, no way at all, out of theimpasse created when one party says, “It is absolutely necessary to submitto me,” and the other party calls him “the man of sin.”

But today the hard line has been abandoned on both sides: the pope no longer demands submission, and Protestants—or at least most Protestants—no longer call him the man of sin. There was one advantage to the hard-lineposition, however, which has now been sacrificed by both parties. Theclaims of Boniface VEI, although they were so extreme that they embarrassed many Catholics even in his own day, follow with a certain consistency some of the basic principles of Catholic theology as it was developedover the centuries. The Protestants’ counter-arguments, harsh though theysound, follow logically from the Protestant understanding of justification byfaith and scriptural authority. When one abandons the conflict, it may behard to do so without losing some of the fundamental points of belief thatone had thought firmly established and on which one had come to rely.

Inasmuch as we have now abandoned the conflict in its harsh form, on both sides, both Protestants and Catholics are confronted with the problemsthat arise when the “sound doctrines” on which one’s confidence in salvation were based, appear to have slipped. How can we be kind without beingfoolish? How is it possible to relinquish some of the fighting words of thepast without losing the fundamental faith principles behind them?

TWO LEGAL CONSTRUCTS—OR FICTIONS

Much of the Christian world—Roman Catholic and Protestant alike—has sought to escape from this impasse by adopting two legal constructs or, asthe cynically inclined might say, legal fictions. The Catholics, especiallysince the time of the jovial Pope John ΧΧΙII (1958-1963), developed theconcept of “separated brethren.” According to Pope John, Protestants whoacknowledge and worship Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior must be acceptedas brothers in Him, although separated from the fellowship of the true mother church that He established. Unfortunately for this theory, Vatican II(1962-1965), which Pope John convened, and during which he died, in thedocument Lumen Gentium, “The Light of the Peoples,” called the Constitution on the Church, expands what it calls the circle of salvation so muchthat virtually everyone in the whole world is taken in, even atheists, unlessthey deliberately refuse to believe in God against their own knowledge andjudgment.5 Thus, Catholicism has moved from saying “no salvation outsidethe circle of the church” to saying, “no one outside the circle of salvation.”

Protestants have their own legal fictions. If we consider liberal Protestants, most have become more or less conscious universalists. In otherwords, they postulate, often in a vague sort of way, that ultimately all people will be saved. Not so long ago—less than half a century—liberal Protestants regularly considered the Roman Catholic Church their enemy, regarding it as no better than fundamentalism, which of course they detested. The fault, in both cases, was exclusivism. Fundamentalists insist thatconversion and a personal relationship with Christ are essential for salvation; those who refuse Him will be left out, or, to put it more forcefully,damned. Roman Catholics demand—or used to demand—membership intheir church and adherence to its doctrines and practices. Those who insiston remaining outside the church in this life will be left outside of heavenforever; indeed, they put it more strongly: they will suffer eternally in hell.Now that Roman Catholicism as a whole has wavered so much in its attitudeof exclusivism, however, the old hostility of the liberals has all but vanished. It resurfaces when Catholics—often including the more liberalones—once again join ranks and resist moral evils, as in the case of abortionand sexual immorality.

The difficulty with this flexibility about salvation and with the reluctance to suggest that anyone can be damned is that they are fictions. It is true thatthey have reduced the old hostility between the confessions, but unfortunately, in order to hold them, as both of these groups—liberal Catholics andliberal Protestants—do, one has to ignore some of the most explicit teachings of Jesus Himself. Consider, for example, John 3:36, where we read,“Whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains onhim. ” If we are required to forget what Jesus so explicitly taught in order tohave peace between confessions and denominations, it would be better to goon fighting.

TWO KINDS OF “REACTIONARIES”

We are thus faced with a problem almost as difficult as that with which we began, the impasse between “submission to the Roman pontiff” and“the man of sin.” If we want to have perfect peace between the Christianconfessions, we can easily have it, but at the cost of ignoring some veiy fundamental teachings of Jesus Himself. If we want to hold mi to the reliabilityof the words of Jesus, and of the teachings of Scripture as a whole, we cannot altogether avoid conflicts. Both Protestantism and Catholicism havetheir “reactionaries,” folk who insist on believing the truths as their confession used to teach them and who therefore still bump heads with oneanother.

Not all Roman Catholics, by any means, accept the universalistic tendencies of Lumen Gentium. For those who do take the warnings of Jesus Himself seriously, Vatican II's Constitution cm the Church represents a grave threat. When a declaration of this sort is handed down by the magisterium,the highest teaching authority of the Roman Catholic Church, it places theCatholic who thinks it wrong in a worse situation than that of the conservative Protestant who thinks that his liberal church leadership is teaching false doctrine.

The Protestant comes from a tradition where the individual is expected to stand for his own convictions regardless of what the “authorities” say, justas Martin Luther did at the Diet of Worms. “Here I stand” may not beLuther’s precise words at Worms, but they certainly express the great Reformer’s conviction that the believer has to stand upon the Word of God, nomatter what human authorities, even church authorities, may say.

The Catholic, by contrast, and especially the loyalist or traditionalist Catholic, is used to trusting his church to remain faithful to the teachings ofChrist and to be careful and precise in expounding them. For such a Catholicto have to oppose the direction his church leadership is taking is to questionhis own justification in remaining Catholic, since Catholicism has obedienceto the church as a fundamental principle of its existence. The conservativeProtestant “reactionary,” if we may call him that, can take comfort in thefact that in trusting Scripture, as he understands it, rather than church authority, he is in the best tradition of Protestantism. The Catholic “reactionary,” by contrast, is in the awkward situation of rinding that he can hold towhat he considers true only by opposing the institution that was supposed tobe the guardian of truth and that by so doing he is involuntarily imitating therebellious attitude of the Protestants he had always believed to be wrong.

The kind of Christian with which we have to do in these pages is basically the “reactionary” kind. In other words, these Christians react against the tendency of their churches and church leaders to “drift away,” as Hebrewsputs it, and to ignore the salvation that is offered exclusively to those whoreceive Christ and believe in His name (Hebrews 2:3; John 1:12). The term“reactionary” is generally considered a bad one. However, we all recognizethat in many situations, the right reaction, and fiequendy a very quick rightreaction, is vital for survival. Every driver knows that it is essential to havethe right reaction in a tense situation on the highway. If a reactionary is onewho reacts, sometimes it is important to be a reactionary; that can be true inchurch life as well as in other situations. However, if one is nothing but areactionary, only reacting to challenges and threats and never going on todevelop something positive, one may avoid harm but is not likely to accomplish much good. If one is to be a Roman Catholic today, it is good and necessary to be a reactionary, in the sense in which we are using the term.

The same thing might be said of being a Protestant, were it not for the fact that the term Protestant, unlike the word Catholic, has become so paleand colorless that fewer and fewer Christians in the Protestant tradition arewilling to use it of themselves. From the perspective of conservative Protestantism (call it evangelicalism or fundamentalism), it is better to be a “reactionary” Catholic than a “progressive” one, for the reactionary still holdsto many central truths of the Christian faith that the progressive seems to have abandoned. In a real sense, it is only the reactionary Catholic whom anevangelical Protestant can accept as a Christian brother or sister, but at thesame time it is only that type of Catholic who will stand up against evangelicalsand evangelicalism, attempt to refute them, and in some cases pursue policiesin public life designed to thwart them and ruin their plans and hopes.

Perhaps a humorous example from recent history may be offered: Boston’s Park Street Church, built in 1810, when churches did not require much office space, was renting rooms in the 1960s from an adjacent fur store forsome of its office and Sunday school needs. Park Street was vigorous in itsattempts to evangelize and sometimes specially targeted Catholics, who, asit happens, make up the majority of the population of Boston. The storeowners had several times refused to sell the building to Park Street Church.Meanwhile, a few doors farther up Park Street, the Roman Catholic Paulistorder erected a beautiful Catholic Information Center. The Paulists, be itnoted, were founded in the nineteenth century for the express purpose ofwinning Protestants to Rome. Suddenly Park Street Church learned that thestore owners were about to sell their building to the Catholics, who predictably would have dumped the Protestants’ offices and Sunday schools intothe street. At the last minute, after much arm-twisting, the frirrier sold thebuilding to Park Street Church. Of course, such shenanigans are a far cryfrom the destruction of the Thirty Years’ War, but it does illustrate the persistence of Catholic-Protestant rivalry right up to the era of Vatican II.

Even within the last quarter-century, well within living memory, there have been examples of mob action or police repression of evangelical Christians incited by Catholic clergy and activists. The country of Columbia andthe province of Quebec come to mind, but there are other examples as well(and the less common but equally unchristian example of Protestant ministers stirring up their people against Catholics, as has happened and continuesto happen in Northern Ireland).

It is not necessary to act as though doctrine itself were the be-all and end-all of Christian faith to recognize that unless one learns and accepts the faith that certain important doctrines expound, one cannot be said to be a Christian and cannot expect to be saved. It is out of the fundamental importanceof true doctrine that one kind of antagonism between Protestants and RomanCatholics arose. This is an antagonism between what we might call the“better sort” of Protestants and Catholics—the more serious ones. Therehas, of course, been much antagonism that is based on nothing more honorable than racially or culturally motivated mistrust and dislike. Sometimesthis latter kind is easier to heal, as ordinaiy people are frequently willing togive up their prejudices when close contact reveals to them that those theydisliked are not so different and bad after all. It is harder—and properly so—to get theologians to give up their doctrines.

ANTAGONISM AND OPPOSITION

It is important to recognize that Protestantism, like the early Christian church itself, began in an atmosphere of institutional hostility. The Jewishcommunity in which the early church originated was hostile and createdproblems; indeed, it forced a number of Christians to give their lives fortheir faith. However, the Jews did not have a nation, and even in Palestinethey lacked the authority to impose the death penalty. Consequently, antagonistic Jews stirred up government authorities against the Christians. Ofcourse, this was only the beginning, for the imperial Roman government,alarmed at the rapid growth of a sect whose members it considered potentially or actually disloyal, began persecutions on its own in earnest.

This is rather like what happened when Protestantism arose. At first, actions were taken primarily by church authorities loyal to Rome—as had generally been the case when the established church confronted heretics in earlier centuries. But soon it became evident that the ecclesiastical authorities were not powerful enough to handle the growing Protestant rebellion.Consequently, the church began to use its influence with governments in theattempt to stamp out Protestantism. The stories of Catholic persecution ofProtestants are chronicled in the classic work, Fox’s Book of Martyrs.6 Inprinciple, neither the Lutherans nor the Calvinists of continental Europesought to persecute Catholics. They were actually much harder on otherReformation movements, especially the Anabaptists and the antitrinitarians.Catholics, however, seldom scrupled to use the power of the state againstProtestants.

A notable example was furnished by the Catholic daughter of Henry Vin, Queen Mary (1553-1558), called Bloody Mary for her zeal to killProtestants. Consequently, from the time of Queen Elizabeth I, English sovereigns have been required to be members of the Church of England. JamesII, who converted back to Catholicism, was pushed out of power by the Glorious Revolution of 1688.

As a consequence, whenever Protestants had the civil power in their hands, they tended to try to stifle the Catholics—although seldom resortingto the kind of bloodshed that characterized the Spanish in the Netherlands,for example. The population of the American colonies at the time of Independence was almost entirely Protestant, and largely Protestant of a Calvin-istic streak. Only Maryland was founded on a principle of tolerance. Butbecause Catholics were few in number until heavy waves of immigrationcame early in the nineteenth century, there was little scope for anti-Catholicism.

Traditional Protestants, raised on stories of the Protestant martyrs, were apprehensive about the entry of a large group of Catholics into the UnitedStates. Images of the Inquisition and of papal tyranny were evoked. Catholicworship was conducted at peculiar hours in a foreign language and did not involve good Bible preaching and teaching. Much of the Protestant leadership in the United States in the first half of the nineteenth century was affected by the liberalism and secularism that was increasingly prominent inEurope. The suspicion and resentment of the common Protestant peopleacross the nation were consequently reinforced rather than damaged by thesupercilious disdain of the Northern intellectuals for the pope and those whofollowed him in his religion of obscurantism and superstition.

UNEASY COLLABORATION

During the years when Park Street Church and the neighboring Catholic Information Center could carry on a kind of semi-serious guerrilla conflict,it was apparent that both parties believed that they had the truths people needto know and accept in order to be saved. They could, and occasionally did,collaborate on issues of common concern. The abortion decision of 1973,Roe v. Wade, and particularly the educational efforts of the late Francis A.Schaeffer, stirred up evangelical Protestants and brought them into the political arena, where the battle for the lives of unborn children had for sometime been waged almost exclusively by Catholics. However, at precisely thetime the Catholics were beginning to join with Protestants in this way, Catholicism was beginning to lose its clear profile, thanks to themento (modernization) launched by Pope John ΧΧIIΙ and Vatican II. Inother words, Catholics began to seek alliances with Protestants and to joinforces with them when they were no longer as serious about the truths oftheir faith as they had been. At least some Catholics were saying, in effect,“We can collaborate with you now, for, you know, doctrines don’t mattervery much.”

Of course, many evangelical Protestants, especially those from churches with a lively memory of Roman Catholic oppression, were reluctant to cooperate in any way with those who had once seemed so determined to exterminate all traces of the churches that believe in justification by faith alone.Fundamentalists are by definition interested in the clear, literal meaning ofScripture, and for many of them Catholic doctrines and practices appear tobe in such dramatic conflict with Scripture that it is not possible to considerCatholicism a true church through which one can learn those things necessary for salvation. Cooperation of any kind with Catholics seemed to someto compromise the gospel and to suggest to Catholics that they were cm theway to salvation. Thus, some fundamentalists refused to cooperate in projects such as the March for Life because it implied being “unequally yokedtogether” with unbelievers. Could evangelicals accept Catholics as cobelligerents, as Francis Schaeffer urged, when these doctrinal differences remained?

Collaboration on a practical level between Roman Catholics and Protestants was possible in part because the major burden of the struggle was borne by members of the laity, the rank-and-file, not the clergy and hierarchy, especially on the Roman Catholic side. As laity, they were not necessarily well-informed on disputed points of doctrine that the hierarchyconsidered important. The experience of cooperation, of standing shoulderto shoulder, sometimes in literally bloody conflicts with the forces of abortion (as when Operation Rescue members suffered mistreatment and physical abuse), Catholics and Protestants alike lost some of the mutualsuspicions that a theoretical knowledge of their doctrinal differences and oftheir historical conflicts might otherwise have kept alive.

There have been notable examples of Protestant leaders who have made a sincere and vigorous effort to collaborate with Roman Catholics on issues ofmutual concern. For example, in the struggles over a “gay rights” ordinance in Chicago, Pastor Erwin Lutzer of Chicago’s famous Moody Churchjoined the Roman Catholics in opposing the proposed legislation and defeated itin the first encounter. Unfortunately, when the ordinance was proposed a second time, Chicago’s Reman Catholic archbishop, Joseph Cardinal Bemardin,abandoned the struggle and left his former ally, Pastor Lutzer, to bear thewrath of homosexual activists alone. (In a rather bizarre twist in 1993, theCardinal was charged by a young man with having sexually abused him as ateenager. It seems that even his volte-face on the gay rights issue was notsufficient to protect Cardinal Bernaidin from slander by someone from thehomosexual community. The accuser subsequently dropped the charge.)

Evangelicals in the pro-life movement, too, have felt themselves abandoned and their efforts undercut by political maneuvers on the part of members of the Catholic hierarchy. The Human Life Bill, proposed in 1981 by the late Senator John East of North Carolina, appeared headed for passageuntil it was derailed by the lobbyists of the National Catholic Bishops’ Conference. This sort of thing has made evangelicals suspicious of allianceswith the Roman Catholic hierarchy, but at the same time it has strengthenedtheir sympathetic attachments to pro-life Catholic laity, who often have feltthe same way about their leaders. Probably it is the crisis of conscienceamong American Christians caused by Roe v. Wade that has, as much as anyother factor, led to the growing rapprochement between Roman Catholicsand evangelical Protestants. There can be no doubt that standing together onthe front lines, being insulted, spat upon, arrested, and sometimes brutalizedas they attempt to witness to the divinely ordained value of each human life,unborn as well as born, have brought former antagonists together.

THE BLURRING OF LINES

Once again, as for a time in the eighteenth century, cooperation between Catholics and Protestants is growing, but this time for different reasons—nolonger because of battle fatigue and skepticism, but because both groups have recognized that they confront a common enemy and have come closerto seeing themselves as committed to one and the same divine Lord. As theproverb says, “There are no atheists in foxholes,” and there is not muchdoctrinal controversy on the picket lines, especially when people are beingroughed up or dragged off by the police.

From the point of view of an evangelical Christian who has himself been in the front lines in a conflict with evil, the support of courageous Catholics,whether they are evangelically inclined or old-fashioned traditionalists, isalways welcomed. But some suspicion remains. When Hitler invaded theSoviet Union, Winston Churchill said that he would accept the devil himselfas an ally. Once Hitler was defeated, it became apparent that the SovietUnion was no longer a comfortable table companion for her former Asternallies. If the united efforts of conservative Christians—Protestants and Catholics—should succeed in defeating some of the force of evil that currentlythreatens to destroy everything we call Christian civilization, is there not adanger that the old differences will once again give rise to interdenominational conflicts?

Questions remain. Sharing a motel room with a Catholic pro-life leader after a fatiguing and frustrating day on the picket line, one evangelical wastold, “Well, as least we are saving our souls.” No evangelical believer willaccept the idea that good deeds, however desirable, bring salvation, but it ishard—and not necessarily productive—to launch into a doctrinal disputewith a fellow-soldier under such circumstances. Cobelligerency, standingtogether against the same enemies, to use Francis Schaeffer’s term, hasmade it hard for both evangelicals and Catholics to maintain the attitudes ofhostility and suspicion that were still so common in the 1950s and 1960s.

But the common danger is not the only thing that is now bringing Catholics and Protestants closer to one another. There are also theological and, above all, sociological factors that have led to more dialogue and discussionbetween Catholics, Protestants, and Orthodox. In the 1960s it became evident that Schaeffer was right when he said that the foundations had beeneroded and that America’s apparently Christian society was really a house ofcards that a little nudge would topple. The Vietnam War gave more than alittle nudge, and the apparently Christian structure of the nation was suddenly revealed as rotting and near the point of collapse. As late as 1965 universities and colleges around the country separated the sexes in dormitories as amatter of course and had rather strict visitation rules. Within the space of afew years, even months, these structures toppled, and, whereas prior to the1960s it had been hard for college students to find a way to engage in premarital sexual encounters, by the end of the decade it was hard for thosewho did not wish to do so to find a dormitory situation where such thingswere not encouraged.

A recognition that “modernity,” or militant secularism, was much more of a threat to the fundamental faith and basic morality of Christians of allkinds than the doctrinal differences between them led serious Christians ofvarious groups to interact with one another in theology and worship as wellas in public protests and social action. When we say “modernity,” what isreally meant is the increasingly militant, increasingly anti-Christian secularculture, which is in effect determined to extirpate serious Christianity of allkinds, beginning with fundamentalism and traditional Catholicism, notomitting such trivial things as Christmas carols and creches on public property. (In Waukegan, Illinois, the local atheist gadfly has begun a campaignto remove two crosses from a centuiy-old public cemetery.)

Modernity is a militant adversary of Christianity; yet it must be distinguished from the current movement known as postmodernism. When literature scholars and others talk of postmodernism, that should not be taken to mean that the modernity that attacked Christianity has been overcome or superseded. Modernity contends that Christian truth claims are false, but it believes that they are false because certain contradictory claims are actuallytrue. One can argue with modernity and possibly refute it and persuade itsadvocates to accept the truth of Christianity, just as a Protestant controversialist would argue with a Roman Catholic and hope to persuade him or herof the truth of the evangelical position—and, of course, vice-versa. Postmodernism hardly believes that truth exists or can possibly be known. Postmodernism is therefore inimical to Christian faith.

These and other factors promoted a new and, frequently, healthy kind of ecumenism (although, as we shall see, not one that is totally withoutdangers). During the student rebellions of the late 1960s, a spiritual renewalbegan among young Roman Catholics at the University of Michigan in AnnArbor. It had a strongly charismatic flavor and sought to reaffirm the fundamentals of the Christian faith as they have always been formally professed(but far from central) in Catholicism. It soon attracted members and clergyof mainline and independent Protestant and Eastern Orthodox churches, including noncharismatics as well as charismatics. It brought together numbers of mostly young Christians, first in Ann Arbor and subsequently inother centers, and established ties to ecumenically-inclined renewal movements in other countries, such as the Protestant Marienschwesterschaft (Mary Sisterhood) in Germany. Structurally, it led to the foundation of theCenter for Pastoral Renewal, the journal Faith and Renewal, and the publishing house Servant Press. The modus vivendi of these collaborating Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Orthodox Christians has been to stress thosecentral things on which they are in agreement and to leave aside those onwhich they continue to disagree.

SUMMING UP

The great German church historian Karl Heussi listed a number of reasons why the Christian church grew so rapidly in the Roman Empire, despite the official hostility of the government and frequent persecutions. Amongothers he cited the fact that the early Christian churches were flexible on themargins but firm on the central convictions of their faith, as well as in theirmoral and social practices. The later Roman Empire was a time of immense—but not unparalleled—social and moral degeneracy, as well as ofactive government opposition to biblical religion. In 1950 one could havedescribed the later Roman Empire as a time of “immense and unparalleledsocial and moral degeneracy,” but that cannot be said today. In modernAmerica our social and moral degeneracy is reaching a level that would haveshamed even the Romans, at least those in the smaller cities and rural regions outside the capital. Modern America has not yet attained all the features of Roman degeneracy—for example, we do not have gladiatorialgames—but our mass media spread the degeneracy that we do have into every nook and cranny of our land so that there is no region, town, or localitythat can be considered free of its taint.

“In my Father’s house,” said Jesus, “are many mansions” (John 14:2 kjv), to use the older language. Usually this is taken to refer to heaven, as isapparent from the context. But perhaps it may be permissible to allegorize abit and think of these “mansions” as houses of worship. Evangelical Protestants have learned to work, pray, and worship in consort despite the fact thatthey have some substantial doctrinal differences—differences that are notlikely, in human terms, to be cleared away before Christ returns. We seeeven greater differences with those who call themselves Catholics. But weare also seeing agreements and commonalities, especially when the fury ofthe anti-Christian forces around us deprives us of leisure for intra-Christianpolemics. In any conflict, it is important to know one’s enemies, but it isalso very important to know one’s friends. Perhaps the very intensity of theopposition to Christianity in our aggressively secularistic culture can be usedby God to help us see that what unites us—or better, the One we call Lord—is more important than the things that divide us.
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As the size and power of America’s central government have continued to expand and as the weapons of thatgovernment have been turned against religious people, it isunderstandable that conservative Catholics and evangelicalshave come to recognize the importance of greatercooperation. Several facets of this newly evolvingevangelical-Catholic partnership have great significance.

What were some of the forces that helped bring about this growing cooperation? Who are some of the keyplayers? Why do some evangelicals oppose it? What aresome of the arguments in favor of increased partnership?


ESSAY 8

EVANGELICAL AND CATHOLIC COOPERATION IN THE PUBLIC ARENA

Ronald Nash

Cooperation between evangelicals and Roman Catholics in America’s public arena continues to expand in spite of the numerous theological differences between the two groups. That warrants a look at some of the forces that helped to bring it about, at some of the people who have become players in this growing cooperation, at some of the reasons offered by evangelical critics who oppose it, and at some of the arguments that support the partnership. One of the things I fmd most fascinating in all this is the contrast between where America stood religiously, politically, and culturally in 1960, when Americans elected their first Roman Catholic president, and in 1993, when two vety liberal Southern Baptists ascended to the American presidency and vice presidency.

During the 1960 presidential campaign, many American evangelicals and fundamentalists were gravely concerned about how John F. Kennedy’s Roman Catholic beliefs might affect the way he would govern America. Now those fears appear a bit ludicrous in light of what is now known about Kennedy’s indifference to both his religious and marital vows. One reason Kennedy won the 1960 election was-his success in deflecting concerns about his Catholicism. His most important feat in this matter was convincing many conservative Protestants that he really did believe in an “absolute” separation of church and state. But, as evangelical author Os Guinness has noted, Kennedy’s commitment to the separation of church and state was absolute for reasons that were poorly understood in 1960. Kennedy “was largely uninterested in religion. With little personal faith to relate to public life, his sense of conflict [between church and state] was minimal.”1 Repeating a joke of sorts heard from many Catholics, Guinness explains that the lesson many Catholics learned from Kennedy’s presidency “was that you don’t have to be Catholic to be president.”2

Thirty-two years later, a member of a Southern Baptist church occupies the White House, and large numbers of evangelicals and Roman Catholics are appalled by what they see as his contribution to the continuing decline of morality in America. Continuing questions and alleged revelations about his

character and the support that his administration has lent to various left-wing causes—including the advancement of the homosexual, pro-abortion, radical feminist, and politically correct agendas, along with the assaults his supporters have made against traditional religious and family values—makes it safe to predict that if Clinton seeks reelection in 1996, millions of the same Protestants who voted against Kennedy will welcome the opportunity to vote for a conservative Roman Catholic such as William Bennett.3 In my judgment, this type of shift in the political thinking of America’s conservative Protestants is striking, at least to anyone old enough to remember the election of 1960.

So we have two presidents who, while ostensibly representing two religious constituencies that clashed in 1960, are nonetheless similar in many ways, including some that are not discussed publicly in polite company. They stand as bookends on either side of a period in which gigantic changes have occurred.

CHANGES WITHIN THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC CHURCH BETWEEN 1960 AND 1993

Many believe that the single most important factor behind the dramatic changes within American Catholicism since 1960 was the Vatican II church council that took place between October 1962 and December 1965. Though some portrayed the council as an attempt by the Roman Catholic Church to face up to the problems of modernity, theologically liberal and politically radical Catholics interpreted the results of the council in ways that created enormous confusion within Catholic circles and helped encourage movement toward more liberal political and theological beliefs and practices.

Roman Catholic author Kevin Perrotta is understandably reluctant to place too much blame for his churcII’s recent problems upon a Catholic church council. Nonetheless, he admits that Roman Catholicism has been much more open to change since 1965, including changes that have hardly been praiseworthy for Christendom. In Perrotta’s mind, the growing elasticity of Catholic belief and practice after Vatican II must also be traced to significant changes in American culture:

Catholics let down their guard just at the moment when family life was losing its honored place in American culture, the sexual revolution was entering a more radical phase, selfism was being proclaimed more blatantly, the secular feminist movement was being launched, and the tone of public life was becoming more hostile than ever before to Christian values. Entering the mainstream, many Catholics were carried along by these powerful anti-Christian currents.4

During the sixties, Perrotta reports, Catholic attendance at Sunday services dropped from 75 percent of total members to 50 percent. Between 1966 and 1978, some ten thousand priests resigned horn the priesthood. The number of religious sisters declined between 1965 and 1985 by some seventy thousand, effecting a major crisis in Roman Catholic school systems. Enrollment in Catholic schools declined by more than a third between 1965 and 1983.5 By the middle of the eighties,

The percentage of Catholics attending church had stabilized at a level much lower than before [Vatican II]. The exodus of priests and sisters had slowed, but the number of applicants remained below replacement level of those retiring. Some religious congregations of these groups seemed bound for extinction. Thus, while the number of Americans who identify themselves as Catholics was larger than ever, their degree of commitment, as evidenced in faithfulness to corporate worship and willingness to leave all to serve the Kingdom of God, was much less than it was before the council.6

Among Roman Catholics, the rate of both divorce and sexual activity outside marriage jumped dramatically. Equally disturbing for Perrotta, “A national organization of Catholics promoting abortion appeared, as did two national organizations of Catholic homosexuals which did not regard the Christian prohibition of homosexual practice as an absolute.”7 Large numbers of American Catholics now reject the moral and social teaching of their church.8 Many Catholics simply ignore what their church teaches about birth control, abortion, homosexuality, and sexual chastity outside of marriage.

During the three decades under review, Roman Catholicism has also changed theologically. Conservative Protestants and Catholics used to share a common worldview that saw the world as the creation of an Almighty God who has the power and the will to act supernaturally within His creation. Roman Catholics and evangelicals used to share a common commitment to many essential Christian beliefs, including the Trinity, the deity of Christ, the Virgin Birth, the resurrection of Christ, and the final judgment that would separate humans into saved and lost. But this too has changed. In the last few decades, large numbers of Catholic professors, priests, and sisters have adopted ideas from various forms of Protestant liberalism. This has led many Catholic diinkers to adopt a hostile biblical criticism that has compromised the inspiration and authority of Scripture along with an antisupernaturalism that rejects the essential miracles of the Christian faith. As Perrotta explains, “Ideological trends in theology—feminism, the friending of Christianity with either Marxism or classical liberalism, secular trends in Scripture study, remissive trends in moral teaching—all represent serious and historically novel departures from Christian orthodoxy. ”9

This loss of faith is now apparent on the campuses of most of the best-known Catholic universities.

Recent Catholic theologians who have questioned the teaching authority of the pope and traditional Catholic formulations of Christian faith have generally advocated reinterpretations of Christianity which are essentially similar to those of secularizing Protestant theologians. Thus many Catholic and Protestant theologians find the supernatural aspects of Christian teaching implausible for modern men and women, are uncomfortable with the exclusive claims of historic Christianity,10 see the Scriptures as basically human and culture-bound religious documents, downplay the effects of the fall of man and the need for personal faith in Christ, and recast the Christian message in terms of feminism or leftist revolution."

Consequently, “Many Catholic institutions of higher learning do not accept any responsibility for offering Catholic teaching in their doctrinal and moral courses.”12 Such Catholic schools, Perrotta warns, have become de facto secularized schools.

It is the battle over this kind of unbelief that is the real issue in the dispute between radical and liberal Catholics and the pope. Richard John Neuhaus was correct when he pointed out that John Paul II “is exercised not about dissent but about apostasy.'"3 “It conveys a feeling of relief,” Neuhaus continues,

that at last somebody, John Paul, is calling the [Catholic] church to order, is seizing a few unruly adolescents by the scruffs of their necks and knocking some sense into their heads. In short, there is a sense of being fed up, of having had enough, of refusing to take it anymore. No doubt many Catholics, along with church authorities, feel they have been subjected to extreme provocations. When, for example, at the end of the 1970s the Vatican finally withdrew from the European theologian Hans Kung the license to represent himself as a Roman Catholic theologian, the response of many Roman Catholics was to wonder why it took so long.14

Though this chapter does not have these kinds of religious developments as its major focus, the theological tensions within Catholicism have helped to create a climate in which Catholic and Protestant conservatives have become more aware of the important common ground they share. Although evangelicals and traditional Roman Catholics are far apart on many doctrinal issues, as several chapters in the present volume attempt to show, their common commitment to tenets of the historic Christian creeds means they are much closer to each other on those matters than they are either to Protestant or Catholic liberals. That fact is not without relevance in the growing evan-gelical-Catholic partnership on political and social issues.

American Catholicism has also changed politically during the last three decades. Evangelicals who were concerned about John F. Kennedy’s liberalism greatly underestimated the conservatism of America’s Catholics. During the fifties and sixties, one writer reports, conservative Catholics “wore their religious identity as a badge of honor. ”15 What the author means is that many Americans thirty years ago were social conservatives precisely because they were Catholic. One way to get a sense of this is to go back and study old issues of William F. Buckley, Jr.’s, National Review. Conservative Catholics ranked among this country’s strongest opponents of Communism. They were thoughtful enemies of secularism, humanism, and the liberal welfare state.16 When pollsters began to test public opinion on the abortion issue in the early sixties, Roman Catholic opposition was far greater than that found among Protestants.17

But during the last three decades, large cracks have appeared within the political and social thinking of educated Catholics as various ideologies such as neo-Marxism, the New Left, and democratic socialism began to have a greater impact in Catholic circles.18 The 1985 Pastoral Letter on the American economy published by the Catholic bishops of America was one indication of how things were going within the hierarchy of the American church. The letter was essentially a neo-Marxist critique of capitalism coupled with a plea for an expansion of the liberal welfare state and continued redistribution of wealth.

After interviewing a number of the bishops who supported the letter, Catholic writer Dinesh D’Souza published an article revealing that the typical bishop whose authority was being used to support highly questionable economic policies knew less about economics than a college freshman in the third week of a basic economics course. The title of D’Souza’s article, “The Bishop of Pawns,” was his way of suggesting that the real force behind the drafts of the pastoral letter were a few radical churchmen and intellectuals who had used the bishops’ goodwill and general economic illiteracy to score a public relations victory for their left-wing agenda. Whereas many Catholic laypeople may have thought the pastoral letter reflected the bishops’ detailed grasp of the issues, it turned out—D’Souza discovered—that the bishops themselves had no idea what they were talking about.19

Growing Catholic support for more hard-core Marxist views has been apparent in the unexpectedly rapid spread of liberation theology within important segments of Catholic (and Protestant) thinking. Put in the simplest possible terms, liberation theology is a movement that downplays the historic, doctrinal side of Christianity and emphasizes instead the importance of Christian action on behalf of poor and oppressed people. Liberation theology can appear attractive to dedicated Christians who find it easy to identify with the underdogs of the world. And what group of underdogs deserves compassion and help more than the poor and oppressed?

One thing that liberationists have tried to cover over is that their position has brought many of them to the brink of theological heresy. Many Catholic liberationists have been condemned by the Vatican for denying the Christian churcII’s historic understanding of such essential beliefs as the Atonement and Resurrection. Many Protestant liberationists are heretical in similar ways.

Supporters of liberation theology want people to overlook the heavy Marxist presence in their system. They want people to think that liberation theology is simply a product of conscientious and compassionate Christians demonstrating their love and concern for the poor and oppressed. In truth, however, liberationists appear to care only about the poor and oppressed people who interest them; they never had anything to say about poor and oppressed people in Marxist countries. Liberationist efforts to address the issue of poverty have always done so from an unabashed and unrepentant Marxist perspective. What finally produced the collapse of liberation thought outside the U.S. and Astern Europe was the set of incredible events that some now call “the revolutions of 1989.” The sudden sweeping changes that affected Eastern Europe and that now have stabbed deeply into the heart of the former Soviet Union have unveiled once and for all what many economists and social theorists have argued for years: the bankruptcy of socialism. It helped neither the reputation nor the morale of the advocates of liberation theology that the revolutions of 1989 and the new Russian revolution of 1991 repudiated the very ideas they held dear.

Many better-known Latin American liberationists are now distancing themselves from their former beliefs and embracing, however tentatively, an idea once deemed unthinkable: that capitalism just might have something to offer the world’s poor after all.

North American liberationists, however, are more intractable in their fanatical attachment to socialism. Those who dominate the mainline Protestant denominations and their left-wing allies within Roman Catholicism are not especially happy these days. They and their institutions may well be the last vestiges of the now discredited version of liberation theology. Their type of liberation theology supported means that were counterproductive because they impeded genuine and lasting progress toward the desired goal of genuine liberation. Liberationists understood little of how the poor may be delivered from economic oppression, opting only for repeatedly smaller pieces of an economic pie that, they insisted, could never grow larger. They were disturbingly complacent about democracy and noticeably lax about how the Christian faith deals with the most important kind of liberation— liberation from sin.20

Interestingly, the first shots in the Catholic battle over liberation theology were fired by John Paul II in his address to the General Conference of Latin American Bishops at Puebla, Mexico, in early 1979. The pope criticized efforts to politicize the gospel. He warned about people who depict Jesus as a political activist, as a fighter against Roman domination and the authorities, and even as someone involved in the class struggle. This conception of Christ as a political figure, a revolutionary, as the subversive from Nazareth, does not tally with the church’s catechesis. . . . [Jesus] unequivocally rejects recourse to violence. He opens his message to conversion to all. . . . His mission ... has to do with complete and integral salvation through a love that brings transformation, peace, pardon, and reconciliation.21

Throughout the 1980s, Catholic supporters of liberation theology did everything they could to counter obvious Vatican opposition to their movement. The details of this debate are presented in my book, Beyond Liberation Theology, with coauthor Humberto Belli, a Nicaraguan Roman Catholic who is now minister of education in the Latin American nation that saw the Marxist Sandinistas use liberation theology as a tool in the perpetuation of their power.22 But any doubts about where the pope stood on these matters was removed completely in his 1991 encyclical Centesimus Annus23 and the 1992 “Catechism of the Catholic Church.” As Robert Sirico, a Paulist priest and president of the Acton Institute in Grand Rapids, Michigan, observes, the new Catechism instructs Catholics that “they must take account of their pastors’ belief that economic systems ordered around the idea of individual liberty and limited government also tend to promote the kind of moral virtues and social relationships that the church is interested in advancing.”24 As Sirico explains, “The Catechism makes clear that there will be no turning back from the developments of church social teaching made by Centesimus Annus, the 1991 encyclical that excited controversy by its explicit rejection of a third way between capitalism and socialism.”25 To summarize this section, the influx of theological liberalism into the Catholic church has helped American Catholics realize the important common theological ground they have with biblically minded evangelicals. The growing support of many priests, bishops, and professors for lefr-wing political theories has helped to produce a similar appreciation of Catholic conservatives for their cultural soul mates within evangelicalism. In this second case, however, something new has been added. Because evangelical social thought has tended to lag far behind the social and cultural writings of conservative Catholics, a number of conservative Catholic writers have occasionally functioned as mentors to a growing number of conservative evangelical social activists. A short list of such Catholic thinkers would have to include Russell Kirk, William F. Buckley, Jr., Frank Meyer, Michael Novak, Richard John Neuhaus, and George Weigel.26

CHANGES WITHIN AMERICAN EVANGELICALISM BETWEEN 1960 AND 1993

The changes in Roman Catholicism just noted are matched by equally dramatic alterations within conservative Protestantism. Some of these changes are more relevant to a different kind of writing and must therefore be passed over quickly. In 1960, evangelicals and fundamentalists were still carrying on a civil war of sorts. Evangelical thinkers like Carl Henry, editor of Christianity Today, were pressing a scholarly assault against liberalism and neoorthodoxy. Some fundamentalist leaders acted as though every evangelical was a closet-liberal of some type. Some evangelicals responded as though the fundamentalist leaders were undereducated bigots with chips on their shoulders. It was not a happy time for conservative Protestantism in America.27

Thirty years later there really are some people around who insist on calling themselves evangelicals when their view of Scripture or some important Christian doctrines fall short of the evangelical test. Disciples of the “fighting fundamentalists” of three or four decades ago have not changed; they have simply shifted their hostility toward dissenting fundamentalists like Jerry Falwell, whom some describe as “the most dangerous man in America.”28 The evangelicals and fundamentalists who are in the middle of these two extremes continue to move closer together, both theologically and politically. The mention of Jerry Falwell serves as a reminder that in 1960, almost no cme outside of Lynchburg had ever heard of the pastor of Thomas Road Baptist Church. The same was true of Pat Robertson, Francis Schaeffer, and a host of other evangelical pacesetters of today. The first notice a young lawyer named Charles Colson would receive occurred when people began to think of him as Richard Nixon’s White House hatchet man. Still another indication of how far we’ve come in thirty years is that back in 1960 the explosive influence of the charismatic movement still lay in the future.

Although it is important to remember such things, these particular points of information are not especially relevant to the concerns of this chapter. One difference between sixties-style evangelicalism and our situation in 1993 is the contemporary abandonment of the political and cultural apathy of earlier evangelicals.

Within the lifetime of many readers of this book, evangelicals and fundamentalists regarded many of America’s social problems as unworthy of their attention. This widespread disinterest in culture, society, and politics could be traced to a variety of causes. For some, it was a function of eschatological beliefs that taught that Christ’s return for the church at the Rapture could occur at any moment, an event that would plunge the remaining world into the horrors of the tribulation period.29 Since the best of human culture could come to naught in the next seven years, why waste one’s time trying to improve it or save it? But a more significant reason for evangelical apathy in such matters seems to have been the lack of any widespread grounding of such Christians in the kind of worldview thinking encouraged so successfully in the ministry of Francis Schaeffer.30

Of course, evangelical social apathy thirty years ago existed in a world that was much different from today. Christian parents were concerned about a sexual and moral permissiveness that seems tame compared to today’s moral climate. Three decades ago, schools did what they were supposed to do—namely, teach the content of essential subjects. Any teacher found distributing condoms or describing homosexual acts as a valid alternative to heterosexual marriage would have been fired on the spot.

Once Christians recognized their obligation to become social and political activists, something surprising began to happen: some evangelicals began to align themselves with the very liberal forces in America responsible for the disintegration of American society. The disintegration of the African-American family in America and the massive deterioration of the quality of life of America’s poor is a direct, even if unintended, consequence of the misguided “compassion” of America’s social liberals.31

Many socially active Christians lack a solid understanding of the social, political, philosophical, and economic issues that underlie effective public policy. It is one thing to care about the poor and to desire to help them in meaningful ways. But if we misunderstand the foundational issues, we risk supporting policies that will result in more harm being dome to the poor.

It is bad enough that evangelicalism has been polarized by the continuing leftward drift of people who describe themselves as descendants of the Old Testament prophets. But unlike the biblical prophets of old, these evangelical leftists have aligned themselves with the very liberal statist establishment that is helping to destroy America economically and culturally. I will have more to say about this point shortly. For now, I must be content simply to note the parallels between the leftward movement of evangelicals and proponents of identical views within the Roman Catholic church. Even those who might dispute my analysis must concur that both evangelicalism and Catholicism today are in the midst of serious conflicts over important economic, political, and social issues.32

Unfortunately, the misadventures of contemporary Roman Catholic theology have their parallel within evangelicalism. Evangelicalism must now do battle with liberalizing tendencies within the broader evangelical movement. This can be seen in a diluted view of Scriptural authority as evangelical professors experiment with positions that deny or compromise biblical inerrancy and indulge a fascination with a neoliberal view of divine, special revelation that denies God any ability to communicate true propositions to human beings.33 Occasionally, one encounters evangelical professors who promote variants of the finite god of process theology34 or the Marxist god of liberation theology35 or the pantheistic “god” of feminist theology.36 Outside of evangelical education institutions, evangelical relief and development organizations often do a fine job of providing material assistance to needy people around the world but regrettably fail to accompany this material help with the gospel.37 It seems clear that evangelicalism has acquired some theological baggage that few of us anticipated back in 1960.

But evangelicalism also surprised everyone, including its enemies, by returning to the focus of national attention. As Kenneth Wald explains,

Of all the shifts and surprises in contemporary political life, perhaps none was so wholly unexpected as the political resurgence of evangelical Protestantism in the 1970s. Modernization theory had led many observers to treat traditional religion as a spent force in the United States and to discount its influence in the real world of national politics. Like other predictions associated with modernization theory, this assessment was rudely challenged by evidence that evangelical Christianity had achieved new strength and was ready to assert that power in political activity. The nomination of Jimmy Carter in 1976, the rise to national notice of organizations such as “Moral Majority,” the restoration of spirited public debate about certain “moral” issues—all these signs of evangelical political awakening marked the return to national prominence of a force that knowledgeable observers had long ago written off.38

Dean Curry, a professor of government at Messiah College, expresses his own astonishment over this phenomenon:

One of the most significant religious and sociological phenomena of the past twenty-five years is the emergence of theologically conservative Christianity as a cultural force in America. For over half a century, theologically conservative Christians—fundamentalists and evangelicals—lived in self-imposed exile on the periphery of public life. During this time, these conservative Christians wandered in a wilderness of cultural irrelevance, believing that this was the price to be paid for protecting the fundamentals of the faith against the onslaught of theological as well as secular modernism.39

Equally surprising to many is the extent to which Roman Catholics and other nonevangelicals have risen to the defense of evangelical activity in the public arena. Not surprisingly, it is conservative evangelicals who have been attacked for their political activity. Because evangelical and Catholic political liberals act in such harmony with their allies in the dominant liberal media and the major power structure in the Democratically controlled Congress and White House and the predominantly left-wing faculty on college campuses, they do not worry about such attacks.

Of special note is the openly displayed anger, fear, hatred, and bigotry exhibited toward evangelical conservatism from the far-left hierarchies of America’s so-called mainline Protestant denominations. Not too long ago, these religious liberals were busy trying to get the federal government’s help for causes and programs they supported. Reveling in their easy access to the citadels of power, these mainline liberals enjoyed chiding conservative Protestants for their supposed indifference to social issues—for ignoring what is called the social dimension of the gospel, which is simply a more polite label for the old social gospel. “All those guys ever do,” the liberals pouted,

“is preach what they call the gospel; they ignore everything else.” Suddenly the shoe is on the other foot. Religious conservatives have discovered the social dimension of the gospel, something that for them is quite different from the old social gospel. Now the liberals wish that conservatives would go back to their churches and forget the political arena. Now the liberals tell us that evangelical political activity poses a threat to “civil liberties, to a healthy diversity of opinion, and to the hope that we can conduct public affairs free of the divisiveness of religious factionalism.”40

Catholic defenders of evangelical conservatives dismiss such claims as rubbish. Religious conservatives, they counter, are doing essentially the same sorts of things that scores of other good American organizations have been doing for decades.41 Evangelicalism’s supporters in the Roman Catholic Church maintain that evangelicals have as much right to attempt to influence public society as other organizations. After all, that is precisely what theologically and politically liberal Christians have been doing for decades.

Many people think evangelicals have been getting unfair treatment from the media, the entertainment industry, and the academic world. As Richard John Neuhaus points out, “The pattern in the media and elsewhere is to use the term ‘Fundamentalist’ in a careless way that refers to anything we deem religiously bizarre or fanatical. . . . This pattern reflects intellectual laziness mixed with an unseemly measure of bigotry.”42

According to Nathan Glazer, recent evangelical activity in the public arena should be understood as defensive, not offensive. This activity does not represent a sudden assault on a passive and tolerant society. Rather, it is a reaction to what religious conservatives see as an attack upon them and their values: “It is the great successes of secular and liberal forces principally operating through the specific agency of the courts, that have in large measure created the issues on which the Fundamentalists [and evangelicals] have managed to achieve what influence they have.”43 Glazer provides several examples to back up his claim:

Abortion did not become an issue because Fundamentalists [and evangelicals] wanted to strengthen prohibitions against abortion, but because liberals wanted to abolish them. . . . Pornography in the 1980s did not become an issue because Fundamentalists [and evangelicals] wanted to ban D. H. Lawrence, Janies Joyce, or even Henry Miller, but because in the 1960s and 1970s, under-the-table pornography moved to the top of the newsstands. Prayer in the schools did not become an issue because Fundamentalists [and evangelicals] wanted to introduce new prayers or sectarian prayers, but because the Supreme Court ruled against all prayers. Freedom for religious schools became an issue not because of any legal effort to expand their scope, but because the Internal Revenue Service and various state authorities tried to impose restrictions on them that private schools had not faced before.44

Perhaps the issue of who started these fights is now irrelevant. But it is helpful to remember that

dominant power—measured by money, access to the major media, influence, the opinion of our educated, moneyed and powerful elites—still rests with the secular and liberal forces that created, through court action, the changes that have aroused Fundamentalists [and evangelicals]. What we are seeing is a defensive reaction of the conservative heartland, rather than an offensive that intends to or is capable of really upsetting the balance, or of driving the United States back to the nineteenth century or early twentieth century.45

Liberals have been so successful in getting their agenda adopted that it is easy for them to forget that “America is a many-cultured society, and that religion is an important component of many U.S. subcultures as well as of the larger culture.”46 Evangelicals are simply fighting back in an attempt to restore some balance and to regain some lost respect for beliefs and values that are important to them and have played an important role in the history of our nation.

To summarize this section, evangelicalism has undergone changes that mirror the growing split between political and theological liberals and conservatives in the Roman Catholic Church. But educated Catholic conservatives had never retreated into a religious ghetto, had never isolated themselves from America’s public arena the way evangelicals did. Convincing people to leave a ghetto has often been difficult. After many fitful starts, the evangelical genie is out of the bottle and has no intention of turning back. Roman Catholic support for this new evangelical social activism has been an important factor in the growing maturity of evangelical social action.

As Richard John Neuhaus explains, “The public resurgence of [evangelical] Christianity is good both for Christianity and for America, because it returns to the national discourse a huge bloc of citizens previously estranged from . . . ‘the public square.’”47 Surely, Neuhaus continues, it is incumbent on nonevangelicals, “especially those who claim to understand our society, to do more in response to this ascendence of [evangelicalism] . . . than to sound an increasingly hysterical and increasingly hollow alarm.”48 It would be nice to think that some day perhaps America’s militant secularists and religious liberals will take heed to Neuhaus’s words.

It is important to observe that the size and power of the central government has continued to expand and as the weapons of that government have increasingly been turned against religious people, it is understandable that conservative Catholics and evangelicals have come to recognize the importance of greater cooperation. The time has come to examine a few arguments for and against this cooperation.

THE DEBATE OVER EVANGELICAL-CATHOLIC COOPERATION

A few days ago, I opened a large envelope in my mail and found a sample copy of a new, privately published newsletter. The headline for that montII’s issue grabbed my attention: “Christianity [meaning evangelicalism] and Catholicism—An Unholy Alliance.”49

The article began by attacking evangelicals such as Charles Colson, Randall Terry, James Kennedy, and Pat Robertson for their efforts to promote an alliance between evangelicals and Roman Catholics in America’s cultural and political arena. All but a few sentences in the very long piece focused on the theological differences between evangelicals and Catholics, coupled with the insinuation that any cooperative effort would involve evangelicals in a serious compromise of their religious beliefs. I mention this publication to illustrate the strong feelings one can still encounter in some pockets of fundamentalism.

A year or so ago, a friend who was pastoring a church in the Northeast told me how his efforts to get his fundamentalist church involved in righting abortion met with powerful resistance from a faction that argued that standing in a long line of people to show support for the pro-life position might result in some folks in the church standing next to and even holding hands with a Catholic. The leadership in my friend’s church found that an unthinkable act. The pastor decided that what was truly unthinkable in his situation was continuing to minister to folks like that; he resigned and moved to a different church.

About the same time the aforementioned newsletter reached my mail box, I chanced upon a 1989 article in the Catholic monthly Crisis, written by the distinguished constitutional attorney William Bentley Ball. (Ball incidentally has often come to the legal aid of Protestant institutions threatened by people interested in using the power of the state to curtail the legitimate rights of Christian schools and churches.) In his article “We’d Better Hang Together,” Ball argues that conservative Protestants and Catholics had better begin to recognize the importance of working together. As his subtitle indicated, “It’s Time for a New Alliance Between Catholics and Evangelicals.”

Ball began his article by paying tribute to evangelicals, describing them as “the most dynamic force in American Protestantism today.”50 Evangelicals, Ball went on to say, “are building schools throughout the land, amassing in their churches converts from other faiths, playing a highly visible role in the pro-life movement, and preaching what they hold to be Biblical principles for a moral public order.”51 These born-again Christians, he continued, stress “the need for separation, in family and social life, from a ‘pagan’ culture, take in their stride accusations that they are fanatical, self-righteous, negative, and censorious. In spite of persistent battering by the national media, they are growing in number and strength.”52

Ball notes the occasional, often sporadic cooperation between evangelicals and Catholics in the past, usually occurring during presidential elections or more typically in pro-life causes. When the Moral Majority was still active, he reminds us, one-third of Jerry Falwell’s organization was Roman Catholic.

Naturally, Ball is aware of the serious disagreements between Catholics and evangelicals. But, he argues, “While the orthodox Catholic and the traditional Protestant [evangelical] differ on historic issues such as the papacy, tradition, and the sacraments, these issues do not have direct consequence in terms of public issues in the United States today. Too often forgotten by both evangelicals and Catholics are areas of doctrine which both share.” Because of our common commitment to a shared orthodoxy expressed in the historic creeds of the church, he continues, Catholics and evangelicals insist “upon certain moral principles which are at once vital to the public order and gravely threatened, [and] it is important for the common good that Catholics and evangelicals join minds and hands for the promoting of these principles. ”33

Imagine that we are walking along one of Florida’s seaside beaches when we hear a man screaming that his younger daughter is caught in a riptide and is being dragged into deeper water. “Please help my daughter,” he shouts. “I cannot swim, and she’s going to drown!”

Rushing to the man’s side, a lifeguard asks for the direction of his daughter. Suppose the father then pauses, looks at the lifeguard, and says, “Before you save my daughter’s life, I am compelled to ask you one question. What church do you attend?”

I can only assume that the author of the newsletter I mentioned would applaud the father’s action. I can only assume that he would object if his house caught fire and he discovered a Roman Catholic and evangelical working together to save his family. How, I am compelled to ask, can there be any religious scandal or offense in such cooperation? After all, as Ball points out, “Not a syllable of doctrine or conviction is put cm the negotiating table when fully cooperative action takes place between conservative evangelicals and Catholics on issues on which they not only doctrinally agree but on which they are morally bound to act.”54

Attorney Ball wins this debate hands down. It is time for fundamentalists to recognize that if we do not hang together we most surely will hang separately. The time for evangelical-Catholic cooperation within the public arena has come.
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Ecumenism has done much to foster increased understanding between evangelicals and RomanCatholics, allowing them to work together in a number ofimportant areas, especially concerning personal and socialethics. However, some fundamental differences remain, thedoctrine of justification being the most important. Some ofthese differences have stemmed from misunderstandings,others from genuine disagreements.

What is the relation between the official teachings of the Roman Catholic Church and the private views of individualRoman Catholics? How will this affect the form futurerelations between evangelicals and Roman Catholics willtake? The long-term implications are considered.


ESSAY 9

WHAT SHALL WE MAKE OFECUMENISM?

Alister McGrath

Following World War II, the word ecumenism achieved saturation coverge in the Christian media and beyond. The agenda of the mainline Christian churches was dominated by the need for denominations to comeback together after the disruptions of the war.1 The World Council ofChurches (WCC) emerged as a focus for these endeavors. Ecumenism attracted attention for some time, being widely seen as the most importantitem on the mainline Protestant agenda; now it is receding into the background as other more pressing issues come to the fore. “Ecumenism,” acolleague remarked to me a few years ago, “has become the last refuge ofthe theological bore.” Whether he was right or not is open to debate, but hecertainly identified a widespread feeling of weariness over the ecumenicalagenda in recent years. In part, this disillusionment is due to the totally unrealistic attitude of those who were convinced that Christian unity was justaround the corner. Doctrinal differences could be swept to one side in a euphoric drive to come together.

An excellent example of this can be provided from the English scene. On September 18, 1964, the First British Conference on Faith and Order surprised itself by declaring that it would work for the union of all the Britishchurches “not later than Easter Day, 1980. ”2 That date has long sincepassed, as have the hopes of those who so naively believed that reunioncould be achieved without addressing the deep doctrinal issues that dividedthe churches in the first place. Too often, ecumenism appears to rest on adoctrine of “cheap grace,” refusing to address the real issues in order toachieve a cheap ecumenical fix in which a paper-thin and artificial “unity”is gained at the price of ignoring or sidestepping the questions that reallymatter. “Unity at any price” seemed to be the philosophy underlying sceneof the more irresponsible projects of that era.

The issue of doctrinal divergence is of special importance to the relationship between Protestant and Roman Catholic churches. Such dialogues have discovered that the agenda of the Reformation obstinately refuses to goaway and that the central questions of scriptural authority, the role of Mary,and the assurance of salvation remain controversial today. There is thus a new atmosphere of realism: only by facing theological issues honestly canany progress toward Christian unity be made. The agenda of the Reformation cannot be ignored by any who hope to bring Protestants and RomanCatholics closer together. This point is stressed in an important recent essayby Don Carson (Trinity Evangelical Divinity School).3 While noting substantial points of agreement between evangelicalism and Roman Catholicism, he rightly points out that issues of major importance remain to beaddressed and resolved—such as the locus of revelation, the means of grace,the nature of the church, and the significance of Mary. The agenda of theReformation remains on the ecumenical table today.

Despite these reservations, however, there is clearly a growing feeling among some sections of evangelicalism that increased collaboration between evangelicals and Roman Catholics, at least (Hi some issues and atsome levels, is going to be of increasing importance in the future. If Asternculture continues to slide into an increasingly secular outlook, should notthose who believe in, for example, the divinity of Christ and the reality ofthe Resurrection join forces, despite their differences chi other matters, inorder to ensure that the Christian voice is heard cm these vital issues? Again,given that evangelicals and Roman Catholics share a common concern forthe unborn, should they not join forces to form a coalition on this issue? Towork together on such issues does not imply agreement on a larger scale buta willingness to work together in those limited areas where agreement onideas or values makes it possible.

Many evangelicals have sensed hostility toward theological liberalism in Roman Catholic circles and welcomed this as an antidote to liberal trendswithin historic Protestantism, which they believe, with justification, to bedestroying those former bulwarks of evangelicalism. Thus, where the WCChas tended to dismiss evangelism as “Christian imperialism,” Pope JohnPaul II has stressed the importance of evangelism for the church as it seeksto make the good news of Jesus Christ known to the world. In his encyclicalletter Redemptoris Missio, John Paul II stressed that “proclamation is thepermanent priority of mission. The Church cannot elude Christ’s explicitmandate, nor deprive men and women of the ‘Good News’ about their beingloved and saved by God.”4 The encyclical speaks movingly of the full riches of the gospel in terms with which most evangelicals can sympathize:

The subject of proclamation is Christ who was crucified, died and is risen: through him is accomplished our full and authentic liberation from evil, sin anddeath; through him God bestows “new life” that is divine and eternal. This isthe “Good News” which changes humanity and their history, and which allpeoples have a right to hear.5

It is no accident that some evangelicals have chosen to become Roman Catholics, sensing that there is an institutionalized orthodoxy over a seriesof vital issues that the mainline Protestant churches have betrayed.6 Afurther issue is that of “evangelical catholicity,” a theme classically associated with the Mercersburg theology but which has begun to reemerge assignificant for some evangelicals.7

In the light of these developments, a real need exists to reappraise the ecumenical endeavor, especially to identify its positive and negative potential for evangelicals. In what follows, I shall explore the issue with specialreference to one doctrine of fundamental importance: justification by faith.My reason for doing so is simple: it is the doctrine with which I am mostfamiliar and which allows us insights into both the European Reformation ofthe sixteenth century, and the ecumenical discussions of the twentieth.

JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH:A CASE STUDY

In recent years, a number of ecumenical discussions have focused on the doctrine of justification by faith. On September 30,1983, the U.S. Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue group released a 24,000-word document thatrepresented the fruit of six years of discussions on the doctrine of justification. This document, entitled Justification by Faith, is by far the most important ecumenical document to deal with the theme of justification to dateand represents a landmark in ecumenical discussions. This has been followed by the report of the Second Anglican-Roman Catholic InternationalCommission (ARCIC II) titled Salvation and the Church, published on January 22, 1987. In this section, I propose to examine some difficulties in themodern discussion of justification, with particular reference to thesedocuments.8

The European Reformation of the sixteenth century saw the battle lines drawn between Roman Catholics and Protestants over the doctrine of justification by faith alone. For the Protestant Reformers, the doctrine of justification was the “article by which the church stands or falls.”9 The RomanCatholic Church, in their view, had fallen over this doctrine and thus lost itscredibility as a genuinely Christian church. For the Reformers, this morethan adequately justified breaking away from the medieval church in orderto return to the authentic teaching of Scripture. The Reformers, by reclaiming the insights of the New Testament and Augustine of Hippo, were able toassert that they had recovered the biblical doctrine of justification by faith.10

But what were the differences between Roman Catholic and Protestant teachings on justification in the sixteenth century? We may make an immediate distinction between two types of differences: those that were actuallymisunderstandings (where both sides were saying more or less the samething but misunderstood each other); and those that were disagreements(where both sides understood precisely what the other was saying and regarded it as unacceptable).

SIXTEENTH-CENTURY MISUNDERSTANDINGS

It is clear that both Protestants and Roman Catholics agreed on the following (although their discussion of them was confused by some difficulties that we shall note below):

1We cannot take the initiative in beginning the Christian life—it is God who moves first. Original sin prevents our finding our way back to Godunaided by grace. Popular Catholic religion in the later Middle Ages wasobsessed with the doctrine of justification by works, however, pointing to aradical divergence between what theologians taught and what the commonpeople believed. Although some evangelicals continue to insist that the Roman Catholic Church officially teaches justification by works, that is not thecase."

2 The foundation of the Christian life is the work of Christ and not anything we ourselves can do. Once more, popular Catholic piety tended tolay considerable emphasis upon merit and showed an obsessive interest inthe various ways in which this merit could be gained and stored, rather likefunds in a bank account.

3 Although the Christian life is not begun on the basis of good works,good works are the natural result of and expression of genuine Christianfaith.

4The Christian life takes place at the communal, not just the individual, level. By beginning the Christian life, the believer finds himself within acommunity of faith.

None of these points was the subject of dispute between responsible informed theologians in the sixteenth century; the difficulties arose primarily in relation to how these points were expressed.

An excellent example of these difficulties is provided by the term justification itself. Following Augustine of Hippo, the Council of Trent defined justification in terms of “making righteous.” Trent’s comprehensive definition of justification makes clear that “justification” includes both the initiation and the subsequent development of the Christian life, as the believergrows in holiness and righteousness. Augustine’s interpretation of the post-classical Latin term iustificare as iustumfacere reveals his celebrated etymological shortcomings, although the importance of this point would not beappreciated until the sixteenth century.12

On the basis of the new advances in philology associated with the Renaissance, and especially the new interest in the Hebrew text of the Old Testament, both Lutheran and Reformed theologians recognized that the verb to justify was forensic, meaning “to declare or pronounce to be righteous,”and not “to make righteous.”13 Although the Reformers had a great respectfor Augustine, they had no hesitation in criticizing him when the directstudy of the Hebrew and Greek texts of Scripture showed him to be wrong.Augustine’s definition of what justification itself actually was came to berecognized as a classical case of an error arising from the use of the Latinversion of Scripture, rather than Scripture in its original language.

The Reformers, therefore, rejected the tradition hitherto predominant within the Astern church concerning the meaning of the term justificationand, by doing so, added considerably to the difficulties of the sixteenth-century debates on justification. For the simple fact was that Protestants andRoman Catholics used the term justification to mean rather different things.For the Protestant, justification refers to the external pronouncement on thepart of God that the sinner is regarded as righteous in His sight (coramDeo),thus marking the beginning of the Christian life. For the Roman Catholic—who, in this matter, continues the common teaching of the Astern church,deriving from Augustine—justification means both the event by which theChristian life is initiated and the process by which the believer is regenerated. In other words, Trent understands by justification what the Protestantunderstands by justification and sanctification (or regeneration) taken together. This semantic difference led to enormous confusion at the time, as itstill does to this day.

To illustrate this point, consider the following two statements.

1. We are justified by faith alone.

2. We are justified by faith and by holiness of life.

In terms of popular polemics, the former is generally identified as the Protestant position and the latter as the Roman Catholic position. To the Protestant, the first statement stipulates that the Christian life is begun through faith alone, which is obviously right, in that it corresponds to the New Testament teaching on the matter. To the Roman Catholic, however, the samestatement implies that the Christian life is begun through faith alone andcontinued in faith alone, which is obviously a travesty of the New Testamentteaching on the matter, which makes explicit reference to the Christian lifebeing continued in holiness, obedience, and good works.

Now consider the second statement. To the Roman Catholic, this would naturally mean that the Christian life is begun through faith and continued inholiness of life, which is obviously an excellent summary of the New Testament teaching on the matter. To the Protestant, however, the same statementmeans something very different: that the Christian life is begun through faithand holiness of life, which is virtually Pelagian and a gross distortion of the New Testament teaching (hi the matter. In fact, it will be obvious that thefirst statement (understood in the Protestant sense) and the second (understood in the Roman Catholic sense) are actually saying more or less the samething, but the convergence is obscured by the different understandings of theterm justification.

It will be obvious that Protestant theologians were not for one moment suggesting that it was possible to be justified without being sanctified: theywere simply insisting upon a notional distinction between the two concepts,distinguishing at the conceptual level two ideas that had hitherto been regarded as essentially the same thing. On the basis of their new and more reliable knowledge of Hebrew philology, the new understanding of justificationwas totally justified, making correction of Augustine on this point both necessary and acceptable. Although the Reformers vigorously upheld Augustine’s ideas on grace, they felt perfectly free to correct his interpretation ofScripture where it was based on bad Hebrew.

SIXTEENTH-CENTURY DISAGREEMENTS

As we noted in the previous section, there was an important degree of agreement between Protestants and Roman Catholics on the doctrine of justification in the sixteenth century. Perhaps we could summarize the situationby suggesting that both were committed to anti-Pelagian Christocentrictheologies of justification. Nevertheless, alongside this real, if obscured,agreement was genuine disagreement, where each side understood perfectlywell what the other was saying, and took exception to it. It is here that thereal focus of the Reformation controversies is to be found. Two matters regarded as being of central importance at the time were:

1. The nature of justifying righteousness (sometimes also referred to in the

period 1575-1700 as the “formal cause of justification”).

2. The question of assurance (which is closely linked with the nature of justifying righteousness).

We have space to consider only the first of these two issues, although their organic connection should be noted.

Luther insisted that justifying righteousness was iustitia aliena Christi, a righteousness extrinsic to believers, covering them protectively in much thesame way a mother hen might cover her chicks with her wing.14 Substantially the same position was taken up by both Lutheran and Reformed theologians, who held that justifying righteousness is not a righteousness inherentto believers but one outside us. God effects our justification from outside us,prior to effecting our renewal within us. The righteousness of justification is

perfect and imputed, whereas that of sanctification is imperfect and inherent. The point the Reformers wished to emphasize was that the righteousness of the saints was permanently imperfect and therefore could not function as the basis of the divine verdict of justification. We are acceptedon the basis of a perfect righteousness—the righteousness of Christ.13

The Council of Trent, however, meeting in 1546-1547 to formulate the Roman Catholic response to the Reformation doctrines of justification, insisted that the single formal cause of justification was an inherent righteousness, a righteousness within the believer. Although stressing that thisrighteousness was provided by God, Trent equally insisted that it was located within the believer as part of his person. The Reformers found this ideainconsistent: if God’s verdict of justification was not to be a legal fiction, itwould have to be based on a perfect righteousness, and if this righteousnesswas inherent to believers, how could Trent speak of believers growing inrighteousness when they already possessed a perfect righteousness? Itseemed to the Reformers that any inherent righteousness was, by its verynature, imperfect and in need of supplementation—and the imputation of thealien righteousness of Christ dealt with this difficulty.

For the Reformers, it was necessary to know that one was a Christian, that the Christian life had indeed begun, that one had been forgiven and accepted by God, and, on the basis of this conviction, the living of the Christian life (with all its opportunities, responsibilities, and challenges) couldproceed. Being justified on the basis of the external righteousness of Christmeant that all that needed to be done for an individual’s justification hadbeen done by God. So the believer could rest assured that he had been accepted and forgiven. The Reformers could not see how Trent ensured thatindividual believers were accepted, despite being sinners. For if believerspossessed the perfect righteousness that ensured their justification, theycould no longer be sinners—yet experience (as well as the penitential systemof the Catholic Church!) suggested that believers continually sinned. For theReformers, the Tridentine doctrine of justification was profoundly inadequate in that it could not account for the fact that believers were really accepted before God while still remaining sinners. The Reformers wereconvinced that Trent taught a profoundly inadequate doctrine of sin, with anequally inadequate doctrine of justification as a result. The famous phrase,due to Luther, sums up this precious insight with brilliance and verbal economy: simul iustus et peccator—“righteous and a sinner at one and the sametime.” Luther is one of the few theologians ever to have grasped and articulated the simple fact that God loves and accepts us just as we are—not as wemight be, or will be, but as he finds us.

As the Tridentine debates on justification make clear, Trent recognized exactly what Protestant theologians were saying on this matter—and explicitly rejected it. Although a number of theologians present at Trent clearlysympathized with the Protestant position, they were outnumbered and out-maneuvered by their colleagues.16 This was no misunderstanding but a deliberate, weighed, and explicit rejection of the Protestant position.

Here, then, is an area where there was genuine and apparently insuperable disagreement between Trent and the Reformers in the sixteenth century. As even the most superficial survey of Protestant and Roman Catholic polemical writings from 1SS0 on makes clear, it is in relation to these twoquestions—the nature of justifying righteousness and the question of assurance—that the real divisions were perceived to lie. It is thus of some considerable interest to note that it was precisely these two questions (originallynot on Trent’s agenda, incidentally; they had to be added later, when it wasobvious that they could not be avoided) that caused the long delay in the formulation of the decree on justification. (Indeed, at one point it seemed thatTrent would not be able to say anything about the question of assurance, sodifficult was it proving to reach agreement).

It will therefore be clear that any attempt to engage with the real differences between Protestants and Roman Catholics over the doctrine of justification must be addressed to these two questions, which historically were regarded as central. There is little to be gained from recapitulating what wasagreed in the sixteenth century (although that agreement was, of course, obscured by polemics and terminological differences), unless it can be showrthat these two issues are no longer of any importance.

JUSTIFYING RIGHTEOUSNESS IN THE LUTHERAN-ROMAN CATHOLIC DISCUSSIONS

The U.S. Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue group report noted above, Justification by Faith,11 represents a landmark in ecumenical discussions.Earlier, I pointed out how sixteenth-century controversies on justificationwere of two types: those that rested upon misunderstandings, and those thatreflected genuine disagreements. This document addresses both. Misunderstandings are resolved along the following lines:18

1 Christians have no hope of final salvation and basis for justification before God other than through God’s free gift of grace in Christ, offered to them through the Holy Spirit. Our entire hope of justification and salvationrests on the promises of God and the saving work of Jesus Christ, expressedin the gospel.

2As a result of original sin, all human beings—whoever they are and whenever and wherever they live—stand in need of justification.

3 Justification is a completely free act of God’s grace, and nothing we can do can be said to be the basis or ground of our own justification. Evenfaith itself must be recognized as a divine gift and work within us. We cannot turn to God unless God turns us first. The priority of God’s redeeming will and action over our own actions in bringing about our salvation is expressed (and its mystery safeguarded) by the doctrine of predestination.

4In justification we are declared righteous before God, and the process of making us righteous in His sight through the renewing action of the HolySpirit is begun. In that justification, we receive by faith the effects of thedeath and resurrection of Jesus Christ as we respond personally to the gospel(the power of God for salvation), as we encounter the gospel through Scripture (the proclamation of the Word of God) and the sacraments, and as itinitially awakens and subsequently strengthens faith in us.

5 Whoever is justified is subsequently renewed by the Holy Spirit and motivated and enabled to perform good works. That is not to say that individuals may rely on these works for their salvation, because eternal life remains a gift offered to us through the grace and mercy of God.

The document goes further than this, however, by dealing at some length with real questions of disagreement, and it is to be applauded for doing so,instead of attempting to marginalize or ignore them. It is the willingness toengage with these genuine points of difference that earns this document itsabiding [dace in the ecumenical discussion of justification. The question ofthe nature of justifying righteousness is dealt with in detail (e.g., §§98-104), and no attempt is made to disguise the fact that real differencesbetween the churches remain on this issue. It is recognized that the conceptsof justification by an extrinsic and intrinsic righteousness are totally different: although neither excludes the other, they are not identical. The dialoguegroup expresses the hope that they may be complementary, but the gross error of suggesting that they are substantially the same, reflecting only verbaldifferences, is avoided. The fact that there are “remaining differences” (§§88,154,157) between the two churches on a number of important aspects ofthe doctrine is explicitly acknowledged; this is interpreted, however, interms of complementary rather than contradictory approaches to the doctrine. In this way, the document recognizes the quite distinct approaches tothe doctrine associated with the two churches, arguing that they are complementary and convergent, rather than contradictory and divergent.

This elimination or resolution of misunderstandings and disagreements allows the dialogue group to make the following affirmation, in which thetension between the two ways of understanding justification is maintained:

Our entire hope of justification and salvation rests on Jesus Christ and on the gospel whereby the good news of God’s merciful action in Christ is madeknown; we do not place our ultimate trust in anything other than God’s promiseand saving work in Christ. Such as [sic] affirmation is not fully equivalent to theReformation teaching on justification according to which God accepts sinners asrighteous for Christ’s sake on the basis of faith alone; but by its insistence that reliance for salvation should be placed entirely on God, it expresses a centralconcern of that doctrine. Yet it does not exclude the traditional Catholic positionthat the grace-wrought transformation of sinners is a necessary preparation forfinal salvation.19

The document thus affirms that the quite distinct ideas of forensic justification and justification by inherent righteousness are two ways of conceptualizing essentially the same theological principle:

It must be emphasized that our common affirmation that it is God in Christ alone whom believers ultimately trust does not necessitate any one particular way ofconceptualizing or picturing God’s saving work. That work can be expressed inthe imagery of God as judge who pronounces sinners innocent and righteous . . . , and also in a transformist view that emphasizes the change wroughtin sinners by infused grace.20

The crucial question of the formal cause of justification—the real crux of division in the sixteenth century—is thus resolved by suggesting that bothpositions (justification by an alien or extrinsic righteousness, and justification by an intrinsic righteousness) are appropriate (but not identical) ways ofconceptualizing the ultimate foundation of our justification in the action ofGod in Jesus Christ. The document recognizes that this is no mere differenceof words—it amounts to quite distinct theological frameworks, vocabularies, hermeneutics, emphases, and manners of conceptualizing the divine action. The fundamental point the document wishes to affirm is that bothpositions are legitimate ways of attempting to safeguard the same crucial insight.

THE ISSUE OF INDULGENCES

The doctrine of justification is not a purely theoretical affair, touching the minds of theologians but not the practices of the church. The early sixteenth century witnessed the culmination of a number of highly questionabletrends in popular piety. Salvation was widely regarded as something thatcould be earned through good works. The confused and vague theology ofindulgences lent weight to the suggestion that it was possible to buy either orboth the remission of sins and the remission of purgatorial penalties, whereas the practice of paying for masses for the dead seemed to suggest that itwas possible to buy salvation, or at least a diminished period of residence inpurgatory.

Though such practices and beliefs may have at times been in conflict with the teachings of the more responsible schools of Catholic theology, thefact remains that no serious attempt was made to criticize or suppress them.In fact, the evidence suggests that they were tolerated to the point of being

unofficially incorporated into the structures of the church in that the power and income of the ecclesiastical establishment was linked with the continuance of such practices and beliefs. Thus, in the early sixteenth century indulgences were a major source of papal revenue, and the practice of paying formasses for the dead provided a welcomed supplementation to clerical income. In an era in which ecclesiastical offices were frequently purchased,the buyer generally felt justified in at least looking for an appropriate returnon his investment. As study after study of the late medieval church confirms, the idea that an individual could, for certain monetary considerations,ensure his salvation (and facilitate its progress) was of central importance tothe financing of the ecclesiastical establishment.

The doctrine of justification by faith, with the associated idea of the “priesthood of all believers,” thus assumed an importance that far transcended the sphere of academic theology. The doctrine effectively cut theground from under the vested interests of these groups, threatening the basisof the practices and beliefs that secured their income and power. It is quiteimpossible to treat the doctrine of justification as if it were of purely academic interest, ignoring its obvious relevance to church life and practice, including such sixteenth-century practices as the selling of indulgences orbeliefs such as purgatorial penalties upon which certain practices werebased—because the doctrine calls such sixteenth-century practices and beliefs, as well as their modern-day equivalents, into question. Thus, Tom-maso de Vio (Cardinal Cajetan) feared that Luther’s emphasis upon therighteousness of Christ in justification would minimize the role of thechurch in mediating forgiveness to sinners. In treating the doctrine of justification as articulus stands et cadentis ecclesiae (“the article by which thechurch stands or falls”), Luther stipulated that the doctrine of justificationwas the criterion by which the doctrine, structures, and practices of thechurch were to be evaluated, with a view to reforming them. This insight, itmust be added, is incorporated into the chief confessional writings of Lutheranism, including the Augsburg Confession and the Schmalkaldic Articles.

The role of indulgences was thus of major importance at the time of the Reformation. But what role do indulgences play in Roman Catholicism today? In a final section, the Anglican-Roman Catholic document Salvationand the Church moves on to deal with “The Church and Salvation. ” This isby far the weakest section of the document. The entire discussion of thebearing of the doctrine of justification upon the life of the church—in otherwords, the practical questions that so aroused the Reformers—is abstractand unfocused. It is in this section that we have every right to look for, andfind, a discussion of indulgences. After all, the historical origins of the Lutheran Reformation are linked with this practice, and there appears to besome degree of confusion within modern Catholic theology as to what therole of indulgences actually is. It is therefore of considerable importance that we have a magisterial pronouncement on indulgences, not just theviews of some individual Roman Catholic theologians (the reliability ofwhich varies considerably), but an authoritative statement by the teachingoffice of the Roman Catholic Church as to what the function of indulgencesactually is. ARCIC II cannot flee from history: attention must be given tothe question of what was actually at stake in the indulgences controversy ofthe sixteenth century and how such differences may be, or have been, resolved.

As John Frith, the greatest of the neglected English Reformers, pointed out, the doctrine of justification by faith necessarily called the doctrine ofpurgatory into question. Indulgences, purgatory, and prayer for the dead(which Salvation and the Church apparently brings into the debate at § 22for reasons that are not clear)—all these ideas and practices, brought into thediscussion on account of the broadening of the theme from “justification”to “salvation and the church,” point to areas of continuing divergence. Ascme leading Lutheran ecumenist points out, the question of how the doctrineof purgatory may be reinterpreted or revised in the modern period is an inevitable part of any genuine engagement with the doctrine of justification.“Catholic interpretations of purgatory leave Lutherans with nagging questions: was Christ’s work insufficient, and do our works somehow have merit?” Paul VI may have refined Trent’s stipulations on indulgences, but thebasic framework it presupposes (purgatory and purgatorial penalties, for instance) remains as unacceptable to Protestants, whether Anglican or otherwise, as it has always been.

Once more, the wisdom of Justification by Faith must be noted. In discussing the question of how an individual may be said to apply the satisfaction of Christ, this document noted:

Further study will be needed to determine whether and how far Lutherans and Catholics can agree on these points, which have far-reaching ramifications fortraditionally disputed doctrines such as the sacrament of penance, Masses forspecial intentions, indulgences and purgatory. These questions demand morethorough exploration than they have yet received in this or other dialogues.

It is a pity that ARCIC II did not seize this opportunity to pursue this study, with a view to clarifying the bearing of the doctrine of justification cmthese beliefs and practices. For the indulgence question remains of importance. It is at this point that the interaction of theology (the doctrine of justification) and the life of the church (for example, the practices of praying forthe dead, the obtaining of indulgences, and so forth) becomes clear, indicating that the doctrine of justification cannot be discussed in a purely theoretical manner. It must be grounded in the life and practice of the church.

The simple fact of the matter is that indulgences are not some obscure and antiquated sixteenth-century practice that can be dismissed as no longerof any importance or relevance in ecumenical discussion. The modern Roman Catholic teaching on indulgences has been stated and clarified in threedocuments, dating from 1967 (Indulgentiarum doctrina, of Paul VI), 1968(The new Enchiridion of Indulgences, issued by the Sacred Apostolic Penitentiary), and 1983 (the new Code of Canon Law of the Roman CatholicChurch). This last, it must be noted, was not taken into account by the U.S.Lutheran-Roman Catholic Dialogue Group, simply because it had not appeared by the time their deliberations on justification were complete. Let mequote two sections from this new code of canon law.

992. An indulgence is the remission before God of the temporal punishment due for sins already forgiven as far as their guilt is concerned. This remission thefaithful, with the proper dispositions and under certain determined conditions,acquire through the intervention of the church which, as minister of the redemption, authoritatively dispenses and applies the treasury of the satisfaction won byChrist and the saints.

994. The faithful can gain partial or plenary indulgences for themselves or apply them for the dead by way of suffrage.

The casual reader of ARCIC IPs report might gain the impression that the sixteenth centuiy debate in indulgences had led to the matter being resolved. Yet here we have the same basic ideas being restated in substantiallythe same form within the last ten years. How, one wonders, can agreementbe reached when this matter is so obviously outstanding?

It seems to me that there is only one answer to this question, and that it rests on a single phrase in § 32. “We believe that our two communions areagreed on the essential aspects of the doctrine of salvation.” This phrase“the essential aspects of the doctrine of salvation” seems to hold the key toARCIC II’s approach to the sixteenth-century debate on justification: indulgences are not to be regarded as an essential aspect of the doctrine of salvation. I think we must ask ARCIC II to be honest on this point and ask thisvery specific question to which we have a right to a very specific answer:Are the 1983 canons on indulgences an essential aspect of the Roman Catholic doctrine of salvation? I think ARCIC II would be obliged to say no. Butas a historian, I have to say that the sixteenth-century answer given by therepresentatives of the Roman Catholic Church to its Protestant critics, in England and elsewhere, was rather different. After all, John Frith was burnedat Smithfield in 1533 for denying that purgatory was a necessary dogma!There are clearly some difficult questions that need to be addressed here.

THE NEW UNOFFICIAL ECUMENISM:THE SHAPE OF THE FUTURE?

In the above analysis, I have indicated reasons for suggesting that there are deep issues that remain unresolved within Protestant-Roman Catholicecumenical discussions. I have limited my analysis to the doctrine of justification; had I extended this analysis to include, for example, the issue of theauthority of Scripture, the role of Mary in salvation, or the theology of thesacraments, similar concerns would have emerged along a much widerfront. For this reason, it is necessary to express a certain degree of skepticism concerning the future of such official discussions between the Protestant churches and the Roman Catholic Church. They have gotten as far asthey can.

Yet there is a flaw in my analysis, and it is possible that the identification of the flaw in question may help us understand why there is growing collaboration between individual Roman Catholics and evangelicals. My analysisthus far rests on the assumption that individual Roman Catholics accept theauthority of the official teachings of their church. The empirical evidenceavailable suggests that large numbers of them do not. The widespread refusal to obey the Vatican’s explicit teachings on artificial methods of birthcontrol is simply one symptom of something much deeper: a tendency tovalue the Roman Catholic ethos, at least in part, while being selective concerning those aspects of its teaching that are appropriated.21 The result is thatmany Roman Catholics, especially in the United States, remain outwardlyand publicly loyal to their church, while inwardly and privately embracingsome of the leading ideas of evangelicalism. (This contrasts sharply with thesituation in Latin America, where a growing sympathy with evangelicalismhas led to a public rejection of Roman Catholicism and an equally publicembrace of the theological ideas and styles of worship of various forms ofevangelicalism.)22

This observation is of major importance, as it relates directly to the conditions under which evangelicalism became of significance in the early sixteenth century. The term evangelical originally dates from the sixteenth century and was used to refer to Catholic writers wishing to revert to morebiblical beliefs and practices than those associated with the late medievalchurch. Writers such as Barry Collett (University of Melbourne) haveshown how evangelical attitudes toward the personal appropriation of salvation and the spiritual importance of the reading of Scripture emerged duringItalian Benedictine monasteries in the late fifteenth century. The attitudesand approaches he describes parallel directly those of modern evangelicalism.23 Similarly, E. M. Jung and other scholars of the later Italian Renaissance have identified a major spiritual movement—which becomesparticularly important among the Italian aristocratic laity in the 1520s—placing an emphasis on a personally-appropriated salvation.24 Through an obvious lack of familiarity with Christian spirituality, Jung used the termevangelism to refer to this movement. It is clear that it is simply a form ofevangelicalism, which can be paralleled throughout Europe during this period. In short, as Clair Davis has shown in chapter 2, there is now ample historical evidence to the effect that evangelical attitudes were espoused,whether privately or publicly, by leading figures of the Catholic Church inthe late Middle Ages.

One of the most important features of the late Renaissance is the growth of lay religion, and the increased demands on the part of a Christian laitythroughout Astern Europe for a form of Christian spirituality that was ofdirect relevance to their personal spiritual concerns. It must be rememberedthat much medieval spirituality was developed by monastic writers and intended to be read within a monastic context. There was an urgent need forthe evolution of forms of the Christian faith that related to the spiritual needsand concerns of an increasingly demanding laity.25 Martin Luther’s doctrineof justification, with its emphasis upon the faith and assurance of the individual, proved to be what they were looking for.

It can be shown without difficulty that such evangelical attitudes were not initially regarded as a threat by ecclesiastical authorities; indeed, theywere even welcomed in some areas as making an overdue and positive contribution to the renewal of the spiritual vitality of a tired church. The Italianchurch in particular was deeply and positively affected by the emergence ofevangelicalism during the 1530s. Several cardinals of the period were profoundly influenced by evangelical attitudes, which they did not regard as inconsistent with their senior positions within the church. It was only in themid-1540s, when an increasingly anxious church, alert to the growing threatposed by northern European Lutheranism, condemned such attitudes as destabilizing, that evangelicalism went off-limits. The reason for this development? The church authorities had become convinced that to be anevangelical was to be a Lutheran and, hence, to be anti-Catholic.

The term evangelical is especially associated with the 1520s, when the French term evangelique and the German evangelisch began to featureprominently in the controversial writings of the early Reformation. In the1530s, the term Protestant came to become more significant; increasingly,this came to be understood simply as anti-Catholic. However, it must be appreciated that this term was imposed upon evangelicals by their Catholic opponents and was not one of their own choosing. The term Protestantreferred originally to the “protest” of the six princes and fourteen southGerman cities at the second Diet of Speyer (1529) against the rescinding ofthe guarantee of religious freedom set out by the first Diet of Speyer, threeyears earlier. In the German language, for historical reasons, the term evangelisch has now become more or less equivalent to Protestant and has lost it!

original meaning; this has not happened in English, on account of the deliberate decision to prevent this confusion from taking place. (Since the 1940s there has been a determined, and largely successful, effort on the part of theEnglish-speaking heirs of the Reformation to recover the older term, and rehabilitate it, evident in the formation of the National Association of Evangelicals in 1942).

Evangelical is thus the term chosen by evangelicals to refer to themselves, representing most adequately the central concern of the movement for the safeguarding and articulation of the Evangel—the good news of God,which has been made known and made possible in Jesus Christ. The termProtestant too easily implies an obsession with some system of church government (such as presbyterianism), which can come to overshadow moreimportant concerns relating to the gospel itself. Evangelicalism refuses toallow any matter of church government to take precedence over the gospelitself; the term evangelical, by placing emphasis upon this gospel, conveysboth the emphasis and the substance of the movement. All else is deliberately subordinated, as a matter of principle, to this central theme.

Evangelicals generally are aware of the need for a well-informed biblical model of the church; they remain generally unpersuaded, however, that theNew Testament intended to lay down precise details of church polity. A corporate conception of the Christian life is not understood to be specificallylinked with any one denominational understanding of the nature of thechurch. In one sense, this is a “minimalist” ecclesiology; in another, it represents an admission that the New Testament itself does not stipulate withprecision any single form of church government that can be made bindingupon all Christians. Those who accuse evangelicals of having “immature”or “underdeveloped” theories of the church might care to ask themselveswhether they might not have hopelessly overdeveloped theories. More recently, even Roman Catholic biblical scholarship—traditionally wedded tostatic and highly authoritarian concepts of the church—has recognized thatthe New Testament portrays the church in dynamic and evolving terms, using a variety of images to represent it.26

And it is for these reasons that many Roman Catholics appear to be attracted to evangelicalism. They sense that its concern for the gospel overshadows the lesser issue of church order. A disinclination to obey blindly each and every aspect of their churcII’s official teaching allows them to embrace privately many of the ideas and values of evangelicalism, while retaining at least the vestiges of an outward loyalty to their church. (Interestingly,the term “Nicodemism” was used in the sixteenth century to refer to RomanCatholics, especially in France, who were outwardly loyal to their church,while privately admiring and responding to the writings of John Calvin.)

If this analysis is correct, it follows that evangelicalism can expect to gain a growing hearing within Roman Catholicism in the next decade. It willdo so, not on account of any official institutional sympathy for the movement, but on account of a growing interest in and admiration for the movement mi the part of individual Roman Catholics.

CONCLUSION

So what are we to make of ecumenism? I am convinced that talking to Christians of different persuasions is of major importance. We must acknowledge that there is a real danger of misunderstanding and misrepresentation; talking with others is one way of ensuring that we do others thejustice that we would like them to do us. It helps clear up those misunderstandings and allows us to see how different terminologies can sometimesconceal at least some degree of agreement. In the past, evangelicals havemisrepresented Roman Catholicism (not, I think maliciously; more out ofconfusion over the terminology used by the Council of Trent); ecumenicaldialogue has sometimes helped us see them in their true light. We owe it toRoman Catholics to take the trouble to get them right, instead of perpetuating, whether by accident or design, inaccurate stereotypes of their beliefs.

Yet I have indicated that there are limits to how far official ecumenism will take us. For there comes a point at which misunderstandings are removed and a hard core of real disagreements over issues of major substancestill remains unresolved. The radical agenda of the Reformation remains onthe table, with Luther’s Wittenberg hammer-blows still resounding throughout the church. Although there are theoretical models available to allow Roman Catholicism to take on board the Reformation agenda withoutsignificant loss of face,271 do not expect these to be taken up in the nearfuture. The official dialogue between Protestantism and Roman Catholicismhas probably gone as far as it can go, and it would be unrealistic to look to itfor further progress.

But what I do expect to happen is this: an “unofficial” ecumenism will grow in both its extent and influence, with individual evangelicals exploringthe attractions of Roman Catholicism (as shown by Kim Riddlebarger) andincreasing numbers of individual Roman Catholics being drawn to evangelicalism while generally remaining publicly loyal to their church. In the shortterm, this will probably lead to a growing warmth between individual evangelicals and Roman Catholics, despite the substantial official doctrinal divide between them. I would expect this to be catalyzed by a growing sensethat Christianity as a whole needs to stand up at every level against an increasingly militant secular culture, with local collaboration being seen as alegitimate way for Christians to come together and fight for their mutualrights. It is not my intention to defend or criticize this trend; I am simplyreporting it and assessing its basis and potential impact. It is something thatevangelicalism needs to be aware of.

I may be wrong. Ecumenism is yesterday’s idea and is widely seen as a spent force. But the kind of ecumenism that seems to be emerging at streetlevel is of a very different kind. It could well be a major force in the shapingof America’s religious future in general and the evangelical future in particular. It is imperative that we understand this new ecumenism if our evangelical churches are to retain their theological distinctives in a healthy way.
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PART 4

THEWAYAHEAD


A number of noted evangelicals have recently converted to the Roman Catholic Church. Why is this happening? The reasons fall into two categories.

The first is exemplified by Thomas Howard, who perceived an “incompleteness” about evangelicalism and a lack of stress upon history, liturgy, the sacraments, and aesthetics. The second category is represented by former Presbyterian minister and current Catholic apologist Scott Hahn, whose conversion involved many of the historic theological differences that characterize the nearly five hundred years of division between Protestants and Roman Catholics.


ESSAY 10

NO PLACE LIKE ROME?

Why Are Evangelicals Joining the Catholic Church?

Kim Riddlebarger

There are undoubtedly as many reasons evangelicals become Roman Catholics as there are individuals who convert to Roman Catholicism. Those who have left their Protestant and evangelical heritage for the Roman church do so for a variety of reasons. Many who have converted describe intense personal struggles and painful crises of conscience associated with every step of their journey. It is not an easy pilgrimage from Wheaton to Rome. And each evangelical who converts to Roman Catholicism, it seems, has a compelling story to tell and a list of diverse reasons underlying the experience. There are, however, several common factors identified by recent converts that help answer the question, Why are evangelicals joining the Roman Catholic Church?

After developing some necessaiy background information and then identifying general theological trends that set the context for answering this key question, I will attempt to identify and evaluate the primary reasons given by several recent converts to justify their conversion. Two primary categories of reasons are given. The first centers on a perceived incompleteness or insufficiency of evangelicalism, which is often related to a misconception that basic evangelical beliefs and Roman Catholic dogma are not necessarily at odds. However, the reasons given by converts falling into this category are often connected to the second category, which is composed of theological objections to Protestantism that are in many cases characteristic of the 450-year-old division between Protestants and Catholics.

Scott Hahn, a former Presbyterian minister (PCA) who is now a professor at the College of Steubenville, a Roman Catholic school in Steubenville, Ohio, converted from historic Protestantism to Roman Catholicism. Hahn is an outspoken apologist and articulate advocate for Tridentine Catholicism. He is convinced that what we are presently seeing in terms of the numbers of evangelicals making their way to Rome is but the tip of an emerging iceberg. Citing the perceived similarities between this burgeoning movement and the beginnings of the Oxford Movement more than 150 years ago, Hahn notes that, unlike the Oxford Movement, which culminated in the conversion of the highly respected and brilliant Anglican John Henry Newman, this new movement does not center so much on a single prestigious convert as it does in a number of well-known evangelical Protestants, all of whom have recently joined the Roman church. He argues that since this new movement is more diversified it is perhaps more significant.1 There are no accurate figures available quantifying the number of evangelicals who have converted to Roman Catholicism, but it appears that there are a number of significant and noted individuals involved. Cataloging a veritable Who’s Who of fellow converts, Hahn points out that noted former Protestants such as Peter Kreeft, Richard John Neuhaus, Malcom Muggeridge, William Farmer, Thomas Howard, as well as Hahn’s friend and fellow Presbyterian pastor turned Catholic apologist, Gerry Matatics, have all recently converted to Catholicism. Hahn contends that the quality and reputation of the individuals involved demonstrates that this trend is something more substantial than any other such movement.2

Before proceeding further, it is important to point out that I am sympathetic to some of the reasons these men have given for their conversion to Roman Catholicism. I too was raised in evangelical fundamentalism, and I too struggled during my own conversion to orthodox Calvinism and historic Protestantism from a nonconfessional, nonliturgical, and Arminian theology, typical of much of fundamentalism. It was a painful and difficult journey. I have asked many of the same questions and spent many sleepless nights wrestling with God, as have many who have made the journey to Rome. I certainly empathize with their struggle, and I have more respect for someone who follows the road to truth as they see it than I do for those who never think to question the reasons underlying their particular doctrinal positions. But I also need to point out that the answers I have found in the Scriptures are diametrically opposed to the arguments raised by those who have converted to Catholicism. I unashamedly side with the Protestant Reformers generally, and with confessional Calvinism specifically, on all of the issues central to this debate.

It must also be candidly admitted, as David Wells, James Davidson Hunter, Carl F. H. Henry, Harold Lindsell, and Michael Horton have all recently pointed out,3 that evangelicalism as a movement has reached an important crossroads, if not an outright theological crisis. At such an important and critical moment of definition for evangelicals, undoubtedly there will be those who have had enough of secularism under the guise of “evangelical” religion and who will jump ship for reasons of expediency or because of reasons of conscience. The converts listed by Scott Hahn are best viewed as indicative of the latter. Indeed, one can argue that much of what lies at the root of this turmoil can be located in the fact that as evangelicalism becomes increasingly secularized and continues to move away from its biblical and historic roots, in some cases abandoning outright its Protestant heritage and theological convictions, there will be many who sense that the only lasting solution to such an ideological vacuum is to turn to one of Western civilization’s most visible and stalwart pillars against such secularization, the Roman Catholic Church. As evangelicalism as a movement begins to show signs of stress fracture and possible impending collapse, we should not be surprised that men of conscience would become Roman Catholics even for what many of us do not deem sufficient or proper reasons. In the midst of such upheaval, if evangelical leaders do not give those within their sphere of influence sufficient reasons to remain Protestants, and in many cases openly forsake their own Protestant heritage, why should we be surprised if many who are tired of our double-mindedness and lack of theological integrity now find Roman Catholicism to be a viable option? I can surely empathize with many of these converts, even if I cannot agree with their reasons. But I am still one of those Protestants who feels a twinge of sorrow when I hear of someone leaving an evangelical church to join the Catholic Church.

Despite the contentions of Scott Hahn and others that the objections that can be raised against Protestantism are sufficient to convince any honest inquirer that Roman Catholicism is the true expression of the Christian religion, not only have many of the issues been hotly debated since the time of the Protestant Reformation, but Protestants have effectively answered the arguments that Catholic polemicists raise against historic Protestantism. In many cases, former Protestants simply do not like the answers they receive. For others, the theological arguments ultimately do not matter anyway—Roman Catholicism fills some need or offers something that is beyond argument and debate. In some cases, weak or nonexistent answers from evangelical leaders expected to know better are treated as “the official Protestant position.” What may appear to be formidable arguments for Roman Catholicism on the surface, do not fare as well when it is pointed out that the Protestant foil in the argument is often a straw man, who is easy to knock down but who does not represent either the authentic or the best of historic Protestantism. It is also easy to take the garish extremes of theologically illiterate televangelists and reactionary fundamentalists as representative of true Protestant conviction,4 even though televangelists and fimdamentalists have at times blatantly misrepresented the intentions and doctrines of the Roman church.5 Further complicating matters, Karl Keating, noted Catholic lay apologist, laments that not only have Roman views been misrepresented by evangelical opponents, but Catholic laity are themselves often insufficiently catechized and actually contribute to this doctrinal confusion since they are frequently unable to articulate their faith accurately.6 And unfortunately, in the resulting confusion, the spirit of argument has dropped below the belt chi many occasions.

Not only are these issues not new, neither is the ethos underlying this new movement. A few, such as Hahn, express their conversion primarily in intellectual terms. These converts find the Roman arguments against key Protestant doctrines such as sola fide or sola scriptura to be compelling. They tend to be the most militant of the converts. Others who have converted to Roman Catholicism, it seems, possess a form of idealism bordering on Romanticism, which at times reflects the Victorian sentiment of the earlier Oxford Movement that often serves as a model and source of inspiration for these former Protestants. Many recent converts see the Roman Catholic Church as the sole source of the fulfillment of subjective longings that transcend a mere intellectual conversion to Roman Catholic theology. Such people find the beauty of the liturgy, the sense of history, the focus on the sacraments, and the stress on transcendence and mystery found in Romanism to be important reasons for leaving evangelicalism.

In an uncertain and irrational age, when the best biblical and theological arguments may not necessarily carry the day, the promise of an infallible church, a worldwide community of the faithful complete with magnificent cathedrals and beautiful liturgy, specialized religious orders, and effective and compassionate social concerns, just might. Though many evangelicals dismiss this important, if subjective, aspect of conversion to Catholicism, as simply a desire for “smells and bells,” that opinion ignores important issues worthy of discussion. Subjective reasons are still reasons nonetheless and need to be evaluated accordingly. It is here, then, with concerns that evangelicalism is not a complete or sufficient expression of Christianity, that we will begin to evaluate the arguments given by those evangelicals who have converted to Catholicism.

THE ROMANTIC MOTIVATION

The one book that perhaps captures this romantic idealism and the subjective aspects of the attraction to Catholicism more thoughtfully than any other is Thomas Howard’s Evangelical Is Not Enough.1 Howard, a noted evangelical author and brother of Elisabeth Elliot, has perhaps correctly diagnosed that a major weakness of evangelicalism and fundamentalism is a lack of the sense of God’s transcendence in Christian experience. Evangelical Is Not Enough is more, however, than a testimonial about one man’s spiritual journey. It is a powerful apologetic against a uniquely American form of Protestantism, fundamentalism—a form of Christianity that Howard contends has virtually abandoned any emphasis upon community, history, liturgy, creeds, sacraments, and beauty. These contentions are not completely without merit. They are, ironically, important themes in much of historic Protestantism, though unimportant to many fundamentalists.

Howard begins the book by describing his journey away from his fundamentalist and evangelical roots: “My pilgrimage has led me to ancient forms of Christian worship and discipline that find little place in ordinary Reformational piety and vision.”8 Since the evangelicalism (actually the fundamentalist variety) of Howard’s upbringing was dominated by para-church organizations, interdenominational activities, and nondenomination-al churches, “we cited texts from the New Testament and nothing else. We never said, ‘the church teaches so and so.’”9 There was little sense of any historical identity that Christianity as an ancient faith has with its past. So Howard concludes, “The flavor of Evangelicalism is very different from that of the traditional church.”10 Thus, much of Evangelical Is Not Enough is a narrative of the author’s search for a sense of the history and symbolism of the ancient church.

This revived quest to recover our Christian roots is one of the most important reasons evangelicals are suddenly finding themselves attracted to Catholicism. Since much of American life in general is rather ahistorical, fundamentalism and evangelicalism (to the degree to which these traditions are influenced by popular culture) often reflect a strange sense that Christianity really began with our own conversion or with that of our leaders. In those circles where there is some sense of historical identity, it is not uncommon to hear evangelicals and fundamentalists speak as if New Testament Christianity were somehow recovered via the efforts of some nineteenth-century evangelist. So when evangelicals begin to investigate their own Christian roots, they may find to their chagrin that the historic Christian faith is at many points quite different from fundamentalist and evangelical practice and teaching.

Christian history is important. Protestants contend, however, that the Reformation was an important correction of many of the teachings and practices of the medieval Roman church, which in many cases had buried the apostolic faith under such an accretion of superstition and unbiblical practice that the gospel was virtually obscured from the life of the church. Since we Protestants must first of all strive to be biblical, we nevertheless should also have a strong sense of historical identity that dates in one degree or another forward from the New Testament era—through Augustine, Anselm, and Thomas—up to the Reformation. Furthermore, we should have no trouble tracing our own Protestant heritage from the Reformation to the present day. Protestants have always identified with the Augustinian and Anselmic theological tradition. In a profound sense, it can be argued that the Reformation was an extension and amplification of that ancient tradition. The Reformers themselves were thoroughly conversant with the church Fathers and medieval doctors. Their children, the Protestant scholastics of both the Lutheran and Reformed variety, clearly availed themselves of the Thomistic theological methodology they inherited.

However, it is here, perhaps, that we see one of the most important places where historic Protestants and many of their evangelical and fundamentalist descendants will part ways. The Lutheran, Anglican, and Reformed traditions have a much stronger historical sense than do their American fundamentalist stepchildren, who tend not to be as confessionally or historically bound. But the key issue here is that the church should always be in the process of reform according to the Word of God. Yes, new is not always better, and yes, historically speaking, the ancient church looks and sounds different from much of American evangelicalism. But the question is really one of what the true church should look like according to the Word of God, and not what the actual church looks like in a fallen world. Not all the historical practices of the ancient church are supported by Scripture. And not all of the historical practices of the church are even supported by all the Christian tradition. Even a cursory reading of the ante-Nicene and post-Ni-cene church Fathers reveals a divergence of opinion in many areas. Ultimately, this boils down to the relationship between the authority of tradition and the authority of Scripture, and also the relationship of the church to that authority, a point discussed below.

On the issue of authority, Thomas Howard points out that as a fundamentalist he was taught to distrust the “Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox emphasis on the church as the guardian and teacher of Scripture”11 because of the Protestant notion of sola scriptura. According to Howard, the “stress on the Bible alone calls for a complicated vocabulaiy of ‘inerrancy’ and ‘verbal inspiration’ that has never marked Catholic and Orthodox theology,” because, in the Roman and Eastern traditions, believers “would look to the magisterium of the church, or to Holy Tradition, to keep the ancient faith intact. ”12

Here, then, is another reason many evangelicals are being drawn to Roman Catholicism. Many evangelicals have rejected the concept of sola scriptura in principle, either through the acceptance of the Roman Catholic/Eastern Orthodox conception of a “sacred tradition” as an equal authority with Scripture, or because of the charismatic movement, wherein many evangelicals are becoming increasingly open to the concept of God speaking to them direedy (immediately) through “prophets” or popular “gurus,” apart from the written Word of God. Thomas Howard argues that “sacred” tradition and “official” teachings of the church are of equal authority with Scripture. Many evangelicals appear to be comfortable with the concept of the bible plus something else as constituting authority for faith and practice.

Because Howard sees inerrancy as a complicated concept and therefore problematic, he now accepts the Roman magisterium as a source of infallible interpretation of the Bible, as though simply affirming such infallibility made it so. If the problem with the inerrancy of Scripture, according to Howard, is its complicated nature, what about the perennial problem of explaining just how it is that the Roman church champions doctrines that are not taught anywhere in Scripture and are often in direct contradiction to it (i.e., the Immaculate Conception of Mary, her bodily assumption into heaven, and her supposed role as our co-redemptrix)? What should we do if at least one stream of Christian tradition has always taught sola scriptural?13 Why is that tradition not infallible?

One of Thomas Howard’s primary concerns in Evangelical Is Not Enough is with Christian symbols and their use. After sneaking a peek into a neighborhood church as a youth, Howard recalls the accoutrements that adorned the church: stained glass, candlesticks, and an altar. He remembers, “I was filled with awe, and even something like rapture, at how beautiful, how august, everything was.”14 It was clearly a defining moment for Thomas Howard. Over the years Howard’s interest in symbols came to fruition in his belief that the incarnation of our Lord forever reversed the idea that the secular could be separated from the spiritual, since in the Incarnation, “The Eternal Word became flesh. God became man. The spiritual became physical.”15 As Howard laments, “the Evangelicalism of my childhood church taught me true doctrine about the Incarnation. It taught me about Creation and about Eden and about the Fall. But somehow it never, at least in its piety, put Humpty-Dumpty back together again.”16 According to Howard, this puts the evangelical in a serious predicament. “By avoiding the dangers of magic and idolatry on the one hand, Evangelicalism runs itself very near the shoals of Manichaeanism on the other—the view that is that pits the spiritual against the physical.”17 This is, as Howard sees it, because evangelicals sought to locate religion solely in the heart, rather than in the whole realm of life, including symbols. This tendency to avoid symbols can “most readily be observed at a glance in [evangelicalism’s] church buildings.” The messages that evangelicals send by denying the validity of such symbols gives a “Manichaean hue to the faith.”18

Thomas Howard is not the only one who feels this way. Franky Schaeffer, son of the late Presbyterian apologist Francis, and who has also recently departed from his own fundamentalist heritage for Eastern Orthodoxy, similarly laments the aesthetics of much of evangelicalism. Never known for letting his brethren off easily nor tactfully, Franky describes what this absence of transcendence has done to many an American “worship center,” as symbols and beauty are lost as aspects of worship.

Most contemporary American church buildings are symbolically ugly, accurately reflecting the taste of pastor and people alike. . . . The profound ugliness of these churches is not the result of budget priorities. These buildings are expensive; studied ugliness does not come cheap. Many of these church buildings seem to express the same sense of aesthetics as that of the living-room/kitchen set from the old “Dick Van Dyke Show.” They constitute an assault on the senses: a nightmare of red velvet and prefab ceiling “tile,” StainWare carpet in pastel shades from hell and the Easter Bunny, a Mt. Everest of canned sweet corn and lime Jell-O.19

Schaeffer’s comments, though acrid in tone, raise an important issue. Transcendence and beauty have been lost in much of evangelicalism. Therefore someone who comes from such a sterile environment, without sufficient understanding of why it is that Protestants have been careful to avail themselves only of those symbols found explicitly in, or directly supported by Scripture, and who then enters a magnificent cathedral for the first time, can easily be overwhelmed by the sheer awe of how certain types of architecture, religious symbols, and beauty can indeed communicate a sense of transcendence. It was such an experience that apparently changed Thomas Howard’s life and planted the seed that germinated years later in his conversion to Catholicism.

But what exactly is it that moves a Protestant like Thomas Howard away from Protestantism to Roman Catholicism? When Howard wrote Evangelical Is Not Enough he was an Episcopalian, but soon after he completed the book he joined the Roman Catholic Church. This raises an important question in my mind. If all that Thomas Howard was really seeking was a stronger sense of community, a deeper appreciation of Christian history, a liturgical form of worship, a central role for the ecumenical creeds, a significant role for sacraments, and an appreciation of beauty, why did he leave the Anglican Communion, which identifies with all of these elements in greater measure than any other Protestant tradition? Much of what Howard writes is a personal testimony about his quest for transcendence, but there are significant theological issues that surface as well—issues that amount to a self-conscious rejection of historic Protestantism. When asked by Christianity Today to identify the principal reasons for deciding to convert to Catholicism, Howard gave overtly theological reasons justifying his conversion.

The question of the unity between Christ and his church is the fundamental one. A close corollary to that, if not virtually synonymous with it, is the question of authority, which immediately turns into the question of the magisterium—the teaching authority of the Catholic church. There is no magisterium in Protestantism. Also important for me was the sacramental understanding of the nature of reality, the nature of God, the world, revelation, the gospel, and the Incarnation.20

Despite the focus upon aesthetical issues in Evangelical Is Not Enough, when he was pressed by Christianity Today to give the rationale for joining the Roman church, Howard clearly rejected Protestantism as a system of doctrine, and pledged allegiance to the Council of Trent’s declaration on the doctrine of justification, an overtly anti-Protestant document.21 Ultimately, there is much more involved in converting to Roman Catholicism than merely a search for a sense of history, beauty, and symbol.

It is my contention that one cannot simultaneously be an evangelical (in the historical sense of the term) and a Roman Catholic. This is historically the position of most Protestant and Roman theologians. Recently, however, there has been a marked tendency on both sides to downplay the real differences between these traditions in order to foster mutual understanding and encourage joint ministry opportunities in the face of secularism, which now threatens both. No doubt, this trend is motivated by the biblical concern for Christians from differing historical and denominational backgrounds to work together in an age of uncertainty and unbelief. Though we must always be willing in principle to seek unity with our Christian brothers and sisters (and yes, many of them are Roman Catholics!), we must ask ourselves if real unity is best attained by pretending that substantial doctrinal differences do not exist or by redefining our doctrines so as to forge common ground at the expense of giving up critical doctrinal distinetives that have historically characterized our own traditions. Is it not better to acknowledge the real theological differences between evangelicals and Catholics and then, if possible, declare a “trace,” agreeing to work together on matters of mutual concern despite our differences? Many, it seems, are opting for the former alternative.

Acknowledging the novelty of the concept, evangelical leaders such as Chuck Colson have begun to commend the terminology, “Evangelical Catholic.”22 One Roman Catholic writer, Keith A. Fournier, whose work Evangelical Catholics (1990) has been warmly endorsed by Colson, attempts to demonstrate that the word evangelical is actually an adjective rather than a noun. Fournier argues that the meaning of evangelical is best understood in terms of form rather than content. Being “evangelistic” and having a definite personal conversion experience is what constitutes being an evangelical. Fournier contends that the older understanding of “evangelical” as a synonym for “Protestant” was too confining: “It is time for a radical redefinition of the word.”23 Since Fournier professes to believe and practice the “Evangel,” as does any true evangelical, he concludes, “So in the truest sense of the term, I am an evangelical Christian. And since I am also Catholic, I am an evangelical Catholic Christian—without contradiction in terms, logic, theology, or history.”24

Evangelical Catholics is irenic, profitable reading and tries to avoid “a false nondenominationalism which denies distinetives of doctrine or practice,”25 but there is an underlying agenda as well. Undoubtedly committed to the “great commission”26 and personal conversion to Jesus Christ cm the one hand,27 Fournier rejects the Protestant conception of sola scriptura and affirms the Roman dogmas of the Eucharist, the magisterium, and the papacy as Christian essentials on the other.28 Attempting to demonstrate how it is possible to synthesize aspects of these two traditions, he adds, “I invite you on a journey that will lead us home,” i.e., to Roman Catholicism.29 If we subject the word evangelical to such redefinition and contend that the term is somehow compatible with Tridentine Roman Catholicism, we inevitably make it that much easier for evangelicals to convert to Catholicism. Potential converts no longer have to leave anything behind. They simply add Roman doctrines to previously held evangelical beliefs.

Critical to this discussion is the definition of the word evangelical. Is evangelical only an adjective? What does it mean to be an evangelical? Thomas Howard’s journey to Rome serves as an effective illustration of this tension. This can be clearly seen by the fact that the title of Howard’s book, Evangelical Is Not Enough, indicates that there is much more in view than a series of personal aesthetic preferences or a desire for a certain “form” of Christian expression. For Howard, being an evangelical is not OK; it is not enough! Evangelicalism is incomplete. And apparently, like Keith Fournier, Howard sees little problem in attempting to embrace the Roman church while referring to himself as evangelical. If being an evangelical consists in a particular style of Christian piety or in the notion that one who professes to “be born again” is an evangelical or even in the idea that evangelistic zeal is what makes one an evangelical (i.e., as an adjective), rather than by defining evangelical in terms of a commitment to a specific doctrinal understanding of the Christian faith that necessarily embraces Protestant distinctives at odds with Catholic dogma (i.e., as a noun), then someone like Thomas Howard can change forms of Christian expression and practice without really changing much of the basic content of his faith. As Howard understands it, one makes their evangelical heritage complete by becoming a Roman Catholic. If one can be an evangelical without affirming doctrines seen as essential to historic Protestantism (i.e., sola fide, sola scriptura, and the doctrine of forensic justification, defined exclusively in terms of an imputed righteousness rather than an infused righteousness), then certainly one can be a professed evangelical and join the Roman Catholic Church for reasons of aesthetics or liturgical preference.

Protestants reject this notion, however, seeing the mixing of contradictory doctrines more in terms of an unworkable Hegelian synthesis than as a logical outworking of the biblical faith. Historically defined, “evangelical” was a virtual synonym for “Protestant,” and, by definition, being an evangelical included adherence to all Protestant distinctives. I for one am quite unwilling to let Keith Fournier “radically” redefine the term for me!

There are several points, then, that Protestants will find troubling about Howard’s book. Admittedly, Howard’s own fundamentalist upbringing was somewhat different from that of many historic Protestants, since his own fundamentalist version of Protestantism stands firmly within the pietist (a reactionary movement against sterile Protestantism) and Wesleyan traditions, which placed much more emphasis upon such things as private devotions and inward piety than do other children of the Reformation. Thus, an important concern is that as Howard describes the spiritual climate of his fundamentalist upbringing he is indeed accurately describing a pietistic form of spirituality, which does not characterize all of historic Protestant piety.

Family altar and Bible reading, hymn sings, and so forth are indeed typical evangelical practices. Protestants have historically believed in the importance of Bible reading, prayer, and catechism in the home and have encouraged their practice. However, with the stress in historic Protestantism on the doctrine of calling, there was also significant emphasis placed on Christ’s lordship over all areas of life, including work, leisure, family, and so on. All of life was spiritual in a sense, since all of life was to be lived to the glory of God. Historic Protestant piety was often more broadly conceived than that of pietism. Thus, as Howard describes his experience of these fundamentalist devotional activities, it appears they took on a rigid form of “spiritual exercise” characteristic of much of pietism. Ironically Howard has, in effect, exchanged the fundamentalist piety of Ira Sankey hymnody and Keswick conferences stressing victorious Christian living for something akin to the spiritual exercises of Ignatius Loyola. When Christian piety takes on such a rigid and privatized expression, as is the case in those forms of American evangelicalism influenced by pietism, it is natural to begin seeking some historical precedent for such practices. And Rome offers a much more refined, historical, and comprehensive variety of such exercises than does the pietism of fundamentalism. In some senses it is a natural and logical progression from pietism to Roman Catholicism.

Another concern is that Howard begins Evangelical Is Not Enough by telling the reader how much Roman Catholics and evangelicals have in common. This is a theme throughout Fournier’s work as well. Howard then catalogues a number of “catholic,” or universal, doctrines that all Christian traditions have in common, especially the Virgin Birth, the second coming of Christ, the Trinity, the deity of Christ, and belief in an inspired Scripture. What Howard fails to mention is any doctrine that is uniquely Protestant, except for the doctrine of the inerrancy of Scripture, of which he is vaguely critical. Howard contends that “the supreme hallmark of Evangelicalism [is] its extremely tender conscience.” Being an evangelical, then, is to be understood primarily in terms of a distinct moral lifestyle rather than in an affirmation of a distinct set of theological beliefs. This is further demonstrated by Howard’s apparent confusion about how Protestants have historically understood the gospel. He contends that “the purity of the heart the gospel asks of us”30 is characteristic of evangelicalism. Yet he fails to understand that purity of heart is not something that the gospel asks of us. Instead, total purity of heart in thought, word, and deed is something that the law of God demands of us! In the gospel a complete forgiveness for all our impurity of heart, as well as the perfect righteousness of Christ to cover our lack of purity, is freely offered to all of us who know that our hearts, even as Christians, are still quite impure. It is only confusion, redefinition, or compromise about these basic points of Protestant conviction that allows one to identify both as an evangelical and as a Roman Catholic simultaneously. Actually, many evangelicals are also confused on this matter, so why should we be surprised if many of those in our churches find it easy to head for Rome or Antioch.31

It is important to make a distinction between “form” and “content.” If one already holds to similar doctrinal content (i.e., the semi-Pelagianism of Wesleyan pietism and historic Tridentine Catholicism—since it is argued by both that salvation is a synergistic process in which God contributes grace and man contributes the energy of an act of the will), it is then much easier to change forms of Christian practice (from pietism to Roman Catholicism) for reasons of preference (i.e., aesthetics). Thomas Howard is now a Roman Catholic, and yet still considers himself evangelical because, on this issue, he apparently never embraced the historic Protestant doctrine. Keith Fournier is able to call himself an Evangelical Catholic because he has redefined what it means to be an evangelical. In both cases, neither is a Protestant, and so it is impossible to see how either can be an evangelical in any historic sense of the term. Therefore, evangelicals must be careful to maintain both the biblical meaning of the Evangel itself (wherein all saving activity is assigned to God alone), as well as their own historical identity, which is necessarily Protestant.

THE THEOLOGICAL MOTIVATION

The second main category of those who have converted to Roman Catholicism is primarily theological. Here, we will find those who have become convinced that Protestantism is an erroneous rebellion and that the Roman Church is and always was the true church. The tone of converts in this category is much more strident since the issues are much clearer and more sharply defined because they are unashamedly doctrinal and historical. Scott Hahn, who describes himself as a “Luther in reverse,”32 is representative of such converts. Another such convert, Gerry Matatics, Hahn’s friend and a former Presbyterian minister, speaks in jest of these issues, describing his own conversion in Pauline-like terms.

I too was circumcised (by the new birth) on the eighth day, of the People of Protestantism, of the tribe of Evangelicalism, a Calvinist of Calvinists: in regard to the law, a theonomist: as for zeal, persecuting the (Roman) Church: as to reconstructionist righteousness and Van Tillian virtue flawless (Phil 3:5-6 [New Ironic Version]).33

Hahn and Matatics are well-educated, conscientious, skilled debaters and perhaps are known to many readers as a result of their willingness to dialogue on these issues with evangelical leaders. Ironically, they have not only contributed a great deal to the Roman cause by effectively debating the issues from the Roman perspective, but they remind evangelicals that, ultimately, Roman Catholicism and evangelicalism are mutually exclusive doctrinal systems that are the logical outworking of basic theological starting points. For the Protestant, the starting point is the Word of God. For the Roman Catholic, it is the Word of God and sacred tradition. As a Protestant, I would contend that in practice, however, Rome views sacred tradition as its ultimate authority, since in those areas where so-called “sacred” tradition and Scripture are in conflict, the Roman church resolves any tension by opting for sacred tradition over Scripture. Clear biblical doctrines are redefined and unbiblical doctrines and practices are justified solely on the basis of this “sacred” and supposedly infallible tradition. The issues raised by Hahn and Matatics will make this point clear.

Scott Hahn describes himself as having been militantly anti-Catholic and committed to Reformed orthodoxy during his seminary days.34 But several issues raised major doubts in his mind about Protestantism. The first was Hahn’s wife Kimberley’s conviction that birth control was not supported by Scripture. This led Hahn to read a Roman Catholic writer, John Kippley, who argued that marriage was not a contract but a covenant. As a result of working through Kippley’s understanding of the covenant, Hahn began moving away from the traditional Reformed understanding of covenant theology seen in federal/legal terms toward a more familial model based on kinship.35 As Hahn puts it,

Luther and Calvin explained [the covenant] exclusively in terms of courtroom language. But I was beginning to see that, far more than simply being a judge, God was our Father. Far more than simply being criminals, we were runaways. Far more [than] being made in a courtroom, [the covenant] was fashioned by God in a family room.36

These changes in views regarding the covenant led to a second issue: the doctrine of sola fide. If the doctrine of the covenant cannot be understood in legal terms, justification cannot be based on the imputation of the guilt of a sinner’s sin to Christ and Christ’s righteousness to the believer. This means that justification cannot be based upon faith alone. Instead, justification must be based on faith and works, the historic position of Tridentine Catholicism.37 Hahn was working through these related issues in seminary when he encountered the work of Norman Shepherd, who had just been removed from Westminster Theological Seminary for teaching what Hahn describes as “the same view of justification that I was expounding.”38 Hahn declares, “I discovered that nowhere did Saint Paul ever teach that we were justified by faith alone. Sola fide was unscriptural!”39 This led Hahn to conclude,

Luther and Calvin often said that this was the article on which the church stood or fell. That was why, for them, the Catholic church fell and Protestantism rose up from the ashes. Sola fide was the material principle of the Reformation, and I was coming to the conviction that Saint Paul never taught it. . . . This was a traumatic transformation for me to say that on this point I now thought Luther was fundamentally wrong. For seven years, Luther had been my main source of inspiration and powerful proclamation of the word. And this doctrine had been the rationale behind the whole Protestant Reformation.40

The next theological domino to fall was sola scriptura. While Hahn was teaching a course on the gospel of John (during which time he became convinced of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist),41 a student asked Hahn to demonstrate where the Bible itself taught sola scriptura. Feeling as though he was unable to satisfactorily answer the question, Hahn lamented, “‘Lord what’s happening? Where does Scripture teach sola scriptura?’ There were two pillars on which Protestants based their revolt against Rome—one had already fallen, the other was shaking. I was scared.”42

Hahn and his friend Gerry Matatics then arranged a meeting with John Gerstner, a distinguished dean of Reformed theologians. After discussing the relevant issues with Gerstner, the one issue that seemed to convince Hahn of the truth of the Roman conception of Scripture plus tradition came during the discussion of the closure of the canon of Scripture. Hahn asked Gerstner, “How can we be sure about the twenty-seven books of the New Testament themselves being the infallible Word of God, since fallible Church councils and Popes are the ones who made up the list?” Gerstner’s answer, Hahn contends, pushed him over the edge. “I will never forget his response,” recalls Hahn: “Scott, that simply means that all we can have is a fallible collection of infallible documents.” Hahn recounts asking, “Is that really the best historic Protestant Christianity can do?” To which Gerstner replied, “Yes, Scott, all we can do is make probable judgements from historic evidence. We have no infallible authority but Scripture.” Hahn remembers thinking, “I felt very unsatisfied with his answers, though I knew he was representing the Protestant position faithfully.”43 Uncertain what to do, Hahn resigned from his pastorate and pursued answers to his questions through additional graduate instruction. On Easter 1986, Scott and Kimberly Hahn joined the Roman Catholic Church, as did Gerry Matatics and his wife—two former Presbyterian minsters, now apologists for the Roman Catholic Church.

Hahn’s doctrinal pilgrimage is important to examine, because it does raise important issues that merit response. However, the issues raised are complex and require in-depth response—something beyond the scope of this essay. Therefore, I will be limiting my brief response to Hahn’s rejection of sola scriptura,44

This dilemma illustrates one of the primary reasons someone like Hahn is effective as a Catholic apologist. Whereas Karl Keating laments the theological illiteracy of the Roman Catholic laity, there is every indication that evangelicalism now experiences the same plight. Evangelical laity are often not interested in doctrinal matters, and neither are many of her key preachers and theologians. This is especially true in matters of controversy. Unity has become an idol of sorts, and in many evangelical circles there is more willingness to sacrifice doctrinal distinctives, so long as the peace is kept, than there should be. We should never expend any of our precious energy looking to pick doctrinal fights with anyone. Yet it is irresponsible to look the other way when the foundations of our faith are challenged. So it is lamentable how difficult it is to find church leaders and theologians willing to address contemporary doctrinal matters, such as the current debates between Protestants and Catholic apologists. Hence, the evangelical community is slow to respond to people like Scott Hahn.

Evangelical pastors and leaders need to devote much more time and energy to doctrinal matters than they do at present. Too often this burden is left at the feet of various parachurch research organizations that differ widely in doctrinal perspectives, ability, and resources. Many of our historic Protestant denominations have little stomach for such matters. When historic Protestant denominations and seminaries do respond, the answer is often, “Oh, we dealt with that in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.” And, indeed, some excellent work was dome in defense of sola fide and sola scriptura in response to the Council of Trent.45 But what about some kind of contemporary response from those who do have the biblical and historic answers? Usually there is far too little response, and what responses are forthcoming are often too late to contribute anything of use to the debate at the key moment of battle. It is difficult to find well-written but popular historic Protestant (Lutheran or Reformed) works on any of the subjects germane to this debate. Much of the reason for the success of Catholic apologists is that they simply go unchallenged by the best and brightest of the historic Protestant traditions.

Hahn rejects the concept of Scripture alone because, supposedly, Scripture itself does not teach it.46 How can sola scriptura be true, asks Hahn, if Scripture itself does not state that Scripture alone is our only authority? An additional element of this argument is that since Scripture does refer elsewhere to an “oral tradition” (i.e., 2 Thessalonians 2:15; 2 Timothy 2:2) this renders sola scriptura unbiblical because the existence of a distinct oral tradition, not inscripturated, must mean that oral tradition is an additional authority. Hence, Scripture and tradition constitute a kind of dual authority. Therefore, sola scriptura is in error.

There are two primary issues here. The first is, Does Scripture itself teach sola scriptural and the second, What is the relationship between the authority of tradition and the church in relation to the authority of Scripture?

It is clear that sola scriptura is a biblical doctrine even if there is no one single text that expressly states, “Scripture is the only authority for faith and practice.” First, we are told by Paul that “all Scripture is God-breathed” (2 Timothy 3:16; cf. also 2 Peter 1:20-21), indicating that the Old Testament was the product of God’s breathing forth an inspired biblical text through the agency of human authors. Paul states that the Old Testament is profitable for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness so that believers may be thoroughly equipped. The ramifications of this declaration that Scripture is inspired are very important in establishing Scripture as the only authoritative source for faith and practice.

Though this affirmation about the inspiration of the Old Testament does not rule out the existence of an infallible tradition per se, the fact is that there is no mention anywhere else in Scripture of an “inspired tradition” existing as an authority equal to Scripture. In fact, based on other biblical evidence, it is clear that Scripture alone is regarded as the only infallible source of authority by the biblical writers (see below). Paul clearly says that the Old Testament is “God-breathed” and is therefore an infallible source for Christian doctrine and practice. This means that the burden of proof rests with the Roman Catholic to demonstrate that tradition (as defined by Rome) is likewise so authoritative. To argue that because the Bible refers to a “tradition” and that this is somehow the basis for Roman “sacred” tradition (which often conflicts with that same Scripture) completely begs the question.

A related point is that Scripture also clearly contains all that a Christian needs to know about the will of God and how to be saved, since both the law of God and the gospel are revealed only in Scripture. Therefore, Protestants have argued that Scripture alone is a sufficient basis for authority in all matters of doctrine and practice, since the Bible declares itself inspired and therefore infallible. The Word of God alone contains all that a Christian needs to know to be saved. If Scripture contains all such knowledge, what, then, is the purpose of tradition? How can tradition add anything necessary to the law and the gospel? Are the law and the gospel as found in Scripture somehow incomplete? Since the answer to these questions is no, Protestants contend that Scripture alone is sufficient, meaning that “no human tradition not firmly grounded on Scripture can be necessary to salvation. ”47

If true, this forces us to conclude that “the Word of God is both temporally and regulatively prior to the church,”48 no small point in such discussions. An important argument raised by Protestants based chi the clear biblical statements about the inspiration of Scripture, and therefore the priority of the Word of God, is that the Holy Spirit moved the biblical writers, not the church (not even the “Spirit-led” church), to produce holy Scripture. Inspired Scripture, then, is the basis for the authority of the church, but only as the church is faithful to that inspired Word. This is because “Scripture is the Word of God given as a rule to the church, [and] the authority of doctrine and of the church comes from God ... by way of the Scriptures. Indeed, it is the Scriptures that, as the Word of God ‘bring faith and authority to the church.’ ”49 The church has no authority apart from the prior written Word and no authority at all apart from a faithful proclamation of that Word—a standard that I as a Protestant would argue Rome cannot meet!

A second line of argumentation against Hahn’s contention that the Bible does not teach sola scriptura is to point out that there are numerous biblical texts supporting the concept. Since Scripture itself, being inspired, warns us against adding to or taking away from its clear declarations (Deuteronomy 4:2; 12:32), Scripture must be complete in itself. The Psalmist echoes this, stating that “the law of the Lord is perfect” (19:7), that His statutes are “trustworthy” (v. 7), and that His precepts are “right” (v. 8). Why would “sacred” tradition be needed as a dual authority if Scripture is perfect in itself?

Elsewhere, Paul tells us that “everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 15:4). As in 2 Timothy 3:16, there is no appeal to an infallible tradition, nor to an infallible church, but only to the Old Testament, the written Word of God for the apostolic church. In Ephesians 5:24 Paul states that the church is to “submit to Christ,” which, as we learn in Colossians 3:16, is through the means of the “word of Christ.” At the time of Paul’s writing of these epistles, this “word of Christ” existed in oral form, but it was subsequently inscripturated in the gospels. In these passages, Paul appeals to the Old Testament (i.e., to “psalms” and “hymns”; see Ephesians 5:19, Colossians 3:16). In Ephesians 2:20, Paul writes that the church is “built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone,” a reference to the fact that the church is built on the apostolic gospel subsequently inscripturated.30

Scripture refers to itself as the “rule” for the Christian (Galatians 6:16), and “Scripture not only, therefore, demands obedience to God alone (Deut. 12:32; Matt. 15:9), it also clearly condemns other allegiances and is alone designated by God as a rule (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Peter 1:21).”51 We are to anathematize anyone who comes preaching a different gospel, for such is really no gospel at all (Galatians 1:6-9). What is that gospel according to Paul? It is the doctrine of justification by grace, through faith, on account of Christ! It is a gospel based on the finished work of Christ and received through faith alone (Galatians 3).

The biblical case for sola scriptura becomes even stronger when one looks to the words of our Lord on the subject. When tempted by the devil (Matthew 4:1-11), our Lord responded three times to Satan, “It is written.” “ ‘Here,’ Jesus was saying, ‘is the permanent, unchangeable witness of the eternal God, committed to writing for our instruction.’ ”52 Thus, at the very height of His struggle with the devil, Jesus appeals to the authority of Scripture. There is no higher court of appeal. Jesus states that “the Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35) and that He came not to abolish the Word of God but to fulfill it (Matthew 5:18; Luke 6:17). Jesus instructs us to obey the Old Testament (Matthew 23:3) and tells us that the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms bear witness of Him (Luke 24:44). Is the Old Testament incomplete in this regard, requiring a “sacred” tradition to complement it? On the contrary, Jesus declares that the Old Testament alone is authoritative in matters of doctrine when He states, “They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them” (Luke 16:29). Jesus confirms this priority of Scripture when He tells the Sadducees, “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God” (Matthew 22:29). In fact, in the rally reference to tradition mentioned by our Lord, He expressly tells us that unless such tradition conforms to the prior norm of Scripture it has no authority and is nothing but “rules taught by men” (Matthew 15:2-9).

There is no hint, therefore, in any of these texts, that the biblical writers viewed anything other than the written Word of God (the Old Testament) as the rally infallible guide or authoritative source for the faith and practice of the church. This brief treatment of the biblical data certainly confirms the Protestant understanding of sola scriptura. As one writer put it, “Hence, even a cursory review of the teachings of Christ and the apostles suggest that, just like the Old Testament, the New Testament is saturated with the teaching of sola scriptura."53

A third issue needing to be addressed is the role and authority of tradition. Historic Protestants do not reject tradition altogether. In fact, tradition plays an important role in the life of the church. Generally speaking, Protestants have seen tradition as occupying a ministerial rather than a magisterial function.54 Tradition has rally a derivative authority (based on its faithfulness to the prior authority of the Scriptures) rather than an intrinsic authority (wherein tradition has an authority equal to Scripture in its own right). Tradition, then, has a regulative function and value, but rally as a particular tradition faithfully reflects the prior authority of the Word of God. John Murray contends,

Tradition ... has the greatest potency and, if of the proper kind, the greatest value. But one thing must be appreciated, namely, that tradition even when it is the best, has no intrinsic authority. Tradition is always subject to the scrutiny and test of Scripture. Its rightness or value is always determined by its conformity to Scripture. This is just saying that it is never proper to appeal to tradition as having an intrinsic authority in matters of faith and morals. Tradition when right and true and good always flows from the Scripture and is simply God’s will as revealed in Scripture coming to expression in thought and life. Tradition when right is always derived; it is never original and primary.55

Protestants have seen the value of creeds and confessions as serving a regulative function, by preserving church order and doctrinal clarity. Indeed, one significant difference between historic Protestants and many of their evangelical descendants is that historic Protestants are bound to both the so-called ecumenical creeds and to a series of Reformation era craifes-sions and catechisms. Whereas a church body has the authority to demand subscription to a particular creed, the creed can never have divine authority since the churcII’s own authority is itself only ecclesiastical and, therefore, derivative. Thus, “a creed or any other ecclesiastical pronouncement derives its whole authority from its consonance with Scripture.”56 So whereas Protestants do not reject tradition or the importance of being “confessional,” they must be careful not to set up a scenario in which tradition challenges the only source of divine authority, the Word of God. For this is the primary error of Roman Catholicism.

A final area of concern regards the perennial question debated by Protestants and Catholics: Which came first, the church or the canon? Is Scott Hahn correct in rejecting Gerstner’s thoroughly Protestant understanding of the closure of the canon? Does the closure of the canon demonstrate that the church has an infallible authority equal to that of Holy Scripture, thereby proving that the Roman church possesses that infallible authority today? Here we must keep clearly in view the fact that the divine authority of inspired Scripture serves as the foundation for the authority of the church, whose own authority is derivative and ecclesiastical. God the Holy Spirit inspired the Scripture, and God the Holy Spirit bears witness to which written books are Scripture.

Thus, Protestants have argued from “the theological principle [of inspiration] to the logical and empirical proofs” of inspiration and canonicity.57 Therefore, while the church is a witness to, and a guardian of, the inspired Word of God, the declaration of canonicity by the church is only a pronouncement about an already existing state of affairs. Through the providential activity of God and through the guidance and power of the Holy Spirit, the church is certainly able to discern and declare which written books are Scripture. But such a declaration by the church does not give to the Scripture any authority it does not already possess by virtue of its prior inspiration.58 As Richard Muller contends, “The question of the canon was a question of authority and, given the prior authority of Scripture, the question had to be answered theologically rather than ecclesially.”59

It is God, the author of Scripture, who bears witness through them of their divine authority. It is to this authority of God that the church bears witness as far as the collection of canonical writings is concerned. It is to this same authority that the church must appeal if she is to have any derivative authority to make such pronouncements. Such an act of bearing witness to Scripture, while in effect, closing the canon and eliminating noninspired writings from inclusion, does not render Scripture something other than what it already is, the written Word of God, the only divine authority for all matters of faith and practice. Thus, Hahn’s contention that the issue of canonicity requires an infallible church and that that infallible church is the Roman church is based solely upon his prior rejection of sola scriptura; it is simply a totally unsubstantiated claim to authority. If the Protestant conception of sola scriptura is indeed true, then the Roman conception of the canon becomes untenable. Simply declaring that the Roman church has such authority does not make it so. Hence, Gerstner’s point stands.

CONCLUSION

So why are evangelicals joining the Catholic Church? In many cases it is because we have not given them good enough reasons to stay. In other cases converts have become convinced that evangelicals simply do not have the answers to Catholic objections. But in either case, unless evangelicals recall and defend their own Protestant heritage and recover the true understanding of what it means to be an evangelical in the first place, they should not expect this trend to reverse itself anytime soon.
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After five hundred years, have Protestants and Roman Catholics achieved closer agreement? Has there been alegitimate advance, or is the current spirit of ecumenicalagreement due more to a lack of doctrinal clarity andawareness of one’s own doctrinal distinctives? Is it evenpossible for Rome to change its theological positions withregard to the condemnations of the Reformation era andsubsequent declarations?

The two traditions are still—and ought to remain— divided in the hope that eventually genuine doctrinal accordmay be achieved upon the most essential and divisiveissues. A number of the issues that many conservativeProtestants find objectionable in Rome are not necessarilythe issues that actually divided the two groups in theReformation. What are those issues, and can they be settledany time soon?


ESSAY 11

WHAT STILL KEEPS US APART?

Michael S. Horton

Finally, there it was in all its grandeur. I had patiently waited for this moment ever since arriving with college friends, and now here it stood before me: St. Peter’s, in Rome. Center of Latin Christendom’s historical consciousness, it seemed as if this mythic Renaissance edifice was part of a dream. But it wasn’t. And I was overtaken with a sense of Rome’s magnificence.

It is at moments such as these that one wishes this could be part of a shared history: our St. Peter’s, our Rome. It is the same feeling one has (and a surely justified sense of shared history) when reading Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas—or Bonaventure, Bernard, or Gregory the Great. Against the dull, colorless, ragged backdrop of the twentieth century, these rich golden threads capture the eye, the imagination, mind, and heart, and God rewards those who diligently seek Him through their work. It was to the bishop of Rome that many brother-bishops turned in the earliest days of the church, when heresy and schism threatened the faithful. It was Rome that stood up to the Montanists, Manicheans, Donatists, Pelagians, Cathari, Albigen-sians, Arians, and Monophysites, and that still stands up to so many other spurious movements plaguing a modern Protestantism that cannot seem to remember anything that happened in the church before last Tuesday.

The Roman church speaks out so unanimously and clearly (comparatively speaking) on matters such as abortion and concern for the poor that evangelicals feel a sense of camaraderie in contrast to the limits of their own public witness, driven it seems more by charismatic political personalities, coalitions, and political action committees than by a well-conceived theology of social ethics. And who can deny the commitment of the Roman Catholic Church to the arts? While Protestants closer to the Reformation have much for which to be grateful to God in this area, modern evangelicals do not seem to foster an appreciation for the aesthetic and cultural life; all too often the assumption seems to be that ugliness is next to godliness.

Fundamentalists and evangelicals, I think, find Rome attractive when the pressures of modernity weigh heavily on their shoulders. The search for certainty, ballast, and hope in the midst of relativism, weightlessness, and cynicism is more than “antimodern” sentiment; it is the very real experience of millions of conservative Protestants and Catholics. Against the backdrop of the cold, urban skyscrapers and the sprawling shopping malls, the memory of St. Peter’s on a misty summer morning lingers and, one could even say, haunts the joyless modern soul.

Furthermore, the renewal movement seems to have attracted many Roman Catholics to the Scriptures, and it is not uncommon for a Roman Catholic neighbor to invite an unchurched Protestant to a Bible study. For all these reasons, and more, many (this writer included) have felt drawn to the Roman Catholic Church on more than one occasion. At least when we talk about the Incarnation, we both know what—and who—we’re talking about.

So what keeps us apart after four and a half centuries? The plea for greater spiritual unity has not been limited to the ecumenical movement within mainline denominations; it has been the recent and growing cry of many traditional Protestant evangelicals as well. In his warm-hearted and thoughtful appeal, Keith A. Fournier, formerly dean of evangelism at the Franciscan College of Steubenville, Ohio, asks, “Evangelical Catholic: contradiction in terms?”—to which he answers in the negative.1 It will be my task in this chapter to interact with this question in an effort to discern whether there is sufficient reason to warrant continued separation of Protestantism and Rome.

ARE EVANGELICALS CATHOLIC?

Before we address the question, “Can Catholics be evangelicals?” we ought to ask, “Can evangelicals be Catholics?”

The same Protestant confessions of faith that fingered the pope as the verum antichristum (the very Antichrist) also affirm that Protestants are indeed members of the catholic church. Catholic means “universal,” but it means much more than that. In its historical context, it refers to those who side with orthodoxy against the sects and heresies that have challenged the clear biblical teaching concerning God (the Trinity, divine omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence, eternity, simplicity, etc.), Christ (His eternal Sonship, virgin birth and incarnation, two natures in one person, bodily resurrection and ascension), salvation (original sin, substitutionary atonement, the necessity and priority of prevenient grace), and eschatology (the return of Christ in judgment and salvation at the end of history). These are not merely evangelical essentials; they are the sum and substance of our common catholic witness. Furthermore, the Protestant Reformers and Puritans agreed with catholic Christians of all ages that the church is Christ’s ordained institution, “out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation,” as the Westminster Confession (chapter 25) puts it. To stray from these cardinal claims is to forfeit the title “catholic.”

As has been argued in previous chapters, the Protestant doctrine of the church distinguishes between the visible and the invisible church, the former including any congregation or collection of congregations where the Word is rightly preached and the sacraments are rightly administered. As Augustine put it, “There are many sheep without and many wolves within” this visible church. It consists of all baptized Christians and their children who profess the name of Christ, but it is assumed by Protestants that there are many in this visible church who are like the seed that fell chi rocky ground or that were choked by weeds. In other words, not everyone who professes the name of Christ has exercised true saving faith. By contrast, the invisible church consists of the full number of the elect of all ages, none of whom may be lost.

The Roman church, however, has at least historically regarded “the Church universal” as synonymous with itself. In other words, to be a full member of the “Catholic Church” is to be in full communion with the Church of Rome, with the pope as the head. It must be noted, however, that ever since the Second Vatican Council (1963-65), the Roman church has regarded Protestants, like Eastern Orthodox believers, as “separated brethren.” In other words, the Protestant distinction between a universal, invisible church and a visible church is admitted. The difference is that, whereas Protestants would regard Rome as one denomination within Christendom (many indeed denying its status even as a visible church), Rome still regards herself as the true church and other communions as more or less part of that true communion of saints to the degree that they conform to the sacramental and ecclesiastical character of the Roman church. As the warmth of the sun is felt in varying degrees, so the full radiance of communion with Christ is experienced only in full communion with the Church of Rome, and yet it is possible to lie warmed and enlightened apart from that full communion. “But even in spite of” the obstacles to full visible union, declares the Decree on Ecumenism, “it remains true that all who have been justified by faith in baptism are incorporated into Christ; they therefore have a right to be called Christians, and with good reason are accepted as brothers by the children of the Catholic Church.”2 Therefore, a distinction is made between the visible and invisible church, and, even in cases where a particular congregation or denomination does not possess the full marks of the Roman chinch, it is necessary to regard all who confess faith in Christ and have some fellowship with the catholic (i.e., historic) church as members of the communion of saints.

In the documents of Vatican II, one definitely senses an ambiguity about how to deal with Protestants (indeed, even atheists are now admitted into eternal life); nevertheless, there is an attempt to square with modern realities the historic Roman doctrine of the church, which admits no separation from the Roman See and regards such as an act of apostasy.

Luther, Zwingli, Calvin, and the later Reformers, including the Puritans, insisted that they were not merely “catholic” in the sense that they had some historic link to Rome—“the Catholic Church”—but that they were in fact truly catholic in the sense that they were simply purging the church of its accumulated errors. Seeing themselves in continuity with the historic catholic church, the Reformers did not regard themselves as revolutionaries or sectarians wanting to overthrow the church and disregard the historic reflections of the great Christian thinkers but employed that very tradition in defense of their rediscoveries. By expelling the Protestants, the Church of Rome was believed to be excommunicating itself from the catholic church, falling under the apostolic anathema for embracing another gospel (Galatians 1:8-9). One need only scan the tracts, catechisms, confessions, and letters of the Reformation to be impressed with the volume of appeals to the church Fathers.

ARE CATHOLICS EVANGELICALS?

Having concluded that evangelicals are catholics—eschewing the heresies of the past two thousand years, which have challenged the biblical doctrine of God, rent Christ’s humanity from His deity, denied one or the other, and denied human sinfulness and the need for saving grace, the question arises whether Roman Catholics can be described as “evangelicals.”

In all fairness, Fournier argues that “evangelical” is an adjective, not a noun and that it can therefore be used in its most etymological sense. Taken from the Greek word from which we get “gospel,” an evangelical is simply one who is concerned with the gospel: its content and its dissemination throughout the world. However, what Fournier evidences is all too typical of evangelicals themselves when he claims title to “evangelical”—namely, a heavy emphasis on “evangelical” as a style or mission. Doctrine seems these days to take a back seat to zeal; the “Evangel” is often left undefined in the pursuit of evangelism. As the pressures of secularism become increasingly burdensome and religious conviction is increasingly marginalized in society, great are the temptations to overcome four and a half centuries of separation and embrace each other in a common struggle to win the world for Christ. And I, for one, would be all too happy if just that sort of outcome were achieved.

There is only erne thing standing in the way: The gospel itself.

I do not say this in a cavalier or cynical fashion. It is the serious conclusion after much reflection on the biblical message—and not only my reflection in this time and place but the considered reflection of classical Protestantism. If we do not get the Evangel right, how much excitement can there be over combining resources and energies in promoting it? That was Paul’s point, indirectly, in Romans 10, where he applauds his fellow Israelites for their zeal for God but laments that it is a zeal “not based on knowledge.” The specific knowledge he has in mind is the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone—the gospel: “Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness. Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes” (Romans 10:2-4). If Paul concluded that his own brothers by flesh and blood, whom he dearly loved and commended for their zeal, were excluded from the kingdom of God by denying the righteousness that is a gift in an attempt to establish their own works-righteousness, surely we can be no more generous in the seriousness with which God takes His gospel.

To that end, we have to be perfectly clear about our terms. In his foreword to Fournier’s book, the respected evangelical leader Charles Colson writes, “If you are an orthodox Catholic, you may find you are truly part of the evangelical camp.”3 My heart wants to agree with Colson on this point, but we cannot accept this conclusion without radically redefining the very foundations of evangelical commitment. If you are an orthodox Catholic, you are not part of the evangelical camp. You may indeed feel at home in an evangelicalism that no longer takes evangelical doctrine seriously when compared to Christian activities and social, moral, cultural, and political pursuits. But the contemporary condition of evangelicalism is to be distinguished from evangelical theology. To do this, we must first of all define evangelical.

WHAT IS AN EVANGELICAL?

Fournier turns to The Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality for his definition of evangelical, especially since the article describes the piety of William Wilberforce:

The main ingredients of evangelical spirituality have always been early rising, prayer, and Bible study. Wilberforce spent two hours each day, before breakfast, praying and studying the Bible, rebuked himself when the time became shortened. . . . Evangelicals kept a diary, not as a means of recording events, but of self-examination of the recent past and adjustment of the future; it was the evangelical equivalent of the confessional.4

Thus, Fournier can conclude, understandably, “I am that kind of Christian, and I hope to become even more so in the years I have left.”3 Indeed, we could all hope for such a high commitment to daily prayer and Bible reading. Nevertheless, I think Fournier is quite right to see no discrepancy between this description and traditional Catholic piety, but as a description of evangelical beliefs it is quite unhelpful. Fournier should probably have turned instead to The Westminster Dictionary of Christian Theology, where one reads, “Derived from euangelion (evangel, gospel, good news), the term came into use at the Reformation to identify Protestants, especially as they held to the belief in justification by grace through faith and the supreme authority of scripture (often considered the material and formal principles of Reformation teaching).”6 But Fournier rejects this doctrinal definition of evangelical (p. 19), and many evangelicals, it seems, are all too happy to surrender to the same compromise. Even though well-informed evangelicals like Colson affirm their commitment to evangelical doctrine, whenever it is no longer essential to the very label itself, we begin to define our faith by spirituality instead of by the gospel, and this is tantamount to saying that the issues of the Reformation were really not significant to that soul-saving message. In 1975, a plea similar to Fournier’s came from a Roman Catholic “evangelical,” Paul W. Witte, who also argued that evangelical referred to a spiritual and missionary identity rather than to a particular doctrinal system.7 But it is theology, not spirituality, that best defines a church and marks its distinctives. But again, we must remind ourselves that Paul’s commendation of Jewish zeal (that is, spirituality) did not mean that his zealous friends and relatives were included in the camp of Christ, since they had denied that which was essential to that gospel message. Furthermore, if this shift in defining evangelical in terms of spirituality rather than doctrine is legitimate, it is surely of recent origin, since every encyclopedic reference or theological dictionary defines the word in terms of its association with the Reformation message.

If, then, evangelical carries a specific historical reference and well-defined dogmatic core, what is it, and can a Roman Catholic embrace it without repudiating his or her own churcII’s teachings?

First, it is essential for us to realize that the Reformers did not believe that they were doing anything new. Rather, they were part of a general cultural trend to look backward to the classical world. For many Renaissance humanists, the “Golden Age” of Greece and Rome became the focal point; for Protestants, it was the apostles and church Fathers who needed to be recovered from the hair-splitting academics who had turned the Bible and Christian theology into a species of secret magic that could only be comprehended by the professionals. To that end, they did not want “Lutherans,” “Zwinglians,” and “Calvinists” populating the landscape; therefore, “evangelical” was a favored term, although we can see how poorly successive generations followed their counsel. The Reformers really believed that the gospel had been so obscured and its chief claims so consistently denied that “in the place of Christianity is substituted a dreadful profanation,” as Calvin put it in the preface to his commentary on Hebrews. Luther argued in a sermon on John 14:23-31, “People say that our teaching is contrary to the old, traditional faith. To what sort of faith do they refer? To what the pope together with his priests and monks believes. How old is this faith? Two or three hundred years!” Our evangelical forebears, therefore, believed that the Roman church had substituted novelties for the apostolic faith. At this point, the concern of the evangelical Reformers must be sharply distinguished from many popular misconceptions.

First are the misconceptions of a good number of secular historians. Many secular historians of this century have been incapable of comprehending the schism of the sixteenth century in spiritual or theological terms, so they have appealed to that which is most familiar to them: secular motivations. For instance, Marxists have reduced the Reformation to a struggle for economic and social liberation. Meanwhile, political and constitutional historians such as G. E. Elton have seen the Reformation primarily as an evolution of society from feudalism to constitutional republicanism. The more psychologically inclined, like Erik Erickson, have explained the movement in terms of Luther’s relationship with his father and his sexual drive, which picks up on some unhappy and unscholarly caricatures of nineteenth-century Roman Catholic hagiography.

But Protestants have had their own tradition of hagiography, and that brings me to the second group of misconceptions as to why the Reformation happened. Victorian Protestants (and this would include American Protestants from approximately 1800 to 1950) were fond of caricaturing Romanism as a political and social menace and inculcated irrational suspicion of Roman Catholics as subverters of liberty and practitioners of a secret society in which culdike rituals were conducted. As a result, when describing the differences between Protestantism and Rome, the accent often fell upon such subjects as Mary, the intercession of the saints, the veneration of statues, superstition, calling the priest “father,” going to confession. In other words, it fell on practice rather than on doctrine.

It is not that these issues do not matter but that they are of secondary importance. Luther himself declared in his debate with Erasmus over free will and grace that if the pope would simply discard his gospel of free will and merit, he would gladly cut his losses and begin negotiations on the rest. That, of course, is a paraphrase, and surely the other matters cannot be severed from the misunderstanding of the gospel. But Luther’s point was that the debate over how a person is accepted before God was the whole issue of the Reformation. Everything else was derivative.

Having said all this, what were the central concerns in this question of salvation? And does one have to embrace the conclusions of the Reformation in order to be considered “evangelical”?

THE FORMAL PRINCIPLE OF THE REFORMATION

Because it is the thing that forms, shapes, and determines what we believe as Christians, the Scriptures were singled out as the sole and sufficient source for faith and practice. “Only Scripture” (sola scriptura) was the phrase, and it meant that the church could not preach, teach, command, or practice anything contrary to Scripture, even for very good reasons. The church had no divine authority except to pass on what was written by the prophets and apostles. What it did not mean (but, too often, has come to mean in Protestantism) is that individuals could decide for themselves what to believe, for the individual is obligated to Scripture every bit as much as when one was obligated to the church. Furthermore, it did not mean that every Christian had the right to interpret the Bible for himself or herself, even if that meant contradicting the consensus of the Christian community. Luther reflected that this would simply mean that “each man could go to hell in his own way.”

As already mentioned, Luther and Calvin certainly did not argue that they had seen something in Scripture that somehow missed the attention of every other thinker for one and a half millennia; they called upon the Fathers, and especially Augustine, for support. Thus, they demonstrated that their message was not something new but a recovery of something old—something that had been lost by a corrupt curia. It was not a brand-new insight but the recovery of a message that had been taught by the Catholic Church during its best days. Then they formed congregations based on a common confession of faith and immediately drew up catechisms (teaching guides) for the instruction of the faithful. One will notice that in every one of the Protestant confessions and catechisms, each assertion is given a scriptural reference, indicating that Scripture is the final authority and that these distillations are merely authoritative in a derivative sense (in that they are faithful to Scripture), not in an infallible sense (as though they were equal to Scripture in their freedom from the possibility of error). The shared consensus of the churches was not infallible for the Protestants, as it was for Rome, but it was certainly essential, and renegade teachers had to demonstrate to the satisfaction of the whole communion that they understood a certain point in the Bible better than everybody else before it would be accepted.

The Roman church, by the Middle Ages, had begun to argue that tradition was also a source of revelation, since God continued to speak to His church through its magestirium (teaching office), with the pope as its chief shepherd under Christ. Against both the Roman claim to continued revelation apart from Scripture and the similar claims of Anabaptist “enthusiasts,” with their alleged revelations, the Reformers asserted the sufficiency of Scripture.

But, granting the infallibility of Scripture, how on earth could an infallible Word be understood and interpreted correctly without an infallible teacher? In answering this understandable objection, the Reformers simply followed many of their fellow Catholic humanists in pointing to the contra-dictory claims of popes and councils in the Middle Ages. History simply proved that the church was not infallible, so long as the law of noncontradiction applied. The best way to guaid a true interpretation of Scripture, the Reformers insisted, was neither to naively embrace the infallibility of tradition, nor the infallibility of the individual, but to recognize the communal interpretation of Scripture. The best way to ensure faithfulness to the text is to read it together, not only with the churches of our own time and place, but with the wider “communion of saints” down through the ages. The community may err, but “there is much wisdom in many counselors,” and we are most likely to be faithful to the text when we recognize that it is infallible but we are not.

A summary of the Protestant “formal principle” would not be complete without a discussion of the “perspicuity (clarity) of Scripture.” At the bottom of Rome’s suspicions lay the belief that the Bible was unclear. Obviously, if this is the case, giving the Bible to the laity would invite schism, heresy, and sectarianism. The last two centuries of Protestantism, especially in America, seem only to confirm Rome’s greatest fears. Nevertheless, the Reformers were convinced that the Bible was clear, so long as the teachers, pastors, and theologians were not busying themselves with turning the straightforward statements of Scripture into puzzles. That is not to say that it is equally clear about everything. Surely the Bible is clearer in its declarations of Christ’s divinity than in its apocalyptic language concerning end-time events, and there must be a distinction between the clear, essential, cardinal truths upon which all Christians must agree (and, for nearly two thousand years, have), and those convictions—perhaps even strongly felt and maintained as clearly scriptural—that are not as obvious and straightforwardly articulated in the text.

The question that keeps popping up, from Genesis to Revelation, is “How are we saved and reconciled to God?” That was Israel’s longing, as it looked to God for salvation through the coming Messiah, foreshadowed in the temple, sacrifices, priesthood, kings, and prophets, and it is the oft-repeated question of those who hear the apostles’ message: “What must I do to be saved?” It is answered so many times, so clearly, that this is surely in the category of things that are unmistakably clear in the text itself. To deny the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone, therefore, when Paul so plainly declares, “To the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness” (Romans 4:5), which is so clearly and emphatically spelled out in many parallel passages, is to miss the whole point of the Evangel. This leads us to the second rule of the Reformation: the material principle.

THE MATERIAL PRINCIPLE OF THE REFORMATION

It is the articulus ecclesiae stantis et cadentis, the “article by which the church stands and falls,” the Reformers declared of the doctrine of justification. “As long as a person is unaware of this doctrine” and the distinction between the law and the gospel, Luther insisted, “he is no different than a Jew, a Turk [Moslem] or a Heathen.” In other words, what distinguishes the Christian message from all others is that salvation is not a project in which God helps humans save themselves, but a rescue operation from start to finish.

First, in order to get to the root of the division on this point, we have to be clear about where the agreement lay. Just as Rome never denied the infallibility of Scripture, it never denied the necessity of grace. In the fourth century, a British monk named Pelagius disturbed the peace of the church with a pernicious teaching that his disciples developed even further. Pelagianism denied the doctrine of original sin, which teaches that we are born in sin (Psalm 51:5; Isaiah 64:6; Romans 3:9-18; Ephesians 2:1-5; 1 Corinthians 2:14; etc.). People are born into the world neutral, said Pelagius. If they exercise their free will in the direction of righteousness, following Christ’s example, they will be saved; if they exercise their free will in the direction of sinfulness, following Adam’s example, they will be judged. Augustine defended the biblical doctrine of original sin by insisting that we are not only sinners because we sin, following Adam’s example, but we sin because we are sinners, inheriting Adam’s guilt and corruption. Therefore, what we need in a Second Adam, too, is something more than an example. We need a Savior. We need someone to rescue us by His own grace, since we cannot even respond to Him of our own free will, corrupted as it is by our sinful affections. The accent, therefore, fell on God’s grace in the atonement, conversion, and the gift of saving and persevering faith.

In the eleventh century, Anselm refined this Augustinian doctrine of grace on the subject of the Atonement. Jesus Christ had to be God because the debt we owed was infinite and no finite creature could pay it. And yet, He had to be man because the debt was something owed by sinful humanity. In this way, Christ performed the office of a peace-making substitute. Throughout the Middle Ages, questions about grace and works and predestination and free will were fiercely debated, but everyone knew that one rule of the game was that Pelagianism was not allowed, although many theologians came as close as they could to the edges of that heresy.8

So if Rome, on the eve of the Reformation, affirmed that salvation was by grace and that no one could be saved without grace first making a change, why did Luther and his associates attack the Roman church for denying that very doctrine?

It was not enough for the Reformers to say that we were saved by grace. Nor, indeed, was it even enough to say that we were saved by grace alone. Thus far they would not have said anything that a typical Augustinian would not have affirmed in his day. What Luther and the other Reformers insisted on was grace alone through faith alone. In medieval doctrine, justification was considered what evangelicals call “regeneration” or the new birth. In baptism, the child received his or her “first justification,” and this began the process of sanctification. Thus, justification was seen as the beginning of moral change, and only at the end of the process—assuming one made proper use of the sacraments, confessed one’s sins verbally to a priest, and died without having committed a mortal sin—could one hope to be justified. In fact, the process actually continued beyond the grave, in purgatory, where the remaining corruptions and transgressions were purged. The whole process may indeed be ascribed to “grace alone,” and yet the way one received this “grace” was, in effect, by meriting it.9

When Luther realized, through his study of the Psalms, Romans, and Galatians in particular, that justification is a declaration based on the righteousness of Christ imputed to the believer through faith alone, while the sinner remained a sinner—rather than a process based on the righteousness of Christ infused into the believer through faith, the sacraments, love, charity, and obedience—he said it was as if the windows of heaven were “flung open and I was born again.” The Latin Vulgate, the version of the Bible produced by Jerome, which had been used by the medieval scholars, was an inferior translation. This was what the classical humanists within Rome were beginning to say, and even Erasmus, the brilliant Renaissance humanist who never fully joined the Reformation, nevertheless was the first to point out that the Greek word meaning “to declare righteous” had actually been mistranslated by Jerome as “to make righteous.” Though Erasmus was not willing to follow this through to its theological conclusion, his scholarship opened the door through which the Reformers would pass.

Is such a distinction just playing with words? Surely not. The difference between “to declare righteous” and “to make righteous” is the difference between a definitive, once-and-for-all verdict and a gradual progression. If we are justified by a declaration, through faith alone, then the very moment we believe that Christ is our salvation we are declared righteous in Christ. If we are justified by a process of sanctification, which is never complete in this life, there is not a sufficient basis for God to ever accept us. After all, God does not grade on the curve; He requires absolute, perfect obedience, and anything short of it is sin. A holy God will not—cannot—violate one aspect of His own character (justice and holiness) for the sake of another (love and mercy).

Just as the Jews, in spite of their zeal, had forfeited salvation because they sought to justify themselves by their own obedience and would not accept the imputation of Christ’s righteousness freely given through faith alone (Rom. 10:1-11), so the Reformers believed that the Church of Rome had abandoned the gospel and substituted for it that age-old confidence in self. That was the difference between the two gospels, between life and death, heaven and hell, justification and judgment. To suggest that we are accepted by God on the basis of Christ’s righteousness and our own cooperation—be it free will, obedience, love, charity, prayer, a good heart, whatever—is to deny the gospel.

WHAT STILL KEEPS US APART?

1. The doctrine of justification, together with its implications for theology, church life, piety, and worship.

Even as the curia began sitting in Rome to draft a conciliar response to the Reformation, there was hope of reconciliation. A number of cardinals who had gathered at the Council of Trent were convinced of one or more of the Reformers’ objections to the popular teaching of the day, and the popular rejection of the gospel by the pope and the monks had not yet been solidified. Since at this stage popes were not regarded as infallible (that was not declared until Vatican 1,1869-70) the door was open to the full reformation of Western Christendom until the Council of Trent (1545-63) finally closed it with its devastating canons against the gospel. Things that had been left to debate in the universities were now closed to discussion as the Council issued what it considered infallible pronouncements on the doctrine of justification and related truths. Now, issues upon which men and women of goodwill could differ were given a single answer: tradition is equal to Scripture in authority; the interpretation of Scripture and the elements of Holy Communion are to be denied to the laity; the Mass is a repetition of Christ’s sacrifice and each Mass atones for the people; transubstantiation was officially affirmed, as was the belief in purgatory.

However, the most important decree was also the longest, Concerning Justification. The decree begins by affirming, against any Pelagianism, the traditional Augustinian insistence on original sin and the need for grace. Human beings cannot even believe until grace first enables them. In fact, “It is furthermore declared that in adults the beginning of that justification must proceed from the predisposing grace of God through Jesus Christ, that is, from his vocation, whereby, without any merits on their part, they are called”—then the good news ends and the Roman error begins—“that they who by sin had been cut off from God may be disposed through his quickening and helping grace to convert themselves to their own justification by freely assenting to and cooperating with that grace.” So, while a person is not “able by his own free will and without the grace of God to move himself to justice in his sight,” he can and must cooperate with grace. Justification is defmed as “not only a remission of sins but also the sanctification and renewal of the inward man through the voluntary reception of the grace and gifts whereby an unjust man becomes just. ”

The Protestants never denied the sanctification and renewal of the inward man, but this was identified in Scripture as sanctification, not as justification. Rome simply combined the two concepts into one: God justifies us through the process of our moving, by the power of God’s Spirit at work in our lives, from being unjust to becoming just. This, however, rejects Paul’s whole point in Romans 4:1-5, that justification comes only to those who (a) are wicked and (b) stop working for it. God justifies the wicked as wicked, the sinner as sinner. That is the good news of the gospel, and the scandal of the Cross!

The most relevant canons are the following:

Canon 9. If anyone says that the sinner is justified by faith alone (supra, chapters 7-8), meaning that nothing else is required to cooperate in order to obtain the grace of justification, and that it is not in any way necessary that he be prepared and disposed by the action of his own will, let him be anathema.

Canon 11. If anyone says that men are justified either by the sole imputation of the justice of Christ or by the sole remission of sins, to the exclusion of the grace and the charity which is poured forth in their hearts by the Holy Ghost (Rom. 5:5), and remains in them, or also that the grace by which we are justified is only the good will of God, let him be anathema.

Canon 12. If anyone says that justifying faith is nothing else than confidence in divine mercy (supra, chapter 9), which remits sins for Christ’s sake, or that it is this confidence alone that justifies us, let him be anathema.

Canon 24. If anyone says that the justice received is not preserved and also not increased before God through good works (ibid., chapter 10), but that those works are merely the fruits and signs of justification obtained, but not the cause of the increase, let him be anathema.

Canon 30. If anyone says that after the reception of the grace of justification the guilt is so remitted and the debt of eternal punishment so blotted out to every repentant sinner, that no debt of temporal punishment remains to be discharged either in this world or in purgatory before the gates of heaven can be opened, let him be anathema.

Canon 32. If anyone says that the good works of the one justified are in such manner the gifts of God that they are not also the good merits of him justified; or that the cme justified by the good works that he performs by the grace of God and the merit of Jesus Christ, whose living member he is, does not truly merit an increase of grace, eternal life, and in case he dies in grace the attainment of eternal life itself and also an increase of glory, let him be anathema.

In other words, men and women are accepted before God on the basis of their cooperation with God’s grace over the course of their lives, rather than on the basis of Christ’s finished work alone, received through faith alone, to the glory of God alone. There are indeed two fundamentally different answers to that recurring biblical question, “How can I be saved?” and, therefore, two fundamentally different gospels.

2. The doctrine of the church as expounded by the Roman church, which requires sound, orthodox Roman Catholics to regard the gospel, as understood by evangelicals, as heresy.

We must remember that it is not we who anathematized Rome, but Rome that anathematized the gospel and thereby anathematized itself. The issue is not even really the condemnation of Protestants (those wounds are easy to heal) but the anathema against the gospel. The evangelicals who remain authentic witnesses to the gospel of grace alone through faith alone, therefore, are carrying on the Catholic faith. Just prior to the Council of Trent, there were many—including cardinals—who accepted the material principle (that is, the gospel) as the Reformation restated it. In fact, there was still much hope on both sides that a unity could be achieved. But when the Council of Trent repeatedly declared that those who believed that their only hope for salvation was faith in Christ now fell under the churcII’s ban. Rome became a schismatic body. It divided itself from historic Christianity by denying, in unmistakable language, that which we as evangelical believers insist upon as “the gospel. ” This, of course, does not mean that there are not many justified souls in the Church of Rome. As Calvin said, “There is still a church among her,” but she herself is not a true visible church. She has denied those marks that are essential to the being of a church: the preaching of the true gospel and the true administration of the sacraments. Apart from these marks, there can be no true visible congregation and, indeed, no formal communion.

This is a very sad business and difficult to accept, much less to defend. It is difficult because of the many personal sympathies I have with my Roman Catholic brothers and sisters. We must not confuse Rome’s general apostasy from the visible church with the apostasy of individual Roman Catholic believers. We may have fellowship with Roman Catholics who affirm the gospel, even though we may not have fellowship with the Church of Rome. In spite of the ecumenical aspirations we all share, there is a higher authority to which one must answer. Better for the Church to have peace in the next life than in this one. Better to proclaim the true gospel, with earthly divisions, than to abandon the gospel for spurious, humanly crafted unity.

In recent decades, many Roman Catholic theologians have done much to promote understanding between the two traditions, and some have even confessed agreement with the Reformation doctrine. In that case, then, they are “evangelical.” But in order to be sound evangelicals they cannot be sound Roman Catholics, for two simple realities: the Council of Trent regards the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith alone as “damnable” and condemns to everlasting judgment anyone who embraces it; and the Council of Trent is as binding as Holy Scripture for Roman Catholics. That is what we have to comprehend. In Protestantism, a theologian may disagree with Luther or Calvin in principle, but in Roman Catholicism a Council is considered infallible and irrevocable. Post-Vatican II Roman Catholic theologians may irenically and zealously attempt to harmonize Vatican II with Trent; indeed, some will even reject Trent altogether, but they cannot speak on behalf of the church, so long as the Roman church retains in the very warp and woof of its ecclesiology the claim to infallibility for those councils and papal decisions.10 As long as Rome is officially committed to its notion of an infallible tradition and unerring councils, there can be absolutely no hope for a visible restored union, for there can be no hope of its repentance for having rejected the gospel in such clear and dogmatic terms. It is not because, after all, so many martyrs spilled their blood over this matter and, therefore, we owe it to their memory to carry a grudge. If the gospel is transcendent and eternally true, it defines the identity of a true visible church.

Here I would like to digress briefly, to consider one recent argument made by Wolfhart Pannenberg, the distinguished German Protestant theologian.11 This discussion is illustrative of the numerous exchanges that take place today in ecumenical circles. In the early 1980s, Bishop Lohse of the Protestant church of Germany openly published to Cardinal Ratzinger, then Archbishop of Munich, his intention “that it was now time for the churches affected to establish, not merely in personal dialogue but to declare in binding form, that the condemnatory pronouncements formulated in the sixteenth century about the doctrine, form, and practice of the Roman Catholic Church are no longer applicable to today’s partner.” In other words, it was Lohse’s belief that the Roman church that Luther and Calvin regarded as a false congregation is no longer that same organization. Ratzinger met Lohse’s olive branch by declaring that “a corresponding reexamination of the doctrinal decisions of the Council of Trent was also necessary.”

It seems on the surface that Cardinal Ratzinger, now in charge of doctrinal concerns for the entire Roman Catholic Church, was much more on target than the Protestant bishop in recognizing the real impasse. Whereas Lohse was interested in establishing a commission to determine “that new realities have come into being, and that the old massive dissensus to all intents and purposes no longer exists,” Ratzinger realized that the real issue was Trent. What can possibly be achieved by an attempt either to say that the Reformers did not really mean what they said they meant or to deny that Rome’s anathemas are unambiguous? For those who believe that the Reformation doctrine of justification sola fide (that is, the declaration of a sinner to be right solely because of the righteousness of Christ imputed through the mere reception of the gift in faith) is equivalent to the New Testament doctrine of justification, the issue is not over what was said in the sixteenth century but whether Protestants and Catholics believe that this is what is still binding on the churches today.

That is surely not to say that research, debate, and dialogue on the historical understanding of particular issues in the Reformation are useless. After all, as Alister McGrath has clearly demonstrated in chapter 9, on a number of issues it may be argued that both sides exaggerated the views of their opponents in the heat of polemical warfare. Hyperbole must be distinguished from reality. Nevertheless, there are certain areas where the divisions are clear, and this, unfortunately, is where they come to a head: the Council of Trent. Here there is no ambiguity. That is why it is important to realize that the issue concerning us is not Rome’s condemnation of Protestants. These, indeed, can easily be retracted or softened. But harsh words are not really at issue. The main concern is not, Does the church of Rome still condemn the Protestants? (After all, that was answered negatively at Vatican II.) The real issue is, Does the church of Rome still condemn the gospel? In other words, are those anathemas still binding on the faithful who are in communion with the Roman See? Therefore, I think Lohse missed the point, along with his ecumenical commission, and Ratzinger hit the mark. If Rome were to reverse the decisions of the Council of Trent, or even indicate an official openness to that possibility, the door would be wide open for meaningful ecumenical dialogue.

The problems, however, come into sharp focus on the Protestant side when theologians such as Pannenberg endorse this Protestant commission of Bishop Lohse when it declares that the reason such denunciations are no longer binding is that the doctrine of either side is no longer “determined by the error which the condemnation wished to avert.” In other words, Roman Catholics no longer really stand where Trent stands and Protestants are realizing that they need to reevaluate New Testament teaching because of more recent studies that seem to have weakened or contradicted the Reformers’ dogmatic judgments. Pannenberg implies this when he writes that “one would expect that the Protestant side be prepared at least in principle to admit certain difficulties in the form of the Reformation doctrine on justification as compared to the biblical witnesses.” He adds further, “For example, the Pauline phrase about the love of God being poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:5)” suggests difficulties with the Reformation formulation of justification.12 But it is not as if this passage suddenly appeared in the twentieth century; it is thoroughly exegeted by Luther, Calvin, and other Reformers in painstaking detail. They did not ignore it; they included it in the category of sanctification rather than justification. If Paul had said, “We are justified by the love of God being poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit,” that would present difficulties, but the Reformers never denied or even downplayed the reality that both actions of God take place in a person’s salvation: justification by a righteousness external to us, and sanctification by the Holy Spirit’s transforming work within us.

Pannenberg’s remarks point up the recurring problem with Protestant ecumenism, and that is the tendency to say that the Reformers got justification wrong. It is an understandable response if one is in a discussion with partners where a consensus is sought. In any resolution of conflict, should not both sides be willing to give up certain territory? And if Rome is kind enough to be open to taking a fresh look at Trent, should we not also be open to the possibility that the Reformers did not have it all right? Surely Protestants do not believe that the Reformers cannot be contradicted in principle (unlike the traditional Roman Catholic position on councils); nevertheless, are we actually prepared to say that the New Testament does not clearly teach justification by grace alone through faith alone? For those of us who still believe that the Reformers at least got this point correct, it is impossible to reach a consensus that falls short of endorsing it as the gospel.

One further note must be added to the discussion of Rome’s official (and, therefore, binding) pronouncements. Prior to Vatican II, a devout Catholic and Protestant in America would happily work side by side but would not even dream of attending an event sponsored by the other person’s church. But the Council radically changed the ethos of parish life for Catholics. The Mass was now conducted in English, the charismatic movement brought Catholics into closer proximity to evangelicals, and Bible studies were encouraged. Protestants began to exult that Rome was going through the Reformation after five centuries of rejection. Upon closer inspection, however, Vatican II appears to have sown the seeds of its own destruction, and that is attested to by many Catholic theologians who, after three decades, are wondering if the Council unleashed Protestant liberalism in the Catholic Church.

Vatican II not only did not contradict previous dogmas and decrees; it is itself even more seriously flawed at key points than Trent. The universalism of Karl Rahner, Hans Kung, and Hans Urs Von Balthasar found its way into the Council’s official pronouncements. (See chapter 4 for more on this.) It is not an overstatement to say that whereas Trent avoided the Pelagian heresy, though condemning justification by faith alone, Vatican II embraced the naturalistic perspective.

By making peace with modernity, Rome embraced the Enlightenment, not the Reformation, and that means that conservative Catholics who are suspicious of the affects of Vatican II are actually closer to evangelicals than to their own theologians. Rome may appear to be moving closer to Protestantism, but those who are guided by the historic evangelical convictions must regard the change as negative rather than positive, especially for Roman Catholics, if liberal Protestantism is the partner.

It is often said that “time heals all wounds.” It may indeed heal many, but one wound time can never heal is error. A wrong understanding of the way in which God justifies sinners in the sixteenth century is still a wrong understanding in the twentieth. This chapter—probably this entire volume— will be regarded by some, both Roman Catholics and Protestants, who frequently attach to the word doctrine some negative adjective, as a rather anachronistic, if charming, naivetS considering the ecumenical strides of the last half-century. How can we sweep away the achievements of the theological negotiators from Vatican II to ARCIC II? It is surely not because these great attempts have gone unnoticed or without sympathy from orthodox Protestant theologians; rather it is due to our conviction that the fundamental disagreement still centers on the teaching of the Council of Trent. However clever the attempts at “denying” that which is not allowed to be denied, genuine unity requires a common affirmation of a shared faith, and we simply cannot exclude from a shared faith our confidence in the very gospel that still stands officially condemned by Rome. Time has not changed either the truth of that gospel or the judgment of Rome.

But that does not mean, of course, that there is no spiritual unity between Roman Catholics and Protestants, provided both are not found to deny the gospel. There are many Roman Catholics who either do not understand enough of their churcII’s position to deny justification or who embrace it in spite of the churcII’s having gone on record against it. Either from ignorance, or from rebellion, there are many Roman Catholics who are surely numbered among Christ’s flock and universal church. As orthodox evangelicals, we long and pray for the day when Rome repudiates her own repudiation of the gospel at Trent and related declarations so that we can once again be united in a visible demonstration to the world of the power of that gospel to not only liberate individuals and restore them to a right relationship with God but to establish peace and unity among the people of God. But if in that process of work, ministry, and prayer, we are found to have established our unity on some other foundation, on some other rock, it will be a unity built on sand, which, when the waves of God’s judgment crash at the Scat’s appearing, will be washed out to sea.

NO PLACE FOR SELF-RIGHTEOUSNESS

In conclusion, I would be remiss not to point out how inconsistent (perhaps even hypocritical) it is of evangelicals to criticize Roman Catholics while they themselves are ignorant of, or even reject, the very Evangel they claim to protect. Very often evangelical preachers and laypeople speak of being saved by “being born again,” and this expression, much less the emphasis, conveys the same impression we find explicit in the Council of Trent: that justification (that is, being made right with God) is identical to the new birth and sanctification rather than specifically linked to faith in Christ and imputation.

Earlier, I mentioned the Pelagian heresy and the stand the Roman church took (with Augustine) against this destructive teaching. Denying original sin, Pelagianism argues that human nature is not corrupted by the Fall; we sin by following Adam’s poor example but not because we have inherited a corrupt nature. Therefore, all the human race needs is just enough grace to get us going in the right direction so that we will follow the right example, Jesus Christ. In this way we can get back on track (that is, be “saved”). This heresy, repudiated regularly and consistently by the Roman church, is nevertheless embraced by such noteworthy evangelicals in this countiy as the nineteenth-century revivalist Charles Finney and by a growing flank of evangelical thinkers in the twentieth. It is gaining a wider hearing in evangelical circles today, just as it had in the earlier part of this centuiy, as the optimistic core of the modernist gospel.13

Though Rome may not maintain an official commitment to the gospel in its insistence cm justification by grace alone through faith alone, surely, judging by history, it has been no less faithful than Protestants in the last two centuries in defending the doctrine of grace in general. Entire denominations that were committed confesskmally to the doctrine of justification have ended up adopting, in actual practice, a Pelagian message. When evangelicals deny human depravity and inability, affirm that human beings cooperate in their own conversion by the use of their free will, and view salvation as a project of moral improvement (especially when that affirms a notion of entire sanctification), they are further afield from the gospel than Rome has ever been.

When it comes to the evangelical doctrine itself, where is the emphasis cm the objective work of Christ outside of us, in history? It has taken a back seat, it seems, to spirituality, piety, morality, social and political crusades, inner healing, and psychologized inwardness. No longer are we saved from sin by grace; we are now healed from neuroses by therapy. No longer is condemnation by God for our sins our greatest fear but condemnation by ourselves for our negative self-image. No medieval theologian or mystic could improve on the inwardness of evangelical spirituality in our day. The interior experiences of the Christ within are heralded, while the objective, external work of Christ on the cross, dying for our sins and being raised for our justification, is largely ignored.

My own experience has led me to conclude that most of our people cannot even define justification. In fact, 84 percent of the evangelicals surveyed said that in the matter of salvation, “God helps those who help themselves,” and well over half even thought it was a biblical quotation. Seventy-seven percent of “evangelical” Christians believe that human beings are basically good.14 This means that 77 percent of evangelicals are Pelagian, well beyond the ranks even of traditional Roman Catholic understanding.

These things must be said because I am convinced that we need a second Reformation, but it will not be a reformation in which insults and caricatures will be hurled from Protestants who wonder why Catholics still have not gotten the message; it will be just as heated a debate within Protestantism because of unprecedented unfaithfulness to the Word of God. Who can deny that Protestants have led the way in the twentieth century away from a high view of Scripture and God’s grace in Christ? Which branch of the church has done more to lower the doctrine of Christ to a mere moral example? Which church has gone so far as to deny original sin and affirm the goodness of human nature? Which tradition has done so much to deny not only the sufficiency, but even the reliability of the Word of God? In short, which branch of Christendom has so carelessly capitulated to the spirit of the age?

For these reasons and more, many conservative Protestants correctly perceive in Rome a degree of faithfulness—at least in its official declarations. (One must beware of the degree to which Roman Catholic theologians are now carriers of the modern Protestant virus, as Robert Strimple points out in chapter 4.) The temptation is to abandon an uncertain, confused Protestantism—and even an evangelicalism that is, in James Hunter’s words, “a tradition in disarray”—in order to be part of something that, though it may not have it all right, looks better on a scale of 1-10. I know these temptations and have experienced them myself. Nevertheless, here is where we must constantly remind ourselves of the difference: In Protestantism, an unreformed church—regardless of how unfaithful—may, in principle, be reformed. The Roman Catholic Church, by contrast, will never repudiate its own condemnation of the Evangel until it repudiates the infallibility of the Council of Trent and the popes who have endorsed it. This is the issue upon which authentic ecumenical dialogue must turn. I do not suggest that we should give up trying to seek visible unity, nor that we refuse to dialogue with Roman Catholic laypeople and theologians, many of whom may be our brothers and sisters.

To conclude by returning to the opening query, “What still keeps us appart?” my own reply at the end of a century of Protestant “truth decay” (as Os Guinness has expressed it) is, “Nothing.” Absolutely nothing keeps evangelicals and Catholics apart if evangelicals abandon the distinctive convictions that have made the past divisions so painfully necessary. We need to seek a reformation of both of our traditions.

That will require, on the part of Protestants, a return to Scripture and its Evangel and, for Rome, a repudiation of its anathema on the gospel. Though we may not agree with the total package, mark well the words of the Roman Catholic theologian Johann Baptist Metz:

To speak about the Reformation and make it, not just an object of remembrance, but an object of hope, indeed an incentive to change—change for all of us, including myself as a Catholic—means one thing: we must bring that question and that awareness which inspired the Reformation into a relationship with the present age. . . . Many theologians writing about the Reformation assure us nowadays that Luther’s famous fundamental question regarding a gracious God can scarcely be made intelligible to people today, let alone communicated as relevant to their lives. This question is said to belong to another, noncontemporary world. I do not share this position at all. The heart of the Reformation’s question—How can we attain to grace?—is absolutely central to our most pressing concerns. . . . The second Reformation concerns all Christians, is coming upon all of us, upon the two great churches of our Christianity.15

Is this beyond the sovereignty of God’s Spirit to accomplish? With Christ, in His reply to the disciples, we prayerfully answer, “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26).
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One of the fundamental claims of the Roman Catholic Church is that it is the one true Church established bythe Lord Jesus Christ. It states that its teachings can betraced back two thousand years in an unbroken successionto the apostles and that these teachings are necessary to bebelieved for salvation. Therefore, is not the Protestantchurch a schismatic and heretical sect that has cut itself offfrom the one source of salvation?

Quite the contrary, the claims of the Church of Rome are not justified in light of a careful study of church history. It isthe Roman Catholic Church, not the Protestant, that hasdeparted from the faith once delivered to the saints.


ESSAY 12

DID I REALLY LEAVE THE HOLY CATHOLIC CHURCH?

The Journey into Evangelical Faith and Church Experience

William Webster

Since Vatican II the Roman Catholic Church has liberalized its attitude toward evangelicals. In spite of this, there has been a considerable exodus of Roman Catholics into evangelical churches. This is due in part to aggressive evangelism by evangelicals, exposure to Scripture through involvement in Bible studies and the witness of friends and family who were former Roman Catholics. Karl Keating himself admits that the figure approaches hundreds of thousands who have left Rome for evangelical or fundamental Protestantism.1

I have been a part of that movement. I was born and raised Roman Catholic, attending parochial schools and a Benedictine monastery in high school. I was thoroughly catechized in Roman Catholic theology. I was an altar boy in the days when the Latin Mass was still used. I used to pray earnestly for souls in purgatory and was thoroughly devoted to Mary. But as a teen I followed in the path of many young people in turning from the church to a life of sin and rebellion. By the time I was nineteen years old I was a disillusioned alcoholic. At twenty-four, through the witness of evangelical Protestants, I was converted to Jesus Christ. I joined a Protestant church, not because of an anti-Catholic attitude, but because it was through this church I had come to know Christ, and now I had a deep desire to know more of God’s Word. I was completely ignorant of major differences between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. Over a number of years, exposure to God’s Word deepened my understanding of salvation and fueled a desire to share it with others, particularly Roman Catholic friends. Eventually, I studied Roman Catholic teaching carefully, finally writing a book on the subject.

TRUTH: THE DEFINING ISSUE

Shortly after writing my book I read Karl Keating’s Catholicism and Fundamentalism. Here I encountered a very aggressive Roman Catholic lay apologist attempting to validate the authority of the church and its traditions from church history, an area that most Protestants, including myself at the time, knew little about. His book underscored an issue often overlooked or misunderstood by Protestants—because of this, most contemporary Protestants do not properly understand Roman Catholics. The issue Keating raises is truth: What is it? Who has it? and How do you know? The Protestant thinks of truth as one dimensional—sola scriptura—ultimate truth and authority is in Scripture alone. But for many Roman Catholics truth is not so one dimensional. For the Roman Catholic, the church is ultimate truth and authority, not Scripture. Whereas the Roman Catholic Church affirms the full inspiration of Scripture, it is not the only truth or ultimate and final authority. It is this Roman Catholic position that Keating attempts to argue on historical grounds.

What we are dealing with here are basic presuppositions about authority that have direct bearing on how one approaches Scripture. From a Roman Catholic perspective, what the conflict over the interpretation of Scripture boils down to is this: the “infallible church” versus fallible individuals who have rebelled against the “ultimate authority,” which was established by Christ. This point of view was highlighted in a recent letter I received from a Roman Catholic. The writer stated, “I am a Catholic because of the promises our Lord made to the Church and the authority He gave to St. Peter as stated in the gospels. I believe they are just as valid today as then. I could not in good conscience belong to any other church.” Those are, no doubt, honest heartfelt convictions. Whether or not the facts that form the foundation for those convictions are true is another matter altogether, but this writer’s sentiments clearly articulate the Roman Catholic presupposition regarding the authority of the church. Keating, Hahn, Matatics, and others (see chapter 10) attempt with earnest evangelistic zeal to defend this position through historical apologetics.

Keating’s book became for me a personal challenge to study church history carefully. What does history really say regarding Scripture, authority, and tradition? Was the Protestant Reformation truly justified, or did the Reformers forsake the faith of the early church and introduce novel doctrines? It is important to note that the Reformers advanced their arguments as diligently cm historical grounds as on theological. They knew church history, the church Fathers, and the major theologians of the church throughout the Middle Ages. An example of what I mean can be seen in John Calvin. In his Institutes, he quotes from no less than thirty-seven major church Fathers of the Patristic Age, not to mention many scholastic theologians, popes, and church councils. So the historical issues Keating sets forth are by no means new.

In a recent debate Keating stated that each individual has a solemn responsibility to seek and follow truth no matter how opposed it might be to what one has been taught or what it might cost in personal terms. I cannot agree more, and that is precisely why I write this chapter. I have spent the last five years in intensive historical research. I have gone to primary source material and have read many major works of the most notable church Fathers. I have read Roman Catholic and Protestant historians and have listened to hours of taped messages by Scott Hahn and Gerry Matatics. All this is to say that I am a Protestant by conviction on the basis of the truth of both Scripture and history. I sought to honestly determine if I had left the holy catholic church when I left the fellowship of Rome.

In this chapter I state some pertinent historical facts I discovered that bear primarily upon the issue of authority and the Roman Catholic Church. I will begin by stating the Roman Catholic position in a general way and then seek to deal with specific issues in particular.

The Roman Catholic Church claims that it alone is the one true church established by Christ and boasts of a two-thousand-year consensus for its teachings. It places under anathema—that is, it condemns to hell, unless there is repentance—all who disagree with its teachings,2 anathemas that, it is important to add, have never been repudiated. These claims are summarized in a principle implicitly enunciated by the second-century Father, Iren-aeus.3 It was explicitly taught in the fifth century by Vincent of Lerins and later affirmed and officially sanctioned by the councils of Trent and Vatican I. It is the principle known as the “unanimous consent of the Fathers.” Vincent expresses the principle in these terms: Those teachings are truly catholic and apostolic that have been believed everywhere, always, and by all.4 To claim catholicity and apostolic authority, therefore, is not simply a matter of succession but, rather, a matter of conformity to apostolic doctrine and the test of universality, antiquity, and consent. Not only does it embody doctrines, but also the interpretation of Scripture. Both Trent and Vatican I state that it is unlawful for anyone to interpret Scripture “contrary to the unanimous consent of the fathers.”3 These councils tell us that there is a test by which the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church can be judged and validated, the test of history, as expressed in the principle of unanimous consent. What do the historical facts really reveal for the claims of the Roman Catholic Church relative to its teachings on Scripture, tradition, the canon, the papacy, and Mary?

SCRIPTURE AND TRADITION

Roman Catholic dogma teaches that the doctrine of sola scriptura (that Scripture alone is sufficient and the ultimate authority in all matters of faith and morals) is unscriptural. This dogma is unfounded because sola scriptura is the express teaching of Scripture and in particular of the Lord Jesus Christ. The word sufficient is not found in the Word of God in an explicit sense to describe the Scriptures. But neither is the word trinity found in Scripture, yet the doctrine is taught plainly throughout its pages. The same is true with regard to the teaching of sola scriptura. It is as apparent as the teaching of the Trinity.6 The doctrine is clearly demonstrated in the life and teaching of Christ.

Clearly Scripture was the ultimate authority for Jesus’ personal life and ministry. He always appealed to the written Word of God to settle disputes, never to oral tradition. When He refers to the “Word of God” His reference is always to recorded Scripture. According to His teaching, Scripture was the final judge of all tradition. In fact, Jesus has virtually nothing positive to say about tradition (cf. Matthew 4:4; 5:17-19; 15:2-9; 22:29-32). Clearly, if the Son of God teaches that all tradition is to be judged by its conformity to the Scriptures, then tradition is subordinate to Scripture and Scripture is logically the ultimate authority.

Roman Catholic teaching claims that sola scriptura is unhistorical; that is, it contradicts the universal teaching of the early church. The more I have searched for the truth regarding these Roman Catholic beliefs, the more I have been compelled to conclude that the facts will not support this claim. Sola scriptura was the universal teaching of the church Fathers and for the church as a whole through the later Middle Ages. Cyril of Jerusalem (a.d. 315-386) is reflective of the overall view of the Fathers:

Concerning the divine and sacred Mysteries of the Faith, we ought not to deliver even the most casual remark without the Holy Scriptures; nor be drawn aside by mere probabilities and the artifices of argument. Do not then believe me because I tell thee of these things, unless thou receive from the Holy Scriptures the proof of what is set forth: for this salvation, which is our faith, is not by ingenious reasonings, but by proof from the Holy Scriptures. ... In these articles we comprehend the whole doctrine of faith. . . . For the articles of the Faith were not composed at the good pleasure of men, but the most important points chosen from all Scriptures, make up the one teaching of the Faith. . . . This Faith, in a few words, hath enfolded in its bosom the whole knowledge of godliness contained both in the Old and New Testaments. Behold, therefore, brethren and hold the traditions (2 Thes. 2:15) which ye now receive, and write them on the table of your hearts. . . . Now heed not any ingenious views of mine; else thou mayest be misled; but unless thou receive the witness of the prophets concerning each matter, believe not what is spoken; unless thou learn from Holy Scripture . . . receive not the witness of man.7

Cyril of Jerusalem was a bishop of one of the most important sees of the church and responsible for instructing catechumens in the faith. No clearer concept of sola scriptura could be given than that seen in these statements of Cyril. He equates the teaching he is handing on to these catechumens with tradition that he says must be proven by Scripture. Tradition is simply the teaching of the church that he is passing on orally, but that tradition must be validated by the written Scriptures. He states further that the extent of authority vested in any teacher, be he bishop or layman, is limited to Scripture. No teaching is to be received that cannot be proven from Scripture. The church does have authority, as Cyril himself acknowledges, but it is an authority grounded in fidelity to Scripture and not principally in succession. According to Cyril, the church is subject to the final authority of Scripture, and even the church is to be disregarded if it moves outside that authority in its teaching.

Cyril is a vigorous proponent of the concept of sola scriptura. It is a teaching he handed down to the catechumens as an implicit article of the faith. As one reads the writings of the Fathers it becomes clear that Cyril’s statements are representative of the church as a whole. J. N. D. Kelly affirms this observation:

The clearest token of the prestige enjoyed by [Scripture] is the fact that almost the entire theological effort of the Fathers, whether their aims were polemical or constructive, was expended upon what amounted to the exposition of the Bible. Further, it was everywhere taken for granted that, for any doctrine to win acceptance, it had first to establish its Scriptural basis.8

Therefore, the Protestant teaching of sola scriptura is not a heresy or a novel doctrine, but in reality it is a reaffirmation of the faith of the early church. It is both biblical and historical, yet the Roman Catholic Church continues to teach that oral tradition is a second source of divine revelation, equally as authoritative as Scripture and that this was the view held by the church Fathers. Such a claim, however, contradicts both Scripture and history. When the Fathers speak of a tradition handed down from the apostles independent of Scripture, they are referring to ecclesiastical customs and practices, never to doctrine. Tradition was always subordinate to Scripture as an authority, and the Word of God itself never teaches that tradition is inspired. The Scriptures give numerous warnings against tradition,9 and the Fathers rejected the teaching of an apostolic oral tradition independent of Scripture as a gnostic heresy. For the church Fathers apostolic tradition or teaching was embodied and preserved in Scripture. The teaching of the Fathers is this: What the apostles initially proclaimed and taught orally, they later committed to writing in the New Testament. Irenaeus succinctly states it in these words: “We have learned from none others the plan of our salvation, than from those through whom the gospel has come down to us, which they did at one time proclaim in public, and, at a later period, by the will of God, handed down to us in the Scriptures, to be the ground and pillar of our faith.”10

How is one to know what the apostles taught orally? It has been handed down to us in the Scriptures, and they in turn are the ground and pillar of our faith. The historical circumstances that prompted Irenaeus’s words are important to understand. He was writing against the Gnostics who claimed to have access to an oral tradition handed down from the apostles, which was independent of the written Word of God. Irenaeus, as well as Tertullian, explicitly repudiates such a concept. The bishops of the church were in the direct line of succession from the apostles, and they were faithful to the apostolic teaching they proclaimed orally, but that doctrine could at every point be validated by Scripture. Ellen Flesseman-Van Leer affirms this: “For Irenaeus, the church doctrine is never purely traditional; on the contrary, the thought that there could be some truth transmitted exclusively viva voce (orally) is a Gnostic line of thought.”11 In fact, the apostle Paul himself states that the gospel he initially preached orally could be verified by the written Scriptures.12 The church as a whole, up to the thirteenth century, never viewed tradition to be a source of revelation. Brian Tierney affirms this:

Before the thirteentn century, there is little trace in the works of the medieval theologians of the view that Tradition constituted a source of divine revelation separate from Scripture and little inclination to set up a distinction—still less an opposition—between scriptural revelation and church doctrine. . . . For twelfth century theologians (as for the Fathers themselves), church and Scripture “coinhered.” This seems true in the sense that the teaching of the church and the teaching of Scripture were conceived of as essentially one. “The men of the middle ages lived in the Bible and by the Bible.” When twelfth century theologians observed—as they sometimes did—that many things were held by the church that were not found in Scripture they seem to have had in mind only liturgical customs or pious practices. An extra-Scriptural source of faith like the Apostles’ Creed (which was commonly regarded as a work of the apostles themselves) was held to define various tenets of Christian doctrine with absolute fidelity; but it was not considered to be a body of revealed truth supplementary to sacred Scripture. Rather, the Creed could be called in the twelfth century a “summary” of the contents of Scripture. In this view Scripture recorded divine truth once and for all, and the living voice of the church, guided by the Holy Spirit, interpreted that truth and proclaimed it anew to each succeeding generation.13

The Scriptures do refer to Paul delivering oral tradition to the believers of Thessalonica, which they were to obey (2 Thessalonians 2:15). But the word tradition used here does not refer to the same thing as the tradition of Roman Catholicism. The word as used in this text simply means “teaching.” Paul has given them oral instruction, and that does not necessarily concern the major doctrines of the faith. That is clear from the same epistle, where he exhorts these believers to stand firm in the tradition they had received from him: “to keep away from every brother who is idle and does not live according to the teaching [tradition kjv] you received from us” (3:6). Paul’s use of the term tradition here does not have the meaning assigned to it by the Roman Catholic Church in two important respects: in its concept and in its content. The very concept of Roman Catholic tradition as a separate source of revelation independent of Scripture contradicts both Scripture and the teaching of the historic catholic church. The Roman Catholic Church has departed from the teaching and practice of both the early church and the Word of God itself. The early church believed in sola scriptura, but the Roman Catholic Church has repudiated this principle in order to elevate its tradition to a position of authority equal to the Scriptures. The heresy of Gnosticism condemned by Irenaeus and Tertullian is embraced in this error.

In addition to the concept itself, there is also the issue of the actual doctrinal content of Roman Catholic tradition, for its specific teachings not only contradict the teaching of Scripture but that of the church of the first centuries (see chapter 4). Over several centuries the Roman Catholic Church has added doctrines to the apostolic tradition that it says are dogmas of the faith, necessary to be believed for salvation. These dogmas were either never taught in the early church or were plainly repudiated by it. This is clearly seen from the following examples.

THE CANON

From my early training I learned that Catholicism claims that the church established the canon of Scripture in the fourth century and that therefore the church is the ultimate authority, not Scripture. Roman Catholic apologists often ask, “If you accept the limits of the Canon that were authoritatively established by the Roman Catholic Church, why do you reject the ultimate authority of that Church?” The simple reason is that the premise upon which that logic rests is fallacious because the specific claims the Church of Rome makes for itself regarding the canon are contradicted by the facts of history. The Roman Catholic Church did not authoritatively establish the limits of the canon for the church. The New Testament books were already recognized in the church prior to the Astern councils of Hippo and Carthage in North Africa in the fourth century. These were provincial councils that had no authority for the church universally, and their decrees on the Apocrypha were never accepted in the church as a whole. The church adopted the views of many of the Eastern Fathers such as Origen and Athanasius and Astern Fathers such as Jerome. It expressed the view that these writings were useful for reading in the churches for the purpose of edification, but they were not to be counted as part of the canon of inspired Scripture since they were not part of the Hebrew canon. Consequently, they were not to be used for the establishment of doctrine. So the inclusion of additional books in the canon of Scripture by the Roman Catholic Church troubled me. Which visible community had this right?

In commenting on the apocryphal books, Wisdom of Solomon and Ec-clesiasticus, Jerome states:

As, then, the Church reads Judith, Tobit and the books of Maccabees, but does not admit them among the canonical Scriptures, so let it also read these two volumes for the edification of the people, not to give authority to doctrines of the Church. ... I say this to show how hard it is to master the book of Daniel, which in Hebrew contains neither the histoiy of Susanna, nor the hymn of the three youths, nor the fables of Bel and the Dragon.14

That the Jewish canon did not include the Apocrypha and that the Protestant Reformers followed the practice of the Jews is affirmed by the New Catholic Encyclopedia: “For the Old Testament, however, Protestants follow the Jewish canon; they have only the Old Testament books that are in the Hebrew Bible.”15

That the church as a whole never accepted the apocryphal books as part of the canon of Scripture after the councils of Carthage and Hippo is seen from these comments by Pope Gregory the Great (a.d. 590-604) on the book of 1 Maccabees: “With reference to which particular we are not acting irregularly, if from the books, though not Canonical, yet brought out for the edification of the Church, we bring forward testimony. Thus Eleazar in the battle smote and brought down an elephant, but fell under the very beast that he killed (1 Macc. 6.46). ”16 This was the view that was held throughout the ensuing centuries of the history of the church. John Cosin, in his book A Scholastical History of the Canon, documents some fifty-two major ecclesiastical writers and theologians from the eighth to the sixteenth centuries who held to the view of Jerome. That this was the general view of the church up to as late as the sixteenth century is evidenced by these comments from Cardinal Cajetan, the great opponent of Luther in the Reformation, taken from his commentary on the Old Testament:

Here we close our commentaries on the historical books of the Old Testament. For the rest (that is, Judith, Tobit, and the books of Maccabees) are counted by St. Jerome out of the canonical books, and are placed among the Apocrypha, along with Wisdom and Ecclesiasticus, as is plain from the Prologus Galeatus. Nor be thou disturbed, like a raw scholar, if thou shouldest find anywhere, either in the sacred councils or the sacred doctors, these books reckoned canonical. For the words as well as of councils and of doctors are to be reduced to the correction of Jerome. Now, according to his judgment, in the epistle to the bishops Chromatius and Heliodorus, these books (and any other like books in the canon of the bible) are not canonical, that is, not in the nature of a rule for confirming matters of faith. Yet, they may be called canonical, that is, in the nature of a rule for the edification of the faithful, as being received and authorized in the canon of the bible for that purpose. By the help of this distinction thou may-est see thy way clear through that which Augustine says, and what is written in the provincial council of Carthage.17

The New Catholic Encyclopedia affirms that Jerome rejected the Apocrypha as being canonical and that the councils of Carthage and Hippo did not establish the Old Testament canon. This was not authoritatively done until the Council of Trent:

St. Jerome distinguished between canonical books and ecclesiastical books (the apocrypha). The latter he judged were circulated by the Church as good spiritual reading but were not recognized as authoritative Scripture. . . . The situation remained unclear in the ensuing centuries. . . . According to Catholic doctrine, the proximate criterion of the biblical canon is the infallible decision of the Church. This decision was not given until rather late in the history of the Church at the Council of Trent. . . . The Council of Trent definitively settled the matter of the Old Testament Canon. That this had not been done previously is apparent from the uncertainty that persisted up to the time of Trent.18

In my desire to make certain that I was in fellowship with a true church, I soon learned that the first general council of the Aftbstern church to dogmatically decree the Apocrypha to be part of the canon and therefore to be accorded the status of Scripture was the Council of Trent in the mid-sixteenth century. This was done contrary to the universal practice of the Jews and the church up to that time. And Trent places under anathema all who reject this teaching.19 I discovered to my surprise that it was the Roman Catholic Church, not the Protestant, which was responsible for the introduction of novel teachings very late in the history of the church. When one examines the related issues of Scripture, tradition, and the canon, the facts reveal that it is the Protestant teaching that is closest to both Scripture and the teaching of the truly historic catholic church.

ON THE PAPACY

Catholicism since the late Middle Ages has taught that submission to the bishop of Rome is necessary for one’s salvation. This teaching was given dogmatic expression by Pope Boniface VIII in an ex cathedra statement in his bull Unam Sanctam (a.d. 1302) and was later reaffirmed by subsequent popes and councils such as Vatican I. His decree states: “Furthermore we declare, state, define, and pronounce that it is altogether necessary to salvation for every human creature to be subject to the Roman pontiff."20 Like all baptized Catholics I knew that the Church of Rome claimed that papal primacy was validated by the teaching of Scripture in Matthew 16:18—19 in its interpretation of the rock and keys. I had also been taught that this interpretation is validated by the unanimous teaching of the Fathers. These claims cannot be substantiated by the facts. Matthew 16 does not imply papal primacy, for the passage says absolutely nothing about successors to Peter or his office. As Oscar Cullmann has stated:

He who proceeds without prejudice, on the basis of exegesis and only on this basis, cannot seriously conclude that Jesus here had in mind successors of Pet». ... On exegetical grounds we must say that the passage does not contain a single word concerning successors of Peter. . . . The intent of Jesus leaves us no possibility of understanding Matthew 16:17ff. in the sense of a succession determined by an episcopal see.21

In addition to this, the unanimous consent of the Fathers opposes the Roman Catholic interpretation of Matthew 16. The Fathers generally interpret the rock in Matthew 16 as Christ or as Peter’s confession of faith in Christ. Some of the Fathers do refer to Peter as the rock but only in the sense that he is the first to confess Christ to be the Son of God and is therefore representative of the entire church. The church is built, therefore, not on Peter personally (and subsequently on the bishops of Rome as his successors) but on Peter’s confession of faith and ultimately, therefore, on Christ Himself. Augustine (a.d. 354-430) is typical of the Fathers in this interpretation of Matthew 16:18:

Because thou hast said unto Me, “Thou art the Christ the Son of the living God;” I also say unto thee, “Thou art Peter.” For before he was called Simon. Now this name of Peter was given him by the Lord, and in a figure, that he should signify the church. For seeing that Christ is the rock (Petra), Peter is the Christian people. For the rock (Petra) is the original name. Therefore Peter is so called from the rock; not the rock from Peter; as Christ is not called Christ from the Christian, but the Christian from Christ. “Therefore,” he saith, “Thou art Peter; and upon this Rock” which thou hast confessed, upon this rock which thou hast acknowledged, saying, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God, will I build My Church”; that is upon Myself, the Son of the living God, “will I build My Church.” I will build thee upon Me, not Myself upon thee. . . . For men who wished to be built upon men, said, “I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas,” who is Peter. But others who did not wish to be built upon Peter, but upon the Rock, said, “But I am of Christ.” And when the Aposde Paul ascertained that he was chosen, and Christ despised, he said, “Is Christ divided? was Paul crucified for you? or were ye baptized in the name of Paul?” And, as not in the name of Paul, so neither in the name of Peter; but in the name of Christ; that Peter might be built upon the Rock, not the Rock upon Peter.22

Here, all agree, is the most renowned theologian of the Catholic Church. He writes after nearly five centuries of church history and gives an interpretation of Matthew 16 (the most important verse of Scripture in Rome’s argument for the churcII’s authority) that is a direct contradiction of the Roman Catholic interpretation. How are we to explain this, if, as Vatican I states, there exists a unanimous consensus of interpretation of the meaning of this passage? Why does Augustine deliberately go against such a consensus?

The answer, quite simply, is that there never was a patristic consensus on the interpretation of Matthew 16 to support that propounded by the Roman Catholic Church. John Chrysostom (ca. a.d. 344-407), one of the greatest theologians and exegetes of the Eastern church, echoes Augustine in his interpretation with these words: “And I say unto thee, Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my Church; that is, on the faith of his confession.”23 The fact is, the overwhelming majority of the Fathers of the early centuries did not support the Roman Catholic interpretation of Matthew 16:18-19 as proposed by Vatican I. Johann Joseph Ignaz von Dollinger, one of the most renowned Roman Catholic historians of the last century, a teacher of church history for forty-seven years, affirmed, to my amazement, what I discovered in the church Fathers:

Of all the Fathers who interpret these passages in the Gospels (Matt 16:18, John 21:17), not a single one applies them to the Roman bishops as Peter’s successors. How many Fathers have busied themselves with these texts, yet not one of them whose commentaries we possess—Origen, Chrysostom, Hilary, Augustine, Cyril, Theodoret, and those whose interpretations are collected in ca tenas—has dropped the faintest hint that the primacy of Rome is tht consequence of the commission and promise to Peter! Not one of them has explained the rock or foundation on which Christ would build His Church of tht office given to Peter to be transmitted to his successors, but they understood b> it either Christ Himself, or Peter’s confession of faith in Christ; often both together. Or else they thought Peter was the foundation equally with all the othei Apostles, the twelve being together the foundation-stones of the church (Apoc. xxi.14). The Fathers could the less recognize in the power of the keys, and the power of binding and loosing, any special prerogative or lordship of the Roman bishop, inasmuch as—what is obvious to any one at first sight—they did not regard the power first given to Peter, and afterwards conferred on all the Apostles, as any thing peculiar to him, or hereditary in the line of Roman bishops, and they held the symbol of the keys as meaning just the same as the figurative expression of binding and loosing.24

Roman Catholic apologists have consistently charged that the Protestant exegesis of Matthew 16 grew out of the Reformers’ need to legitimize their opposition to the papacy. Consequently, they invented a novel interpretation that contradicted the traditional view of the church. But the facts actually reveal the opposite, as Oscar Cullmann confirms: “We thus see that the exegesis that the Reformers gave . . . was not first invented for their struggle against the papacy; it rests upon an older patristic tradition.”25 It is the Protestant and Orthodox interpretation that is endorsed by the Fathers of the early church and not the Roman Catholic, which contradicts that consensus. The Roman Catholic interpretation is, in fact, a direct contradiction of the decrees of Trent and Vatican I, which state that it is unlawful to interpret Scripture in any way contrary to the unanimous consent of the Fathers.

This is not to say that there was never a pro-papal interpretation given to Matthew 16:18-19. Beginning in the fourth century we find a papal interpretation promoted by the bishops of Rome. Leo I, in the fifth century, is the first to combine Matthew 16 with Luke 22 and John 21 to promote the theory of papal rule, but not the teaching of infallibility. From this time on the bishops of Rome began to adopt his interpretation to promote the papal office. But this papal interpretation was never the accepted exegesis of the Fathers and theologians of the church for centuries. Karlfried Froehlich affirms this in his analysis of the history of the exegesis of these passages up through the Middle Ages:

The earlier exegetical history of Matt. 16:18-19, Luke 22:32, and John 21:15-17 was largely out of step with the primatial interpretation of these passages.

. . . The mainstream of exegesis followed an agenda set by patristic precedent, especially Augustine, but also other Western Fathers. . . . The understanding of these Petrine texts by biblical exegetes in the mainstream of the tradition was universally non-primatial before Innocent III. ... It was the innovative exegetical argumentation of this imposing pope which began to change the picture.26

The Church of Rome claims that papal primacy can be validated by the facts of history in that it was the universal practice of the church from the very beginning. These claims are false; the facts of history contradict them. The attitudes and practices of the Fathers and councils27 reveal that the church never viewed the bishops of Rome as being endowed with supreme authority to rule the church universal. And there never has been a supreme human ruler in the church. This whole concept was repudiated by Pope Gregory the Great (a.d. 590-604) when he rebuked the bishop of Constantinople for attempting to arrogate to himself the title of “universal bishop.” He insisted that such a position and title are unlawful in the church of Jesus Christ:

Now I confidently say that whoever calls himself, or desires to be called, Universal Priest, is in his elation the precursor of Antichrist, because he proudly puts himself above all others. Nor is it by dissimilar pride that he is led into error; for, as that perverse one wishes to appear as God above all men, so whoever this one is who covets being called sole priest, he extols himself above all other priests. . . . Certainly Peter, the first of the apostles, himself a member of the holy and universal Church, Paul, Andrew, John—what were they but heads of particular communities? And yet all were members under one Head. And (to bind all together in a short girth of speech) the saints before the law, the saints under the law, the saints under grace, all these making up the Lord’s Body, were constituted as members of the Church, and not one of them has wished himself to be called universal. Now let your holiness acknowledge to what extent you swell within yourself in desiring to be called by that name by which no one presumed to be called who was truly holy.28

In the Roman Catholic Church I was taught that papal infallibility can be validated from Scripture in Matthew 16:18, Luke 22:32, and John 21:15-17.1 was further taught that its interpretation of these passages was given by the unanimous consent of the Fathers and that anyone who contradicts this teaching was to be anathematized.29 These dogmas are simply untrue. No Father, doctor, theologian, or canonist of the church for the first twelve centuries interpreted those passages in agreement with the Roman Catholic Church. They never interpreted these verses to even imply the teaching of papal infallibility. The patristic exegesis of Luke 22:32 saw Christ’s prayer for Peter as a guarantee that Peter’s faith will not ultimately fail, not that he would be infallible. The patristic writers viewed Peter as representative of the church, the bride whom Christ will not allow to fall away. In the patristic interpretation, this verse has nothing to do with personal infallibility but with the grace of indefectibility or final perseverance. The situation is similar when we turn to the patristic interpretation of John 21:15-17 in which Peter is representative of all who would hold positions as pastors within the church. For the Fathers of the Patristic Age, this passage had nothing to do with papal primacy or the exclusive teaching authority over the entire church that implied a gift of infallibility. The universal teaching and belief of the church was that the bishops of Rome were fallible—that they could and did err. Brian Tierney affirms this in these statements regarding the views of the twelfth- and thirteenth-century canonists who were the authoritative commentators of their day:

What can be proved beyond doubt is that no public teaching affirming the infallibility of the pope was transmitted to the canonists of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in whose works, for the first time, abundant texts for the investigation of this whole question becomes available. The commentators on Gratian’s De-cretum knew all the most important texts—forged and genuine—relating to the authority of the pope and the indefectibility of the Roman Church. They did not associate those texts with any doctrine of papal infallibility. They showed no awareness that any of their predecessors had ever associated them with such a doctrine. . . . The theologians of the thirteenth centuiy could not possibly have taken the doctrine of papal infallibility from the canonical tradition of the church because the doctrine simply did not exist in the writings of the canonists.30

I knew the Roman Catholic teaching on papal infallibility. Now I knew that it could not be validated by the facts of history and the universal practice of the church. Historical reality does not support what I had been taught as a communicant Catholic. The facts reveal that popes have erred, have contradicted themselves and each other as well. They have embraced heresy, and have been condemned for heresy by “infallible” ecumenical councils, as well as by the popes themselves, thereby demonstrating that the church in its practice, and even the bishops of Rome, did not believe that popes were infallible.

Pope Honorius, as an example of this, was condemned as a heretic by the sixth ecumenical council (ΙII Constantinople, a.d. 680-681) in his official capacity as pope,31 on the basis of the criteria that define an cathedra teaching. This council was confirmed by Pope Leo II who likewise anathematized the heretics mentioned by the council, including Pope Honorius. His words of condemnation are interesting, for he states that Honorius was one “who did not illuminate the apostolic see by teaching the apostolic tradition but, by an act of treachery strove to subvert its immaculate faith.”32 This pope officially condemns his predecessor for actively subverting the faith by what he taught, and this judgment was confirmed by two succeeding ecumenical councils and by individual popes, who took the oath of papal office, for centuries afterward. Clearly, neither the popes nor the church at large have historically believed the doctrine of papal infallibility.

ON SCRIPTURE INTERPRETATION

Another dogma taught me as a Roman Catholic was that the church alone had authority to interpret Scripture and that it has been granted infallibility in so doing. This claim is disproved by the facts of history. How can it be an infallible interpreter of Scripture when its interpretation of Matthew 16:18, Luke 22:32, and John 21:15-17 contradicts the interpretation given by the Fathers who make up the magisterium (which, from a Roman Catholic position, is itself an infallible interpreter of Scripture).

The Roman Catholic Church, at the councils of Trent and Vatican I, has bound itself never to interpret Scripture contrary to the unanimous consent of the Fathers. It claims, amazingly, that all of its teachings can be verified by such consent. Such claims and assertions are simply false. None of the churcII’s teachings in its tradition can claim a unanimous consent and much of its interpretation of Scripture, such as the papal passages, contradicts the unanimous interpretation given by the Fathers of the church.

ON MARY

One of the most significant aspects of Catholic faith and practice that everyone who considers leaving the Roman Catholic Church struggles with is personal devotion to Mary. The Catholic Church claims that Mary was immaculately conceived (that is, she was bom free of original sin) and drat the Fathers likewise held to this teaching. It claims that this is a dogma of the faith revealed by God that is necessary to be believed for salvation. It states that any who would dispute the teaching are judged to be completely fallen from the faith and are condemned.33 Once again, as I made a careful study of Scripture and history, I soon discovered that these assertions were not hue. This teaching should not be a dogma of the faith. It originated in the fifth century with the

heretics Pelagius and Celestius34 and was universally rejected by both Fathers and popes of the early church, as evidenced by its rejection by Augustine and Gregory the Great, and in later centuries by Anselm, Bernard of Clairveaux, and Thomas Aquinas. The Reman Catholic patristic scholar, Walter Buighardt, confirms the patristic and papal rejection of this doctrine historically:

Post-Augustinian patristic thought on the perfection of Maty reveals two conflicting currents. There is a negative, unfavorable trend rooted in Augustine’s anti-Pelagianism; it accentuates the universality of original sin and articulates the connection between inherited sin and any conception consequent upon sinful concupiscence. The root idea is summed up by Leo the Great: “Alone therefore among the sons of men the Lord Jesus was born innocent, because alone conceived without pollution of carnal concupiscence.” The same concept is discoverable in St. Fulgentius, Bishop of Ruspe in Africa (d. 533), the most significant theologian of his time; in Pope Gregory the Great (d. 604) at the end of the sixth century; and a century later in Venerable Bede, a scholar renowned throughout England.35

Personal study revealed to me that in later centuries the dogma of the Immaculate Conception was a matter of violent dispute within the church between Franciscans and Dominicans. It also contradicts the scriptural teaching of the universality of original, as well as actual, sin.36

Roman Catholicism teaches the faithful that Mary was assumed body and soul into heaven. It states that this too is a dogma of the faith, a truth divinely revealed by God and necessary to be believed for salvation. It goes so far as to assert that any who would dispute this doctrine have completely fallen from the faith and are condemned.37 Once again I had to conclude that Rome did not possess the truth of the historic church. What I found was complete silence in the writings of the Fathers regarding the end of Mary’s life. For the first six centuries nothing is said on this matter. The first Father to promote the teaching of her assumption was Gregory of Tours in 590, and he based his teaching on an apocryphal gospel found in the Transitus literature. The assumption doctrine actually originated with this literature38 sometime in the fourth or fifth centuries and this specific teaching—the Transitus assumption of Mary—was officially rejected as heretical. It was placed in the same category with such heretics as Arius, Pelagius, and Marcion and was condemned by two popes in the late fifth and early sixth centuries—Gelasius and Hormisdas. These popes place this doctrine, its authors and the contents of their writings, as well as all who follow their teachings, under an eternal anathema.39 Thus, the early church viewed this doctrine not as the pious expression of the faith of the faithful but as a heretical doctrine that probably originated from gnostic sources. Discoveries such as these only underlined my growing awareness that Rome did not accurately represent the historic doctrine of the early church, much less what I saw in the New Testament.

Rome teaches that Mary is a mediatrix and even a co-redemptrix with Christ and that grace cannot be applied to man except through her.40 This teaching is also false. It not only contradicts the scriptural teaching of the unique and exclusive mediatorial role of Christ41 but there is not one word found in Scripture of Mary functioning in the role of mediatrix or co-redemptrix. Nor is there one word of this kind of teaching in the writings of the Fathers.

The Roman Catholic Church teaches that Mary has been given the title Queen of Heaven and that she rules over the church along with her son Jesus Christ. This is also false. There is absolutely nothing in Scripture of such a title or role being assigned to Mary. There is no Queen of heaven and earth. There is only one sovereign Lord and ruler over the church, and He is the God-man Christ Jesus. There is not a word of this Marian doctrine in the patristic writings. What is really surprising is that it actually originated, as with the assumption teaching, with the heretical Transitus literature.42

CONCLUSION

In light of these facts what can we conclude? Many Roman Catholics, like me for a number of years, are genuinely sincere in their belief that the Roman Catholic Church is the one true church, the “infallible” authority established by Jesus Christ, which has preserved inviolate the apostolic tradition handed down from Christ to the apostles. But, sadly, the foundation upon which my presuppositions rested during those years was historically and biblically erroneous. The teaching of Keating, Hahn, Matatics, and others of like mind is not faithful to the facts of history. Scores of Catholics implicitly and uncritically accept what these men teach without serious study on their own simply because their arguments sound plausible. These apologists [day on widespread ignorance within both Roman Catholicism and Protestantism, and many are being misled.

An example of my point came home to me recently when I heard Scott Hahn make the unbelievable statement (on tape) before a predominantly Roman Catholic audience that no bishop of Rome has ever been accused of heresy. Most Catholics will hear that without recognizing it as an outright falsehood, thus setding into convictions that are rooted in error. This is just one of many examples that could be used from the teaching of these apologists. I am compelled to conclude that they are guilty of seriously misrepresenting the facts of history and of true Protestantism.

The claims for Roman Catholic authority cannot be supported by the facts of history or the truth of Scripture. In reality the Roman Catholic Church has departed from the teaching of the historic catholic church and can no longer be rightly described as catholic, but as Roman. The supposed two-thousand-year consensus for the teaching of its tradition is nonexistent. Even knowledgeable Roman Catholic authorities admit this to be the case. Patrologist Boniface Ramsey states:

Sometimes, then, the Fathers speak and write in a way that would eventually be seen as unorthodox. But this is not the only difficulty with respect to the criterion of orthodoxy. The other great one is that we look in vain in many of the Fathers for references to things that many Christians might believe in today. We do not find, for instance, some teachings on Mary or the papacy that were developed in medieval and modern times.43

It is not that the Church of Rome does not affirm any truths that are truly catholic and apostolic. There is a body of doctrine that Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox churches all share in common, as Tom Nettles has shown in chapter 1. The problem is with the teachings that are added to this common consensus, those that were introduced many centuries after the apostolic age. These added doctrines are a departure from the faith of the early church and the truth of Scripture. It is not the Reformation that introduced novel doctrines but the evolving Roman Catholic Church. The facts reveal that the Reformers’ teachings can be validated both by Scripture and by the teaching of the Fathers. Therefore, historic Protestantism stands in the genuine tradition of historic Christianity, and those Roman Catholics who, like me, have left their church can be assured that, on the basis of the truth of history and Scripture, they have followed the biblical course, aligning themselves with the historic Christian truth and, thus, a biblical church.

History testifies that the Roman church is not an infallible interpreter of Scripture, that its popes are not infallible, that it did not establish the canon for the church, and that much of the teaching of its tradition was either completely unknown or explicitly repudiated by the Fathers of the early church.

Roman Catholic apologists justify the churcII’s tradition on the basis of a theory of development—that is, that church tradition is a development of doctrine that was implicitly accepted in the early church and became more explicit over time. This is not supported by the facts. The teachings of Roman Catholic tradition were, in reality, repudiated by the early church. They are not supported, furthermore, by the principle of unanimous consent, and they plainly contradict Scripture. What we discover is not a development of truth but a departure from it. Roman Catholic teaching in its exaltation of tradition, the papacy, and the church is a depreciation of the authority of Scripture and the supreme authority of Jesus Christ. In the end, the Roman church has displaced divine authority with human authority. The Reformers’ accusations still stand, supported by both Scripture and history.

What is so tragic in this controversy is not simply that men and women have embraced error regarding church history but that, in so doing, many have implicitly accepted Roman Catholic teaching on salvation, which, as we have seen throughout the volume, is a perversion of the true gospel. This perversion is the same “gospel” in principle that the apostle Paul denounces in his epistle to the Galatians. The sad result is that multitudes of Roman Catholics have a zealous love ior and confidence in their church, without understanding biblical salvation. I was me such Catholic, struggling on in my darkness until God in His sovereign grace opened my eyes to the righteousness that is in Christ alone. I fear that many Roman Catholics have been inoculated against the truth of the gospel because they have been misinformed about the facts of histoiy. Consequently they do not take seriously the salvation teachings of the Reformation, dismissing them as heresies that have emanated from men who have rebelled against the “infallible” church. But what they do not realize is that just as the Reformers were right on the issues of history they were also right on the doctrine of salvation. The gospel they proclaimed of faith alone, grace alone, and Christ alone is the biblical gospel, the message of saving truth.

I conclude this chapter by making an appeal to Roman Catholics to “cane out from them and be separate” (2 Corinthians 6:17). Why do I say that? Am I being impolitic in this counsel, especially when many evangelicals are saying we should not call upoi Catholics to leave their communion? Let me begin with an illustration. Dollinger was me of the most celebrated Roman Catholic historians of the last century. Just before Vatican I, which convened to discuss the issues of papal rule and infallibility, he coauthored a book under the pseudonym, Janus, titled The Pope and the Council. In it he appealed to this council, in light of the facts of history, not to pass decrees that would contradict the truth. His plea fell on deaf ears. He refused to recant his position and was later excommunicated from the church he loved. His commitment to truth exacted an enormous price. When asked why he would not repudiate his intellect and reason for the sake of communion with Rome he stated,

Because ... if I did so in a question which is for the historical eye perfectly clear and unambiguous, there would then be no longer for me any such thing as historical truth and certainty; I should then have to suppose that my whole life long I had been in a world of dizzy illusion, and that in historical matters I am altogether incapable of distinguishing truth from fable and falsehood.44

I stand, a former Roman Catholic, with thousands whose conscience has compelled them to leave the church they once loved. So I reiterate the counsel of Catholic apologist Karl Keating: we have a solemn responsibility to seek and respond to truth. That will be costly. I believe that a Roman Catholic who is sincerely committed to following truth will eventually leave the Roman Catholic Church, realizing as the Reformers taught that it is not the historic, biblical, holy, catholic church. Keating and Hahn feel no qualms about urging men and women to forsake evangelical Christianity for Roman Catholicism. I appeal to you, then, oi the basis of the truth of history and Scripture, to leave your Catholic heritage. I give you the following reasons.

First, the ultimate commitment the Scriptures call us to is the person of Christ, not a church. We are called to trust, love, worship, and follow Christ exclusively. Inherent in that commitment is full acceptance of all that Scripture teaches regarding salvation and, in particular, the truth of the gospel. Paul states in Galatians 1:6-8 that any who embrace a perverted gospel actually deserts Christ. If a Roman Catholic obeys the salvation teachings of the Roman Catholic Church, it must logically result in disobedience to God and a desertion of Christ because these selfsame teachings invalidate God’s Word. The Scriptures point us to the person of Christ, not a church, as the source of our eternal salvation.

The “gospel” promulgated by the Church of Rome is a perversion of the gospel of grace. Therefore, to stay within Roman Catholicism is to be identified with a system that fundamentally denies the sufficiency of the work of Christ alone. Christ lays the issue squarely before us in uncompromising terms when He says, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it” (Mark 8:34-35). There is no mention of the church as a means of salvation here or anywhere else in Scripture. To follow Christ means a life of denying self to live for His sake and the gospel’s. This means we must be openly identified with Him and His truth and be willing to suffer the rejection, the ostracism, the criticism, and even loss of life that such identification can bring. Centuries of faithful evangelical Christians have learned these truths by sailing through such troubled waters. Can we do less, if necessary? There is a cross at the very center of our identification with Christ and His gospel. Jesus makes clear that we cannot seek peace and unity at any cost. Truth divides. Much of the ecumenical movement of the last fifty years or so would have us downplay the importance of truth for the sake of unity. But the ultimate issue is not unity; it is commitment to Christ. And that means a commitment to truth. The whole basis for church unity and for following and worshiping Christ is the truth of the gospel (cf. John 4:23-24; Galatians 1:6-8; Ephesians 1:13; Philippians 1:27-28; 3:2-11; Colossians 2:6-15.). If we forsake truth for a man-made unity, we actually forsake Christ!

Finally, I appeal to Roman Catholics to come out because the Church of Rome is moving farther and farther away from truth (as we saw in Robert Strimple’s chapter). The church has historically demonstrated a terrible resistance to correction and reform. By the anathemas of Trent and Vatican I and the papal decrees on Mary we have seen a continued and progressive departure from truth and a hardening of the Roman Church theologically against the gospel. On the other hand, there is a disturbing trend developing, a growing tolerance of pagan religions in the name of unity and peace. In 1986, when the pope stood with the representatives of the major religions of the world on a public platform to pray for peace, he did something that would have been unthinkable for a bishop of the catholic church in the early centuries of Christianity. Can you imagine a bishop of the second century standing on a public platform with the representatives of Gnosticism, Roman deities, and other pagan religions to pray for peace? Such a person would have been condemned for apostasy. Christ’s gospel proclaims the fact that He alone is the answer to the sin of the world and that He alone can bring peace to men’s hearts. I ask you, can one be true to Christ and remain in a system that so fundamentally denies Him in teaching and practice? Ponder your answer carefully.

The issues that separate Protestants and Roman Catholics are not minor. They are major. They have to do with the eternal destinies of men and women. They hit right at the heart of truth, both biblical and historical. The defining issue is truth. The Reformation was not unnecessary, unjustified, or a tragedy. The tragedy lies in the fact that it was necessary. It was, in fact, one of the greatest revivals ever witnessed in the history of the church, and it restored the church to the truth of the true gospel that had become obscured and perverted through the traditions of men.

Notes

1.    Karl Keating, Catholicism and Fundamentalism (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1988), 10.

2.    The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: Universal Knowledge Foundation, 1912) gives the following background and definition for the term anathema:

To understand the word anathema ... we should first go back to the real meaning of herem of which it is the equivalent. Herem comes from the word haram, to cut off, to separate, to curse, and indicates that which is cursed and condemned to be cut off and exterminated. ... In the New Testament anathema no longer entails death, but the loss of goods or exclusion from the society of the faithful. . . . But he who is separated from God is united to the devil, which explains why St. Paul, instead of anathematizing, sometimes delivers a person over to Satan (1 Tim. i,20; 1 Cor., v,5). . . . Anathema remains a major ex-communication which is to be promulgated with great solemnity. ... In passing this sentence the pontiff takes his seat in front of the altar or in some other suitable place, and pronounces the formula of anathema which ends with these words: “Wherefore in the name of God the All-powerful, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, of the Blessed Peter, Prince of the Apostles, and of all the Saints, in virtue of the power which has been given to us of binding and loosing in Heaven and on earth, we deprive N— himself and all his accomplices and all his abettors of the Communion of the Body and Blood of Our Lord, we separate him from the society of all Christians, we exclude him from the bosom of our Holy Mother the Church in Heaven and on earth, we declare him excommunicated and anathematized and we judge him condemned to eternal fire with Satan and his angels and all the reprobate, so long as he will not burst the fetters of the demon, do penance and satisfy the Church; we deliver him to Satan to mortify his body, that his soul may be saved on the day of judgment.” (1:455-56)
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Where have evangelicals and Catholics come inrelationship with each other? How did they are at this point, and what effect has Vatican II had on Catholicism?What has changed? How should evangelicals understandpost-Vatican II Catholicism? The present changes offersome new opportunities for dialogue that should be enteredinto cautiously, for Rome is really no closer to the majorconcerns of the Reformation than she was five centuriesago. Indeed, she is much further away when we considerthe effects of modernity and liberal theology.

Millions of Catholics and Protestants are in need of the grace of God revealed only in the gospel. Evangelicals, whomay very well be at a great moment in their history, havelost knowledge of, and confidence in, the gospel. Theanswers are not to be found in a new revivalism, which, infact, is more Roman Catholic than genuinely evangelical.What is needed is a widespread doctrinal reformationcoupled with the power of the Word and Spirit in preaching.


ESSAY 13

THEEVANGELICALMOMENT?

John H. Armstrong

Much has changed on the religious scene in recent decades. Certain individual Roman Catholics increasingly sound more and more like evangelicals, while certain evangelicals sound more and more like RomanCatholics. Older stereotypes don’t seem to fit any more.

As we have already seen, especially in Part 3, there is a growing common ground being found between Protestant evangelicals and Roman Catholics, especially in the public arena of moral and ethical concerns. This alone has caused scores of priests and evangelical ministers, along with committedchurch members from both traditions, to “find one another.” The publication of “Evangelicals & Catholics Together The Christian Mission in theThird Millennium” (April 1994) is the most obvious example of a growingevangelical desire to work more closely with Roman Catholics. The response to all of this ranges from excitement over our common faith and message to open skepticism that any good thing can come from this relationship.Evangelical excitement, for example, can be observed in the highly respected writings of Charles Colson: “When Catholic priests and Protestant laypeople stand together peacefully praying, in front of abortion clinics, it is apowerful witness. Many have been arrested, but I doubt that they’ve sataround in those bleak jail cells debating the Council of Trent.”1

Critical reaction to Colson and to contemporary Catholic-evangelical discussion in general, ranges from gasps of horror and passionate outrage to careful and helpful criticism. Texe Marrs, author of numerous popular titles,asks Chuck Colson, “Will You Sell Your Soul to the Devil for a MillionDollars?” (because of the gift of a million dollars to Prison Fellowship associated with his accepting the John S. Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion). 2From a different theological front, John Robbins writes: “The issueis the counterfeit gospel Colson teaches while on Earth, which is misleadingmany souls besides his own. Colson—and anyone else—will make it toheaven only if he believes the Gospel of Jesus Christ, which is not the gospel Colson preaches.”3

In the book, Evangelical Catholics, Charles Colson writes in the foreword: “It’s high time that all of us who are Christians come together regardless of the difference of our confessions and our traditions and make common cause to bring Christian values to bear in our society. When thebarbarians are scaling the walls, there is no time for petty quarreling in thecamp.”4

Statements like these add fuel to a growing controversy. It is only fair to observe that Colson, for all the attack that has been leveled against him,does not specifically urge the overt surrender of evangelical doctrine. Hiswords, taken in their plain sense, do not directly touch important categoriesof Protestant belief. He seems quite plainly to be speaking of a commoncause that we can share in the “public square,” as Richard J. Neuhaus hasreferred to it. But a growing concern has been felt by many evangelicalswhen they read these kinds of statements. They seem unwise. They seem tosay, since (certain) doctrines divide us, let’s find our cause together wherever possible and leave off the thorny issues that have separated us for morethan four centuries. When several notable evangelical ministers and authorshave gone over to Roman Catholicism in recent years (as we saw in KimRiddlebarger’s essay in chapter 10), is it any wonder that thoughtful evangelical readers are concerned? Paul G. Schrotenboer, writing an introduction to published papers on Roman Catholicism prepared by the TheologicalCommission of the World Evangelical Fellowship, sums up this instinctiveand proper concern by saying,

There is much to give [evangelicals] hope for reformation according to the Word of God in the Church of Rome. There is also much in the recent reaffirmations of Roman Catholicism to give us pause in believing that all basic differences will soon have been removed.

The challenge is to bear witness to the faith once for all entrusted to the people of God (Jude 3) and to be honest and open in recognizing both agreements and departures from this faith.3

The landscape is definitely changing. But is this change something we should applaud without significant reservation? I think not. When Colsonrefers to the differences between evangelicals and Roman Catholics as “petty quarreling in the camp,” I think we need to ask some serious questionsthat might be hard to address clearly in the present atmosphere. Thoughmany evangelicals seem genuinely delighted to put aside the old attitudesand Catholic bashing of an earlier century, are we not in danger of denyingthe very doctrinal concerns that have seriously divided us for 450 years? R.C. Sproul sums up my concern well when he places himself in the categoryof “a small minority of Protestants who take very seriously those lines ofdemarcation.” Sproul expresses the fear that this overall change in attitudereflects doctrinal apathy more than genuine theological unity when he adds, “One of the reasons we don’t fight about truth anymore is that we don’t careabout truth as much.”6

These differing responses of evangelicals to Roman Catholicism could be seen in August 1993 when Pope John Paul II addressed Catholic youngpeople at World Youth Day (1993) in Denver, Colorado. Concern was evident among many Catholic leaders that because so many young people werebeing lost to the Roman Catholic Church, and many of them particularly toevangelical churches, something needed to be done to address these and other concerns. Several aggressively evangelistic ministries sought to challengeRoman Catholic youth to turn to Christ and leave their church, while otherhigh-profile evangelical leaders expressed publicly their sympathy with theevent. The International Bible Society provided a commemorative leaflet,based on the gospel of John, with funding for this coming from severalsources, including the Catholic Diocese of Colorado Springs. Prominentmusicians, generally associated with evangelicals and their ministries, performed at Youth Day concerts.7

This new kind of cooperation has grown remarkably in recent years. Truly old hostilities are dying. Much in this can be praised, but many of the old questions still remain relevant for those of us who are committed to the centrality and sole authority of Scripture as well as to the priority of grace alonereceived through faith alone. With R. C. Sproul I am concerned that the realproblem for both Roman Catholics and evangelicals, as several essays inthis volume have sought to demonstrate, is that we don’t care very deeplyabout the truth any more. Evangelicals must be willing to dialogue regardingtwentieth-century issues and concerns, but one begins to wonder if we arewilling to give away the farm in the process.

HOW DID WE ARRIVE AT THIS MOMENT?

As has been shown by Robert Strimple (chapter 4), we didn’t come to this moment in our history overnight. Vatican Council II was convened onOctober 11, 1962, by Pope John XXIII (who died in June 1963). It was thispontiff who desired to “open the windows and let in some fresh air.” Thecouncil was concluded with a fourth major session on December 8, 1965.Pope Paul VI presided over the last three sessions, leading the council in theproduction of sixteen major documents that now fill two large volumes.

Roman Catholicism has always had divisions within its ranks, but one thing was always quite clear—if you were a Roman Catholic you knew whatyour priest, your bishop, and your church really believed. Catholicismlooked much the same in almost every place it took root, and Catholics, withfew exceptions, generally believed and practiced the same faith, at leastpublicly. Since Vatican II, all that has changed. Michael Howard, RegiusProfessor of Modern History at Oxford, has aptly referred to this Vatican Council as the “second great revolution” of our century. (The first was theBolshevik Revolution of 1917, which makes me wonder if we have seen athird great revolution in the recent overthrow of communist governments inthe former Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe.) Why? George A^feigel, aRoman Catholic, has answered, “[because of] the transformation of theworld’s oldest continuous institution from an instrument of the status quointo an instrument of change.” >\feigel asserts, furthermore, that “VaticanII was not a serendipitous upheaval; a generation of Catholic philosophical,theological, biblical, and liturgical scholarship paved the way.”8 What kindof revolution did Vatican II cause? Weigel suggests there were five aspectsto it, or, to be even more precise, “five revolutions in Rome.”

The first is modernity. A break came from “Apologetic Catholicism,” by which ^feigel means that the church opened itself up to the fruit of modern scholarship and began to abandon neoscholastic forms of expression,which it had treated as virtually immutable for centuries. It changed, almostovernight, from its centuries-old defensive posture toward new insights.John ΧΧΙII spoke of “prophets of gloom . . . (who) behave as though theyhad learned nothing from history, which is, nonetheless, the teacher oflife.” And as Weigel notes, the pope urged the view that “authentic doctrine should be studied and expounded through the methods of research andthrough the literary forms of modern thought. . . [for] the substance of the. . . deposit of faith is (Hie thing, and the way in which it is presented isanother.”9

It is important for evangelicals to understand this change. Building (hi the thinking of theologians like Jacques Maritain, Henri de Lubac, YvesCongar, Karl Rahner, and John Courtney Murray, Vatican II officiallyopened the doors for a new way of thinking about the world, about history,and about the Christian faith in particular. Sometimes Protestants are proneto argue that since Rome cannot and does not change—semper idem (“always the same”)—nothing was really changed by Vatican II. This kind ofargument was advanced by Lorraine Boettner in 1965:

The Roman Church has now been frozen into a definite pattern from which she cannot change and which is basically the same today as it was in the days of theInquisition. What sometimes looks like a change is merely a policy of cautionwhich she has been forced to adopt because of public opinion. She changes hermethods, but not her spirit.10

David Wells, an evangelical scholar who has given considerable attention to the actual documents of Vatican II, wrote more than twenty years ago, “the truth is, Boettner notwithstanding, that both the spirit and the doctrine of Catholicism are changing” (italics added).11 Wells properly concludes: “the myth of an unchanging Catholicism has now been exploded.”12 Weigel notes that the second revolution sparked by Vatican II was selfunderstanding. By this he means that the church, with its hierarchical concept of leadership that can be viewed much like a pyramid, took a newapproach to the laity. To be a “lay” Catholic was now a “calling,” not simply the absence of a “religious vocation.”13 This ongoing revolution inRome can be seen in numerous lay organizations for chinch and personalrenewal that spring up regularly.

The third revolution was liturgical. This is the change most Protestants have seen if they have been awake during the last thirty years. It is often saidby well meaning evangelicals that the only thing changed by Vatican II wasthat the Latin Mass can now be heard in English and meat can be eaten onFridays! Such a response is far too simplistic.14

Fourth, the council radically altered the relationship Roman Catholicism has to other churches, to Judaism, and ultimately to all non-Christian religions. Plunging into the liberal Protestant stream of ecumenism, Rome entered into interfaith dialogue. One must say upon reading the theology thathas come out in the ensuing years, that the results have generally led to religious syncretism.13

Finally, and this was no small concession of change for Rome, Vatican II

taught that religious liberty was the most fundamental human right: a revolutionary “extension” for a Church that had long seen altar-and-throne arrangements, like those in pre-reformation England and, later in Franco’s Spain, as the desirable norm. TTie Declaration on Religious Freedom was the particular gift of theAmerican Church to Vatican II: its principal author was John Courtney Murray,and the Declaration reflected the distinctive experience of American Catholicism in a natively pluralistic religious environment.16

The Protestant Reformers did not begin their protest with the intention of dividing the church of their time. Their clear intention was to call the churchback to her historic foundations and to the gospel of the New Testament.They challenged Rome’s teaching authority on the basis of the gospel. Theywere patristic scholars, using the Fathers of the church to establish most ofwhat they argued. Their burden was to show that what they believed wasestablished in Scripture and confirmed in historical faith and practice. Theydid not argue, as do modern restorationists, that after the close of the Canonthe church had been almost immediately lost. Rome’s response, twenty-fiveyears after the challenge had begun, was to convene a council in the northern Italian city of Trent (1545). On three different occasions this councilmet, finishing its work in 1563. The decrees of this council became the definitive and authoritative answers of the Roman Catholic Church against the

teachings of the Protestant Reformers. The meaning of grace, the Scripture’s authority, the sacraments, and the role of the papacy were all determined with a kind of harsh finality! Anathemas were pronounced upon all the distinctive evangelical doctrinal elements taught by the Reformers.

A good summation of the effect of Trent on Roman Catholic faith and life is provided by Robert A. Burns, a Roman Catholic professor of religionat the University of Arizona:

The Council of Trent was held to present the authoritative answers of the Catholic Church to the objections of the Protestant reformers. In order to promote Catholic unity, clear definitions were given concerning Catholic dogma. For example, a definition of the ChurcII’s role emerged that stressed its visible institutional structures and identified the Church with the kingdom of God cm earth.Because of the narrowness of this definition, Catholicism tended to become ex-clusivistic in its thinking and static in its world view. The Council of Trent alsoissued a number of regulations to promote unity. . . . The liturgy of the Masswas standardized and the Index of Forbidden Books was issued. These edictshelped maintain Catholic uniformity for the four hundred years after Trent.Great stress was placed on Church authority to maintain this post-TridentineCatholic oneness.17

All of this led to what Burns and other modern Catholic academicians freely refer to as a “fortress” mentality. Two significant movements affected the church in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—the Enlightenmentand the French Revolution. The Enlightenment undermined belief in the supernatural in general and the Bible in particular. Human reason was deified.The French Revolution (1789-99) introduced these ideas into the realm ofpolitical thought and brought about the downfall of the old order in Europe.Christianity was bitterly attacked in France, and the effects extended far beyond. Burns is helpful once again when he writes, “In order to understandwhy the Catholic Church reacted so negatively to the French Revolution andthe idea of political democracy, one need only recall that the Church favoredmonarchy as the ideal and advocated the notion that Catholicism should bethe official religion of every nation.”18

There arose in France two distinctly different movements that would affect Roman Catholic thought into the twentieth century, and the divisions would only be settled officially at Vatican II. One movement reasserted theauthority of the church, and in particular the papacy, as a bulwark againstencroaching rationalism and post-Kantian thought. This conservative movement has been called ultramontanism (which meant literally “beyond theAlps”). This name was given because the papacy was located across theAlps in Italy. The other movement, which was obviously more liberal,sought to incorporate the newer ideas of freedom in thought and the separation of church and state.19

It was out of this post-Enlightenment thinking, mixed into a century-plus of papal authority virtually unchecked by other forces in the church, thatRome entered the twentieth century. By the time Vatican II was convened itwas inevitable that the forces that had been at work for some time to bringRoman Catholic thought and practice into line with modern worldviewswere going to win the day.

It is here that most evangelicals are confused about modern Catholic theology and practice. The new Catholic position—and again we must realize that it is new—reinterprets the old concepts, dogmas, and life in terms of thenew. Wells wisely expresses the essence of my argument:

On the level of cognition—what man can know—the old Catholic was confident and affirmative. The new Catholic by contrast, tends to be agnostic in some respects and uncertain in others. He is the child of the existential, not the classical,world. For him, the object of religious knowledge, in this case Christ, is oftenobscure. The sharp lines of distinction in matters of truth are not untenable, perhaps even desirable. The concern has shifted from objective definition to subjective experience. It is not what you believe which is important but that youbelieve, not what you believe in but the quality of your commitment as youbelieve.20

All doctrinal formulations, in this way of thinking, are subject to revision, precisely because truth, which may be perspicuous to God, is blurred and unclear to us. As Protestant Wells notes, the close relationship betweenChrist and the church, which had always been a part of Roman Catholic reality, was now broken. Amazingly, it was Pope John XXIII who helpedbreak this relationship when he said at the initial session of Vatican II, “thesubstance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of faith is one thing, and theway in which it is presented is another.” This statement means more thansaying that truth is objective and final; we must learn to put it in new wordsand forms for differing cultures. Wells says that John XXIII’s “single sentence was a pithy, if deceptively simple, summary of the new ideas: There isa distinction to be drawn between truth in itself (‘the deposit of faith is onething’) and truth as it is comprehended by the Church and taught to theworld (‘the way in which it is presented is another’).”21

Radical theologians like Hans Kung, Leonardo Boff, and Charles Curran, who were eventually marginalized by the Catholic hierarchy, simply developed this kind of thinking, whether or not the church was ready for it.Theology has a wax nose with this approach. What kind of Catholicism doyou want? You are working with “the deposit of faith” just like the otherperson, but what you see in it can be different; indeed it probably will be.

That is precisely why the present pope, John Paul II, can appear to be so very traditional in certain areas and at the same time embrace non-Christianreligions and speak of salvation for non-Christians. This confuses evangelicals and not a few traditional Catholics who don’t understand what has happened. When the Constitution on the Church says, “at all times and amongevery people, God has given welcome to whosoever fears Him and doeswhat is right,”22 then I can only conclude that B. C. Butler has understoodRoman Catholic thought correctly when he writes, “Salvation is, for the individual, radically dependent on subjective good intention [rather] than onexternal ecclesiastical allegiance.”23

For centuries the magisterium had insisted that there was no salvation outside the church ( extra ecclesiam nulla salus ), which meant, of course,the Roman Catholic Church. This sometimes caused a decidedly uncharitable response to Protestant evangelicals, who were considered lost outside ofRome and her sacramental system. What changed? Did Rome officially retract the old doctrines of the Council of Trent, admitting that they had beenin error in teaching them previously? Of course not. What Rome did wasadd a new formula, or a new way of thinking about these matters. Doctrinescould now be taken up in an unrelated manner, just as had been done fordecades in liberal Protestant schools and churches. This has effectivelycaused a completely new understanding of the old confessions of faith inmuch of Protestantism, changing the meaning of received truth entirely. It isdoing the same in modern Catholicism. The result is an understanding of manand salvation that pictures God’s salvific activity to be like concentric circles.Christ is at the center, with the closest circle being the Roman Catholic Church.The next circle, farther from the center, but still in relationship with it, consistsof non-Catholic Christians, or “separated brethren.” The next circle would include the non-Christian religions. Even here there is relationship to Christ andto His church; that is, you can begin to talk about a Hindu who is really in fellowship with the Roman Catholic Church, and thus with Christ, even though hedoesn’t realize it. (This has, of course, redefined the missionary calling of thechurch so that Rome often does not seek to bring members of non-Christianreligions into her communion as she did in previous centuries.) 'Wells helps ussee the thinking behind this missiology more clearly:

The Council was not saying that all religions are equally true. Rather, it was trying to combine the old idea that Christ is to be found only in the Roman CatholicChurch with the newer idea that something of the divine can be seen in allmen. . . . The outstanding problem which has been posed, but hardly answered,by the new concept is how much of a Christward orientation is needed to establishmembership in the People of God. Some theologians, building on the Council’steaching, have argued that one day the People of God will become coextensive withthe human race. Are all, then, members of God’s kingdom even now?24

But what about atheists and infidels? Well, even atheists are not without hope in the theology of prominent Roman Catholic theologian Karl Rahner,who calls them, amazingly, “anonymous Christians.”25

Roman Catholics and evangelicals cannot afford to ignore each other. In a world like the one we live in, building walls of strict isolation will be increasingly impossible for all Christian traditions. An Index of ForbiddenBooks will no longer serve to keep the faithful in line, whether issued byRome or by a fundamentalist school or fellowship determined to keep theiryouth in the faith. Davis Duggins, senior editor of Moody magazine, perceptively sums up our present situation: “Changes in society and in the CatholicChurch are forcing evangelicals to reexamine their relationships with Catholics. While the previous generation of evangelicals and Catholics generallyavoided any contact, such isolation has become much less feasible. Todaythe questions concern what kind of cooperation and how much isappropriate?”26

Protestant and Catholic theology have been converging in our time but, as John W. Montgomery has aptly noted, “not at a recognizable, articulated, and firmly established juncture, but in a mystic cloud of unknowing.”27This “cloud of unknowing” seems to surround many of the recent attemptsat agreement addressed in this volume.

As we have seen in Part 3, there is room for carefully defined common ground between us. I believe that this type of common ground is likely toincrease, precisely because the culture seems hell-bent on turning awayfrom its Western moral foundation that was grounded in the Christian tradition, socially and ethically. In those areas where spiritual communion couldbring us together around the central truths of the gospel, I believe we alreadysee evidence that the door is closing and that conservative Catholics increasingly desire to stress again the doctrines of Trent, which can never be accepted by evangelicals who maintain a truth base for fellowship in Christand the visible church. Wells, writing some fifteen years after his fulleranalysis of Vatican II was published, notes:

If Catholicism is to become more Catholic in the future, which is what I expect under the present pope, then theological differences with evangelicals will become sharper but our alliances with Catholics against the secular culture can become deeper. I, for one, am ready for that tradeoff. Evangelicals have far less togain from dialogue with Rome than they do in using a common Christian arsenalwith Catholics to protect life and values in the midst of an exceedingly crookedgeneration.28

WHERE ARE WE AT THIS ΉΜΕ IN HISTORY?

The type of thinking that has developed since Vatican II, which is representative of serious Catholic theologizing in the last decade of the twentiethcentury, tends to cast a different light upon where we are today and how we got there. If evangelicals are to be wise, and remain faithful to the gospel,they must be extremely careful in navigating these presently uncharted waters.

Whereas certain evangelicals are attacking popular spokespersons such as Charles Colson, with some basis due to his lack of theological clarity inareas where caution and clearer thinking might have served his cause better,others are almost unquestkmingly following Colson, along with several otherpopular evangelical writers. More than thirty years of cooperative non-theolog-ically based mass evangelism has prepared a generation for a new way.Many are thinking, We agree on so much, why not work together and forgetour old hostilities? They may have a friend who displays love for Christ andthe Scriptures who has remained in the Roman Catholic Church. Theirneighbor seems to be genuinely evangelical in every way and just as concerned for biblical Christianity as they are, if not more so. Their Bible studygroup might include Roman Catholics who have come, through their studyof the Word, to openly confess their love for Christ. They have displayedopen excitement about knowing the Scriptures. Or perhaps they have servedon the community evangelistic planning team and worked alongside a Catholic, seeing their evident zeal for reaching others with the gospel. They useour tracts and methods in witnessing, respect our best-known evangelist andspokesman, Billy Graham, as much as we do, and they now even sing oursongs. Who can forget, if they were in attendance or watching on television,seeing Pope John Paul II joining the throngs who sang “Amazing Grace” inChicago’s Grant Park during a huge outdoor celebration of the Mass? I recall the enthusiastic comments of some evangelicals: “He is one of us, atrue evangelical. Did you see him? Did you hear him quote from the Bible?”

It serves no good purpose to question the pope as a person or to offer judgment about his ultimate standing before God. He is a fallen man andtherefore must stand before God as any other mortal in need of divine graceand reconciliation through Christ. Even his own doctrine does not attributeinfallibility to him, except when he speaks ex cathedra (“from the chair”),which has been done only a few times in the past several centuries. It servesno real purpose to argue with other evangelicals about what we should callRoman Catholicism. (A debate swirls around this constantly, with some insisting that we must label Roman Catholicism a “cult” in order to be faithful to the teaching of the Bible.) My purpose, rather, is to question thegrowing response by evangelicals that no longer shows discerning love forthe truth and clear understanding of the essential issues of the gospel ofChrist. My purpose is to address the questions of life and death, the ultimateissues that must be addressed by all to take seriously the historic Christ andHis message.

What this comes back to is truth. What is truth? Where is it to be found? Must truth be embraced by faith for one to know Christ savingly? Is it vitallyimportant to know what is our ultimate source of truth? (In the present concern, as we have seen already, we might even begin by asking, “Can weeven know the truth at all, and is there any objective source of truth to befound?”)

We must begin by realizing that Roman Catholicism is much more than another evangelical church with a few minor doctrines added to the gospel.This kind of approach is both naive and reductionistic in the extreme. Because the Spirit of God is breaking through obstacles of spiritual blindnessand regenerating individuals by granting them the gifts of faith and repentance does not mean that the Roman Catholic Church is undergoing a powerful new awakening in our day, much less a biblical reformation process. Wemust become more realistic about the gains that have been experienced sinceVatican II. Contrary to the sometimes cheerful evangelical evaluation of abiblical Roman Catholic movement, the opposite is in fact taking place.Harold O. J. Brown, author of chapter 7, has written elsewhere,

Many points of Catholicism contain sound biblical teaching. But the system is so overlaid and interwoven with non-biblical and even unbitdical ideas and practices that it seems to resemble what Paul called “a different gospel” (Gal. 1:6).When Catholics are saved, it is because they have received the grace to sort outthe wheat from the chaff. Sometimes it seems to be as much despite the churchas thanks to it.29

There are, in reality, two Catholicisms at work in the present church. One is progressive, deeply influenced by Vatican II and what we have seenalready (in chapter 4). The other is traditional, very desirous of defendingthe papacy and the old doctrines peculiar to Catholicism, particularly sincethe few centuries prior to and after the Protestant Reformation (chapters 2and 3). Vatican II progressive thinking, reflected almost universally in theprolific writing of theologians of this century and in the universities ofAmerican Catholicism, sees authority arising from the church itself, that is,from the laity as the people of God. The other, the more traditional Catholicism developed over centuries of reacting against the gospel message of theReformers and the divisions of the sixteenth century, sees authority as descending from the papacy and magisterium down to the people. In the progressive view, salvation, as I have shown, is broad, inclusive, and groundedin intentions and subjective response to divine light available to all, eventhose without the church.

The older view still maintains that salvation is grounded in the sacraments and visible relationship to the Catholic Church. The progressive view is at work in the church quite widely, but the present pope, on the whole, isturning it back in several areas as he asserts the more traditional position in crucial moral and theological areas. Examples of this direction can be seenin the papacy’s response to liberation theology and modern sexual and reproductive concerns. This conservative response can also be seen in the attention given in recent years to the place of Mary, the saints, and themagisterium. Catholic spirituality and preoccupation with mysticism as themeans of living the Christian life are undergoing a virtual revival in manyquarters. Witness the writings of Thomas Merton and Henri Nouwen whohave had a great fascination for some evangelicals at the mystical end of theProtestant spectrum. This does not encourage me to believe that the morebiblically correct approach of Spirit and Word (chapter 5) is central to thesemovements of piety presently at work in many Protestant and Roman Catholic communities. Some of the excitement over new spiritual life soundsmore like New Age thinking covered with old Catholic dress. Evangelicalism has a “weak underbelly” here and may suffer extensive damage in thisdialogue if it continues to drift doctrinally. The mood of Astern culture ismuch more likely to climb on this wagon than on one that calls believers tothe written Word and the Spirit’s great work through preaching and teaching.

As we saw in chapter 12, many Catholics have never heard, much less understood, the gospel of grace. Catholic apologists such as Scott Hahn,Karl Keating, and others aside, the experience of almost every well-taughtevangelical Christian is that it is a rarity to meet a faithful Roman Catholicwho can articulate plainly the essential doctrines of the gospel, doctrinesthat are openly and aggressively opposed by the new conservative Catholicslike Hahn, Matatics, and Keating. Some Catholics give evidence of “trusting Christ alone" for right standing with God, but most, it must sadly beobserved, still equate being a baptized Roman Catholic with being rightlyrelated to Jesus Christ. It should be added that multitudes of Protestants havethis same sandy basis of hope for eternal life.

I remember the first time, as a college freshman, that I began to talk directly to other students about their relationship with Christ and their hope of eternal life. I remember using a survey to break the ice and start discussion.When I asked Catholics, “When did you become a Christian?” the universal answer was, “When I was baptized.” Then I would ask them, “Do youbelieve that you will go to heaven when you die?” The almost universal answer was, “I hope so!” And then, following the provided discussion starter,I asked, “On what basis should God allow you into heaven?” The answertime after time was, “Because I have been a good Catholic, sought to obeyGod’s laws, and taken the communion regularly.” I can never rememberhearing the answer of the gospel of free and sovereign grace, which believ-ingly replies, “I expect to be accepted in heaven solely on the basis of God’sgrace received by faith, which itself is God’s gift to me!” And I will neverforget the first time I led a young man into a decision, not realizing then that such evangelistic methodology is more Roman Catholic than genuinelyevangelical, only to ask him the so-called follow-up question, “Where isChrist right now?” He answered happily, “I have received Him into myheart in prayer with you, just as I receive Him into my heart every time Itake the Mass.”

When I heard the young man’s answer that evening on the ocean front I determined there and then to understand his answer better, and that was infact the beginning of a life-long desire to understand Catholic faith and practice. It has led me to attend Catholic conferences, groups, and gatherings. Ithas led me into dialogue with some lovely people who I have every reason tobelieve genuinely trust Christ alone to save them, in spite of what they haveor have not been taught in their parishes. It has prompted me to watch agood bit of the programming of EWTN, the Catholic cable network. It hastaken me into Catholic libraries and bookshops, where I have bought numerous books and teaching tapes. In all of this I keep encountering the samething I have referred to above. Wherever one turns he will inevitably findeither traditional Catholic concepts, with all the old misunderstandingsabout grace and faith evident in the anathemas of Trent and its attack on“the righteousness which is of faith,” or he will find modern interpretationsplaced upon these old doctrines that sound much more like the old liberalismof an earlier Protestant era.

Often scholars, aware of debates waged over the centuries, will seek to be careful in how they position themselves on these critical issues, but in theend they are unwilling, or perhaps honestly unable, to assert the straightforward message of justification by faith alone. If, as Luther said, “this is thearticle of a standing or falling church,” and if he was correct as evangelicalsfor centuries have believed, then we cannot think of Rome as a churchstanding on the gospel and the grace of God. She has fallen and has thus lostthe marks of the church (cf. chapters 3 and 11).

Furthermore, when one speaks of being a Roman Catholic today the evangelical needs to understand that this statement in itself doesn’t tell muchabout what the person really believes. (Again, the same is true often withthose who refer to themselves as “born again” evangelicals.) John R. W.Stott, writing in Christianity Today in 1977, said, “For what exactly is thechurch of Rome that one can relate to it? The old illusion of a monolithicstructure has been shattered. Today it appears almost as pluriform as Protestantism. What does it believe and teach? Has it really changed? Or is its oldboast of changelessness and irreformability true?”30

When Protestants and Catholics discussed theological concerns prior to our generation, the discussion always arrived at the question of religious authority. Further discussion only made it increasingly plain that Rome believed in a church that interpreted the Scripture, while Protestantismaffirmed a perspicuous, self-interpreting Bible that had final authority over the institution of the church. Now the ground underneath both traditions hassuffered the opening of massive fault lines. In the words of one Protestant,“Prior to the pontificate of John ΧΧΙII, Protestant relations with Roman Catholicism could be characterized as negative but clean-cut.”31 The foreseeable future offers no reason to believe that things will go back to the waythey were when they were “clean-cut.”

Various modern factions can be observed within a pluriform and often pluralistic Roman Catholicism:

1 Liberals, who, as we’ve previously noted, are at the forefront of Catholic higher education and written philosophy and theology.

2 Extreme syncretists, who mix all kinds of religious practice with Christian symbols and teaching. This form of Catholicism is often seen inThird World countries like Papua New Guinea, Haiti, among Brazilian Indians, and so on, where multitudes of baptized Catholics are voodoo worshipers, believing in magic more than in the confessed essentials of historicChristianity.

3 Nominal Catholics, by far the largest number worldwide in the RomanChurch. In America only a little more than one in four Catholics nowattend the Mass weekly. Among these are the vast numbers who practicebirth control, and who often believe in “abortion on demand.” They remainmembers only because the church does not remove them or they do not takesteps to remove themselves, a step almost never taken by even the most radical ex-Catholic.

4Conservative (moderate) Catholics, who are those who seek to maintain a kind of halfway position, defending the magisterium and the historic councils and creeds, yet identifying with the changes of Vatican II and accepting themodernizations and theological shifts, albeit with some reservations.

5 Archconservatives, or old traditionalists, like the late Marcel Lefebvre of France, who along with many others who did not necessarily followhim publicly, wanted to maintain the old Latin Mass. These are the few remaining antiecumenical Catholics. Lefebvre, who supported the papacy andits traditional dogmas, was expelled from the church by the very papacy hedefended. These are Catholics who often feel that Pope John ΧΧIIΙ andPope Paul VI developed suicidal policies that must be resisted.

6Charismatics, a group that draws much attention from evangelicals, but which seems no longer to be growing as rapidly as in the 1970s and1980s. Charismatics were initially a disruptive force to the Catholic establishment, but now they have been quieted and absorbed into the largerstream of the church, a phenomenon that is common in Roman Catholichistory.32

It is for this reason that evangelicals must be concerned by much of the discussion of our time that speaks of the two traditions coming together. Onwhat basis are we coming together? This question must be honestly asked.George Carey, the present Archbishop of Canterbury, underscores my veryconcern when he observes positively regarding the charismatic renewalamong Catholics and Protestants, “It is the only revival in history which hasunited evangelicals on the one hand, with their strong emphasis on the deathof Christ and full atonement, and Roman Catholics on the other, with theiremphasis on the sacraments. Somehow charismatic experiences havebrought together people who on the face of it have little in commontheologically.”33

This strange observation, written by an Anglican leader who considers himself an evangelical, sends up warning flares that trouble serious Protestant evangelicals who have not abandoned the gospel insights of Luther andthe Reformers. If we have a unity with “little in common theologically,”one must be troubled over what kind of unity we really have come to. It isclearly not the unity Christ prayed for in John 17.

As one committed to the power of the gospel to save those who believe, through faith alone, I am still moved with profound sadness and deep soulanguish when I see the practice of old Romanism the world over. On a recent journey to Brazil I made a trip to the Catholic shrine at Aparecida. Heremillions of Brazilians have come to pray and worship before a small, unimpressive wood carving that stands about eighteen inches tall. The story isthat in 1717 two fishermen found this statue in the Paraiba River. Was it anidol, or simply a piece of Indian artwork? We do not know for sure. As hasbeen typical of Catholicism, miraculous powers were soon attributed to thisstatue and she (?) was soon elevated before the masses of superstitious worshipers who came to pray and adore her. Today this Jtatue is the patron saintof Brazil!

As I watched I saw people praying, weeping, bowing, giving money, and laying aside their braces and crutches in claiming a miracle at Aparecida. I was witnessing the type of Catholicism that still grips millions ofsouls the world over. Built around this phenomenon is the second largest basilica in the world. Only St. Peter’s is larger. A booming tourist business hasdeveloped, and the Brazilian government has a vested interest in the site.

Walking through this huge basilica one can see rooms where the bodies of former spiritual leaders are buried. People are touching and praying overthe tombs of the deceased. “The Miracle Room,” where photographs andletters by the thousands hang, all giving testimony to the power of the ladyof Aparecida and the miracles she has granted, is a place of amazement.Vast amounts of money are collected from the faithful, and Mass is said regularly at various hours of the day.

I could not help but wonder what some of my Roman Catholic friends in the U.S. would make of all this. Perhaps they would deciy it in much thesame way I decry the hucksterism of evangelical televangelism and thepromise of cures for the faithful who pray and give their money.

What lingers with me even now is Pope John Paul II's visit to Aparecida. Did he condemn this whole business as “old Catholicism” of the sort thatneeded to be cleaned up by a great sweeping biblical reformation? Quite thecontrary; he blessed the statue and thereby endorsed the superstition andidolatry by lending his profound weight to the whole business.

Can the reader not understand why those who love the Lord Jesus and are genuinely jealous for His glory and worship are deeply distressed by placeslike Aparecida? In a country where there is an even more desperate need forhearing the gospel, due to centuries of superstition and spiritual ignorance,is it any wonder that evangelicals still experience great soul trouble over thistype of Catholicism?

Kenneth Kantzer observed in 1986 that Rome is a church on the move. He stated that the most exciting change is a new freedom for the gospel inour time. Openness among many to read, study, and hear the Bible’s teaching is a sign of better things if the trend continues. It is this that many Protestant evangelicals have experienced positively with their friends who are inthe Roman Catholic Church.

Where, then, is the Roman Catholic chinch today, and where is it going? Part of it is rigorously defending its traditions, changing only enough to survive. Othersegments, particularly its lay members [primarily in North America, it should benoted], are becoming evangelical. Much of its leadership is moving in the direction of liberal Protestantism. Pope John Paul II has noticed his theologians’leaning toward liberalism and has firmly asked them to stand by the content ofthe traditional faith. His own ecumenical efforts have turned toward the EasternOrthodox churches. At the same time, he has fostered dialogue with the WorldCouncil of Churches.34

If this observation be true, how does this movement among Roman Catholics affect evangelicals?

It is my conviction that we are at a critical crossroads in Christian history, especially in the West. As the new paganism threatens us at every turn, so the church is in danger of continually surrendering its truth claims to therelativistic thought of our age. As Roman Catholicism has opened the doorto us in Vatican II we must be careful that we know how to respond to this“open door.” We must understand the real direction of Roman Catholicthought, and we must be vigilant for the truth of Scripture. We must avoidnegative criticism that is unfounded, but we must also guard against naiveassumptions of new agreements. The writings of a converted conservativePresbyterian minister like Scott Hahn, considered by Kim Riddlebarger(chapter 10), and conversions to Rome by former evangelicals like Tom Howard should give us pause when we are inclined to think there is no remaining appeal left in old Catholic dogma and in the lure of an authoritativepapacy and church tradition. We must understand what it means to be trulyevangelical in our age and how to stand for the gospel in thought and deed,powerfully and clearly. My concern, theologically, is that we are losing thegospel in evangelicalism, and thus we can easily enter into all kinds of discussion and agreements that ultimately lead us into the sacrifice of the verymessage from which we get our identity—the Evangel.

What does all of this mean for us in coming years?

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

A few years ago, one of this century’s most highly regarded liberal scholars, Paul Tillich, observed that the Protestant era was raiding. He said, in essence, that America stood much closer to the non-Reformation tradition than it did to the Reformation tradition.331 was shocked by this observation when Ifirst read it. I assumed Tillich didn’t understand, since he was not an evangelical. I now believe he was correct in his analysis of the American religiousscene. Modern evangelicalism is, in reality, more Catholic than Protestant.

Louis Bouyer, a French Protestant scholar who converted to Roman Catholicism in the 1950s, points out in his apologia for conversion to Rome, that evangelical revivals, particularly in America, often unintentionallybrought the Protestant movement much closer to Rome.36 What does Bouyermean? Simply that Catholic spirituality makes the inward work of grace central to its understanding of salvation. Modern revivalism has done exactlythe same thing.

The Protestant Reformers (as seen in chapter 5) certainly made room for the internal work of the Holy Spirit, but the good news was what God did forsinful man outside of his heart. He gives an alien righteousness, He saves aman based solely on what Christ did objectively at the Cross. If the humansinner looks anywhere else, he ultimately looks away from the objectivegospel and thus away from the righteousness of God. Faith, created in theheart by the active work of the Holy Spirit, produces fruit in repentance,good works, and outward service to God and man. The believer, we can sayproperly in this way of thinking, is truly saved by works—the works ofChrist alone! The works the believer produces, by the Spirit’s inward work,are the response of the believer to the grace of God; thus they have no part increating faith or in making the sinner right with God in any sense of theword. As Protestantism has moved further and further into mysticism andsubjectivism since the nineteenth century, it has proportionately movedaway from its evangelical foundation. This move into subjectivism, combined in recent years with post-Enlightenment relativism, undermines ourconfidence that truth can be truly known and understood. It has virtually destroyed the foundation upon which the whole Protestant evangelical movement was established.

Harold Bloom, a contemporary critic of religion in the United States, writes of our present civil religion and its radical departure from confessional Christian Protestantism in The American Religion: The Emergence of aPost-Christian Nation. His important book should trouble many evangelicals because it points out the present state of religion in a manner that oughtto awaken us to the national religion we have created in our own image. Headds to our understanding of this present hour when he adroitly writes:

Religion, in the ostensibly Protestant United States, is something subtly other than Christianity, though to say that we are a post-Christian country is misleading. Rather, we are post-Protestant, and we live a persuasive redefinition ofChristianity. It is so persuasive that we refuse to admit that we have revised thetraditional religion into a faith that better fits our national temperament, aspirations, and anxieties. A blend of ancient heresies and nineteenth-century stresses,the American Religion moves towards the twenty-first century with an unrestrained triumphalism, easily convertible into our political vagaries.37

What then is the answer?

We need a new biblical reformation as we enter the twenty-first century—a reformation that is like the old one in certain areas. This is true precisely because we have lost our understanding of the gospel and its objective essence. We also need a reformation unlike the old one in that this one needsto challenge the total abandonment of truth in our day. It must be a reformation that challenges the revivalism of American church life for the past 150years. It must be a reformation that affirms doctrinal recovery and deniespresent idolatries—e.g., materialism and the power that corrupts us, ministerial moral breakdown that has devastated our credibility, therapeutic models of ministry that have completely reinterpreted the theology of theScriptures into a man-centered message, and public worship services thatare aimed directly at fulfilling man’s felt needs at the expense of the transcendent holiness of a sovereign God who is feared and reverenced.

In No Place for Truth David Wells writes, “At moments like this the customary response to the sense of Christian inadequacy, whether in relationto God or some aspect of the Christian message, has been to call for revival.”38 This call has usually been associated with a Finneyesque type of ideathat sees the church as rejuvenated through its own efforts, albeit joined withthe Spirit’s work. What is needed is more than a recovery of excitement andspiritual interest. We can have that, and not one thing will substantiallychange. Revival, as conceived of in the era prior to Finney (1792-1875),was always understood to be a sovereign visitation of God upon the churchwhen the gospel was preached and the Scriptures were firmly established ascentral in the life and method of the church. Such a true awakening in ourtime must be joined with a wholesale reformation, or any genuine spiritual rain that may be given will undoubtedly fall upon a setting where it will bequickly lost on a people unprepared to establish it in the clearest biblical categories of grace and truth.

In the 1992 Public Broadcast System television miniseries, Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory, author and narrator Randall Balmer portrays twentieth-century evangelical Christianity in America as a subculture that insulates itself from society and retreats from intellectual pursuit in the marketplace ofmodern ideas. He shows how the last decade has seen an emergence of thisvery same subculture into mainstream America, but with one problem—it isstill the same antirational, anticultural movement, but now bolstered by thedisplay of newly discovered political and social muscle. Balmer may overstate his thesis, and surely certain parts of his series can be faulted, but onthe whole I fear he has spoken the truth, albeit too painfully and prophetically for most evangelicals to accept his point until they reject much of whatthey are presently doing in the culture.

It was painful for this writer to hear Balmer speaking of how he never “got it” while worshiping among evangelicals—by which he apparentlymeant the great emotional experience that many evangelicals refer to as conversion. I wondered: Did Balmer begin to think, as I did in my college days,that evangelical Christianity had little to do with critical analysis, the use ofreason, and commitment to creativity? Did he get the message so many of ushave gotten—just surrender and believe, that is, do not doubt? This kind ofevangelicalism is a blanket denial of the historic Protestant Reformation andthe truths it so firmly rediscovered in the Scriptures.

What we need, quite obviously, is a deep, intellectual, doctrinal, moral reformation grounded in Christ alone, grace alone, faith alone, and Scripture alone. What we need is a sweeping, true, great awakening in our generation, one grounded in the objective gospel and the complete authority ofScripture. It is precisely because of this great need, perceived so plainly bycritics like Bloom and Balmer, that this book has been written. This presentvolume has been written not only to help evangelicals and Catholics understand one another better, which is good in itself, but to foster the kind ofunderstanding that will create a new climate for true reformation and revivalin our time. The desire of each author has been to explain some of the important forces that were at work in our history and are at work in the presentage to shape contemporary Catholicism, both its faith and its practice. Wehave sought to understand as well the Protestant evangelical response to Roman Catholicism, both historic and current. We have seen that evangelicalsin some areas agree, while in others we must voice dissent that is based onour loyalty to the Word of God and the gospel. This is what ultimately keepsus apart in this present hour and will undoubtedly keep us divided unlessGod does something we cannot presently see or humanly forecast.

There was a time when evangelicals were universally convinced, as John W. Montgomery wrote in the 1960s, “that considerations of truth must precede considerations of union, unity, worship, or fellowship.”391 fear thatsuch time is no more and the dangers of present discussion with Catholicismare problematic in many cases precisely because both sides of the discussionare unsure of what they actually believe and what they are genuinely committed to as believers.

Make no mistake about it: the legacy of Vatican II seems to be one of change and tension. Comments evangelical theologian James I. Packer:

More than at any time since the Reformation, Catholics and Protestants are now divided in the same way, into conservatives, radicals, and those who can onlybe called compromisers, and who battle constantly within their own communities on the same set of issues—Scripture as revelation; Christian supernaturalism; the Christian mission; the meaning of worship and piety.40

Change is desirable, but we must not be naive about the nature of such change, or the purpose of it. Change for the sake of change is clearly notalways healthy.

As long as Rome maintains a two-source view of authority (the idea that God’s authority comes to us through the Bible and the traditions of thechurch), we will not be able to solve our serious disagreements. And as longas Rome insists on an understanding of justification by faith that underminesthe Pauline doctrine of grace as explained in the epistles to the Galatians andthe Romans, we shall remain divided.

At the same time many evangelicals get quite shaky when they read a book like this one. They will see only the potential for compromise writteneverywhere. Why? The mere mention of working together in any arenasounds so, well, so liberal!

Most evangelicals do not realize that the concern for finding and preserving Christian unity in the post-Reformation era was birthed out of the evangelical missions movement of the nineteenth century, not the liberal social agenda of the twentieth century. It was almost always the burden of earlierevangelical missionary efforts to preserve the unity of believers whereverpossible, especially in alien cultures hostile to the gospel. Further, how canwe read the New Testament and not sense the concern of the Epistles forpreserving unity in the gospel. Heresy itself is independent belief and willfulaction that separates one from the church.

Furthermore, it is extremely important to realize (as we observed in chapter 12) that evangelicals have always understood their practice and faithas that of historic Christianity and not a modern departure from apostolic,catholic, Christian faith. As we have previously seen, it was Luther’s viewthat the Roman Catholic Church had left the gospel and the Scriptures, and

thus, in reality, it had left the church of Jesus Christ. Much polemic flowed from both sides in this debate, but let it be understood that Protestant evangelicalism is not, inherently, schismatic. Let Wells again have a word toguide us here:

The New Testament writers are unequivocally in favor of Christian unity provided it is established on a Christian basis. That is to say, Christians must find their unity in the same truth which they profess rather than in some commonproject in which they participate. Furthermore, the truth they profess must reiterate the truth ... the apostles taught. This is the apostolic succession ... theNew Testament teaches.41

What we stand for as historic evangelicals is not anti-Catholicism. Luther was not an anti-Catholic. He was a Catholic initially, and many of those who tutored him in the faith were Catholics whom he dearly loved. Helonged for the church of his day to return to the apostolic gospel. He laboredfor her recoveiy and left the church of his birth only when he was forced toby the events that culminated in Rome’s refusal to hear the gospel. Therewere many in Luther’s day who did hear the gospel. Some did not leave theRoman Catholic Church with him. Political and social reasons, as well aspersonal concerns that are beyond our ability to analyze, all came to (day inthese choices. The point is this: though Luther attacked the papacy as an institution that perpetrated awful confusion and abuse of power, he still counted people on both sides of the divide as brothers. He was concerned, veryearly cm in his own context, that many souls had followed the evangelicalReformation in Germany, yet without new life in Christ through the gospel.It is for much more of this kind of genuine evangelical spirit that this bookhas appealed. What needs to be analyzed is not who we talk to, why we talk,or where, but rather, “What is the basis for fellowship (of any kind) andwhat is the nature of it?” I fear that many conservative evangelicals, myselfincluded, have often tended to judge by appearances and not by truth in acontext of love.

This is the appeal the apostle makes to us in Ephesians 4:15 when he charges us to labor at “speaking the truth in love.” We must keep both endsof this in balance. Biblical truth must not be compromised, under any circumstances. Christian character and action must never be compromised either. We must speak the truth, but we can only do so, if we are to be trulyChristian, in love. There is enough error cm both sides of this injunction tobring shame to all who have concerned themselves with these great doctrinalissues that have divided us for more than four centuries. Wells adds, “Lovemust direct us to the point where the biblical Christ is confronted, for truthwill only be found here. And it is the truth question alone which must absorbour attention. This is, after all, what theology is all about.”42

The more I have studied Roman Catholicism the more I realize how shades of meaning and thought behind certain Catholic doctrines have beenboth misunderstood and misrepresented by many evangelicals, includingmyself. I have resolved to work honestly at fuller understanding of theseteachings so that I might speak the truth. I have also realized the pride ofplace and position that often characterizes Christian doctrinal disputes.Frankly, a part of my mind and spirit thrives on a good debate, especiallywhen I am thoroughly convinced that I am right and the other person isclearly wrong. I don’t always debate a point with a mind “open” to learnand grow, but with resolute determination to give up nothing of the truth asit is revealed in Scripture. I confess, because of my firm belief in God’s sovereignty, that only the Spirit of God can truly give a truth, any Christiantruth, to any person. My problem is this: though truth itself is not relativeand is never up for negotiation, I am not always ready to respond to thetruth. I have defenses of all kinds, made in my sinful self, to keep me frombeing radically altered by the gospel. But truth can be known. Essential truthis not hidden and made known only to a magisterium, whether it be that ofRome or fundamentalism. As the evangelicals of Luther’s day were wont tosay, essential truth is perspicuous, or plain, and it is found only in the written Scripture. Yet I can be so dull, so slow of heart to believe. I do wonderabout both Catholics and evangelicals who cannot come to the table of discussion with this much readiness to be humbled before God and His HolyWord.

As I am troubled by certain Protestant misunderstanding and misrepresentation, I am increasingly aware that this street has two sides. When the National Conference of Catholic Bishops in the United States met in 1987and issued a document on “fundamentalism,” it concerns me that they got agood bit wrong.

Responding to the recent surge of converts into evangelical churches the bishops felt constrained to do something to stop the exodus. They describedfundamentalism as a “general approach to life that is typified by unyieldingadherence to rigid doctrinal and ideological positions.” They add, further,that fundamentalists “present the Bible, God’s inspired Word, as the onlynecessary source for teaching about Christ and Christian living.” The bishops went cm to link the teaching that “the Bible alone is sufficient” andthat there is in such churches no place “for creeds and other doctrinal formulations” oneaning Rome’s, of course) with the belief “that the Bible isalways without error.” Even though one of the theologians involved said thedocument was aimed at small sects and television evangelists, conservativeevangelicals must, by all conscientious commitment to the truth of theirfaith, be troubled by a response like this. Carl F. H. Henry commented atthe time by saying that, while fundamentalism deserves criticism cm certainpoints, the bishops’ statement takes a swipe at the Protestant Reformation.

This kind of response, noted Henry, is “another way of saying that fundamentalists don’t accept the legitimacy of the papacy and don’t accept the finality of the Roman Catholic Church.” He added, “if Rome wants to fight the battle of the Reformation all over again, that is its prerogative.”43

The same type of concern has surfaced once again in the recently published document “The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church” issued by the Pontifical Biblical Commission in Rome. The highly technical 12S pagestudy not only supports the use of questionable conclusions from historical-critical methodology but blames the fundamentalist approach to the Bible onthe Reformers. It significantly distorts a Protestant view of inerrancy and attacks the evangelical doctrine of Scripture aggressively. When this kind ofattack on the Word of God continues, how can any biblical theological discussion advance meaningfully?

Finally, if we are to see the much needed new reformation that I have written of, we must be about the work of “speakingthe truth in love” moreobviously. Nothing is gained in the consideration of Roman Catholic doctrine, by either Catholics or evangelicals, when we avoid those doctrines that divide us. I have learned to appreciate Mary for her loving faithfulnessto God. Reading Catholic material has stimulated some of this appreciation,but I am still convinced, with S. Lewis Johnson in chapter 5, that Mariantheological formulations in the Roman tradition are harmful and potentiallyfatal to true faith in Christ alone. Should I keep quiet about this when I consider the teaching of the Word of God with my Catholic neighbor? Not if Ilove him and am still convinced that he hasn’t gotten this right yet. I don’thave to put labels and aspersions on him that hurt and wound, but I owe it toGod and to my friend to “speak the truth. ” I also owe it to him to do it “inlove.”

I am convinced that with rare exception, and that in opposition to the official creeds of the church and the writings of major Catholic theologians, Roman Catholic theology still does not believe or understand justification byfaith alone. Avery Dulles, a Jesuit theologian who is considered somewhatof a moderate, was asked about this important doctrine by Donald Bloeschin an interview published in Christianity Today in 1986. Dulles said, “Wedo not greatly disagree on the way in which the individual comes to justification: through the grace of Christ accepted in faith.” Bloesch, wiselyknowing the history of this debate and the nuances of important differences,asked Dulles to elaborate, to which he added, “The response to Luther wasmade official at the Council of Trent [1545-63]. In its ‘Decree on Justification,’ the council described the process of justification and insisted that it isthrough faith that one is justified.”44

You might well ask, “What then is wrong with Dulles’s statement?” Bloesch asked Dulles if it is the word process that is the key difference. ForRome justification is a process inside of me, a process whereby I am being saved and made right with God. For Luther, and for a true evangelical, justification is not a process, it is a finished work done outside of me by Christ.When I am justified I am accepted into fellowship with God freely. I can saywith Paul, “There is therefore, now, no condemnation” (Romans 8:1).Upon this crucial hinge Luther defended his entire understanding of a vitaland radically different gospel message. If I “speak the truth in love,” then Imust not leave this doctrine aside in the relationship, as almost all modernCatholic-evangelical discussions seem to do.

And when my Roman Catholic friend wishes to define the issue of authority in terms of a church that gave us the Scriptures and that interprets them properly, giving me a source of authority that is ultimately above, orover, the written Scriptures, I cannot remain silent. My conscience bearswitness to this truth taught by the church Fathers and restored in practice byLuther and Calvin in the sixteenth century. Truth demands that I press thismatter forward in any discussion where the truth is under attack, either explicitly or implicitly.

Our present conciliatory atmosphere has allowed a new level of discussion. It is my hope that a book such as this one displays something of that good spirit. Having said this, however, I concur with G. C. Berkouwer:“The Reformation did not break with the church. ... On the contrary thechurch rejected it.” The Reformers, to use Berkouwer’s words again,“knocked on the door, but the Council of Trent shut out the sola fide, solagratia, sola scriptura of the Reformation.” This leads Berkouwer to deduce—properly, I think—that “eventually the men of conciliatory temperwill have to face quite seriously the question, Why did Rome reject theReformation?”45

In 1987, then-Lutheran Richard John Neuhaus wrote a book by the intriguing title The Catholic Moment. I was fascinated by his thought. He considered what he called the paradox of the church in the postmodern world.46 This is similar to the question Wells raises in his more recent book No Placefor Truth. Since writing that book, Neuhaus, whose writings I find almostalways useful, has converted to Roman Catholicism. As I have thoughtabout this subject for some months I continue to think, What if this were tobecome, as in the sixteenth century, the evangelical moment?

The true Protestant spirit has great force; it has great meaning. It is the spirit of life that flows out of the proper view of God’s authority and God’sglory—it is not simply a spirit of protest against Rome, or any other falleninstitution. It is a strength that has great recovering and healing power. AsBerkouwer has said, “The power of the Reformation was not the strength ofman, but the strength which manifested itself in weakness. T can do allthings through Christ which strengtheneth me.’ That was the power of theReformation.”47

That is my prayer and has been for a number of years now. My hope is not that we might defend or prop up a sectarian movement known as “evangelicalism,” or “Protestantism,” but rather that we might see another greatera for the gospel like that which the Spirit began when He powerfullyopened the eyes of an Augustinian monk in the early sixteenth century, andthrough him broke open much of Europe, launching the greatest “recovery”movement in the history of the church. Luther did not get it all right, as noreformer or theologian ever does. But he got two vitally important thingsright—the doctrine of Scripture and the doctrine of the gospel. Preciselyhere the modern evangelical church gropes about in weakness like a giantwithout sight. Precisely here we must seize the present moment and recoverthe spirit of the older, truer, sounder evangelicalism.

Will we see another great reformation? Will there be another revival like that which broke out through the recovery of the Scriptures and the gospel inthe sixteenth century? God alone knows, but we who love Him must laborfor it and pray that He might be gracious to His people even in these darktimes. This could be the evangelical moment. Let us pray that it will be andthat revival mercies might flow again across Western nations.
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GLOSSARY

absolution The forgiveness of sins. Derived from a Latin term meaning “to set free,” it came to refer to the remission granted by the RomanCatholic Church.

actus purus A description of God as a fully actualized being.

aggiornamento The modern effort to present Roman Catholic teaching and practice so that people will better understand and accept them. Newapproaches in ecumenical dialogue.

Albigensians A medieval French heretical sect that denied Christ’s true humanity, crucifixion, and resurrection believing that salvation was attainable through liberation from physical matter.

Anabaptist(s) Sometimes referred to as “the left wing” of the Protestant Reformation, the name is used to describe most of those groups thatwere not a part of the Lutheran or Reformed movements. Embraced thebaptism of those who professed faith, rejecting infant baptism. Upheldthe separation of church and state and the authority of scripture alone.Many were pacifists, and quite a number were executed by other Protestants and Roman Catholics. Ranged from radicals who were mysticsand prophets of divine revelation to those who were much more akin tomodern baptistic practice.

Anselm (1033-1109) A medieval monk who became Archbishop of Canterbury. His theology was Augustinian, following Plato’s philosophy in building his thought. He asserted that Jesus satisfied the honor and justice of God by atoning for human sin and insisted that faith must precede reason. He also developed the popular ontological argument forGod’s existence. His theology has influenced numerous later theologians, including Karl Barth.

anthropomorphism The act or practice of attributing human form or qualities to gods, animals, or things. Used in Christian theology to describe various biblical terms referring human features and qualities tothe divine person.

anti-Nicene Against the Council of Nicea and its dogmas (see Nicea).

Apocrypha Literally, “the hidden things” (Greek), and in reference to the Bible the books that sane in the early church received as part of theGreek version of the Old Testament but were not included in the Hebrew Bible. They were included in the Latin translation of the Old Testament known as the Vulgate and thus have been included in the RomanCatholic versions of the Bible.

Aquinas, Thomas (1225-1274) The greatest theologian and philosopher of medieval Christianity, who is best known for his two great summaries of human knowledge. One defended the truth of the Catholic faithagainst the pagans by clearly distinguishing between reason and faith,and the other summarized all that was known about God and man.

ARCIC II An Anglican-Roman Catholic Consultation that included dialogue aimed at a common understanding of Christian faith. Reviewed critically by Alister McGrath in chapter 10.

Arians (Arius, d. 336) Those who followed the teaching of Arius, a presbyter of the Alexandrian church, believing that the person of Christis the highest of the created beings and is thus appropriately referred toas god, but not the God.

Aristotle (384-322 b.c.) A Greek philosopher who, though a student of Plato, developed an empirical system of philosophy quite contrary toPlato’s ideas. His philosophy became quite influential on Christianthought in the Middle Ages, leading to the development of a Christianscholasticism.

Aristotelian causality That which is effected by, or caused by, the philosophical influence of Aristotle.

Aristotelian empiricism The teaching, taken from the influence of Aristotle, that all human knowledge is rooted in experience; thus an empirical theology is one built on the observation of religious experience, not on theoretical principles.

Arius’s reductionistic Christology The doctrine of Christ’s person that is reduced from the observations made by Arius (see Arianism above).

Athanasius (293-373) The bishop of Alexandria, who became the chief defender of orthodox Christianity against Arianism. Through his faithfulteaching, steadfast character, significant writings, and commitment toGod’s truth, he contributed much toward the confessional triumph of historic orthodoxy at the Council of Constantinople eight years after hisdeath.

Bernard A Cistercian abbot (1090-1153) who founded a monastery at Clairvaux. A solitary person of austere habits who sought to combineworship with the service of humanity. He opposed the heretical teaching of Abelard and the teaching of Arnold of Brescia.

catechesis Literally, “to resound” (Greek). Came to be used of written and spoken words, plus visual and audio aids, to pass down the gospelof Christ; thus a catechism is a teaching tool that uses questions and answers to teach the faith

catechumens Literally, “instruction” (Greek); came to refer, in the early church, to the people who were being given catechesis with the specific, ecclesiastical meaning of someone who is receiving formal instruction in the Faith, with a view to reception into the church and fullparticipation in her sacramental life.

Cathari A term applied to several different groups in church history that have emphasized purity of life.

Chalcedonian Christology (doctrine) A Christology, or doctrine of Christ, that accords with the orthodox definition prescribed by thefourth general council of the historic church, the Council of Chalcedon(451): Jesus Christ as fully God and fully man, two distinct natures inone person.

Chemnitz, Martin An important Lutheran theologian (1522-1586) who wrote the most important Protestant critique of the Council of Trent, aswell as numerous other evangelical works. A friend of Melanchthon, hehelped to reunite the divided Lutheran Church in the Formula of Concord (1577).

conciliarism A fifteenth-century reform movement in the Roman Catholic Church that asserted the authority of general councils over the popes.

concupiscence The tendency or inclination of human nature toward sin arising from the disobedience of Adam and Eve. All persons, except Jesus and Mary (according to Roman Catholic dogma), possess concupiscence, or the desire for bodily pleasure. Concupiscence is not evil, perse, but leads to sin when unchecked.

Constantinopolitan (denouement) Referring to the solutions reached by the Councils of Constantinople (381, 553, and 680-81), which addressed a number of heresies surrounding the doctrine of Christ, including Arianism, Nestorianism, and Monphysitism.

consubstantiation The idea, characteristic of Lutheran theology, that in the Lord’s Supper the bread and the wine are not transformed into thebody and blood of Christ but that the molecules of the flesh and bloodare present “in, with, and under” the molecules of the bread and wine.

conventicles A conventicle is a religious group or a meeting for worship outside of, and to some degree in protest against, the establishedchurch.

Curia A medieval council, or law court, that became the Roman Curia, or the total organization that assists the bishops in their performance ofduties for the church. In it are ten congregations in the modern churchincluding education, evangelism, worship, and so chi. Reformed extensively in the post-Vatican II church since 1967.

deification The idea that there is a process by which we are transfigured in the likeness of God.

denouement The solution, clarification, or unraveling of a plot; the outcome or final solution of a sequence of events.

dialectical theology A synonym for neoorthodoxy, a twentieth century reaction against European liberal theology. This term was used especially in the earlier years of neoorthodoxy.

Dionysius A Pope from 259 who was Greek by birth. His was the task of reorganizing the church after the persecution during which his predecessor Sixtus II had been martyred. He sent help to beleaguered Christians in Capadocia and helped to further the concept of the primacy ofRome by resolving a charge of heresy against Bishop Dionysius ofAlexandria.

Docetic heresy Docetism is the belief that the humanity of Jesus was not genuine; i.e., He merely appeared to be human.

Dominican A Roman Catholic order of “The Preachers.” From its inception this order stressed the study of the Scriptures and theology.

Donatists A movement of those who followed Donatus, a North African bishop (d. 355), and became a separatist movement that objected to thereinstatement of Christians, especially clergymen, who surrendered theScriptures under persecution. They sought refuge in views of the end ofthe age, and the more extreme courted martyrdom.

ecclesiastical Of or having to do with the church or the clergy; i.e., not laypeople.

encyclical A circular letter, especially a papal document in modern times.

Episcopal See An Episcopal diocese or archdiocese.

Erasmus, Desiderius (of Rotterdam) A Dutch humanist (1466-1536) whose work helped to spur the Reformers on in study of the text ofScripture by pointing back to the Fathers and earlier sources and awayfrom scholasticism. Appointed a professor at Cambridge, he would notleave the Roman Catholic Church and was opposed by Luther in hismajor work, The Bondage of the Will. His writings were banned by twopopes.

eschatological prophet Eschatological refers to the study of the last things or of the future generally; thus, Jesus was a prophet of the finalage as the term is used in chapter 5.

esoteric theology ESoneric means understood only by a select few; intended for an inner circle as of disciples or scholars.

ex cathedra A term that means, “from the throne” (Latin); used by Roman Catholicism to describe the most solemn and authoritative infallible statements of the church.

existentiell Modern German theologians use two terms, existentiell and existential. Existentiell is used as an adjective in a general sesne to referto one’s individual, concrete, “life-out” experience. In English thiswould commonly be the same thing as that meant by the wordexistential.

existential A philosophy that emphasizes existence over essence; thus, the question “Does it exist” is more important than “What is it?” It isused in chapter 5 either as an adjective or as a noun to speak of a particular tenet of Heidegger’s philosophy or in reference to the characteristic qualities of human existence.

expiations Refers to the cancellation or covering of sin. Expiation contrasts with propitiation, which is appeasing divine wrath.

forensic act of God An act that is legal in form or argument; generally used in referring to justification by faith alone as a forensic action onGod’s part in crediting righteousness to the believing sinner based solely on faith.

Gnostic (Gnosticism) Gnosticism was a movement in early Christianity, begun at least as early as the first centuiy, that (1) emphasized a specialhigher truth that only the more enlightened receive from God, (2) taughtthat matter is evil, and (3) denied the humanity of Jesus. Several theories of the origins of the movement have been advanced, but most agreethat several portions of the New Testament were written to counteractincipient Gnosticism in the church.

hagiography A collection of sacred writings or, more particularly, the writing of saints’ lives.

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich German idealistic philosopher (1770-1831) whose views inspired both absolute realism, which is thetheory that all of reality is mental and organic in nature, as well as dialectical materialism, the Marxian interpretation of reality that sees allchange as the result of constant conflict between opposites arising frominternal conflicts in all events, ideas, and movements.

Hegelian nature With reference to the philosopher noted above, the idea that the world was created by a philosophical evolution, with the meaning of life discernible in the history of the human race.

Heidegger, Martin A German existentialist philosopher (1889-1976), who studied at a Jesuit school for a short period. A follower of Sartre’sthought, his writing influenced radical liberal theologians like Bult-mann, Tillich, and Macquarrie, as well as Karl Barth. His concept ofthe “existential” moment when man responds to God by choosing “authentic” existence is perhaps his most prominent contribution to theological thought.

Hellenlsm (Hellenistic) Various ideas, ideals, and practices associated with ancient, classical Greece that became part of the culture of the Roman Empire. Hellenism became an important factor in the way in whichthe church expressed its faith.

Hus, John Bohemian reformer (1373-1415) who studied Wycliffe’s works and sought to call the church back to important biblical doctrines. He was burned at the stake by the civil authorities as a hereticwhen he would not recant his views even though he had been promised“safe conduct” by the emperor in 1414.

hypostasis From the Greek word for “substance” or “nature,” the real or essential nature of something as distinguished from its attributes. InChristian thought the term is used in reference to any one of the threedistinct persons of the Trinity, and especially Christ, the second personof the Trinity, in His divine and human natures.

hypostatic union Referring to he union of Jesus’ divine and human natures in one person.

Ignatius Bishop of Antioch and martyr who died at Rome in 107 a.d. during Trajan’s reign. All we know about him comes from seven of hisletters that tell how he was tried and condemned at Antioch by the governor and was escorted across Asia Minor by ten guards and thrown towild beasts in Rome.

imputed righteousness God’s act of crediting the righteousness of Christ to sinners who believe and accept his gift.

infused righteousness The Holy Spirit’s work in pouring divine grace into the heart and soul of a sinner so that he may have eternal life anddivine forgiveness; i.e., the Roman Catholic doctrine of salvation inside the believing person, not outside, as taught by Luther and the Reformers. In Roman Catholic teaching this process begins withregeneration and continues in justification and sanctification.

Irenaeus Bishop of Lyons (130-200). His defense of orthodoxy, Against Heresies, took issue with Gnosticism and Montanism and underlinedhis claim to be the first great Western theologian. He contributed significantly toward the development of the canon of Scripture.

Justin Christian apologist (100-165) who first brought together the claims of faith and reason. His writings emphasize that Christians arethe heirs of God’s promises to Israel.

justification The act by which we are declared righteous through faithalone, by grace alone, in Christ alone.

Kant, Immanuel German philosopher (1724-1804) who sought to unite philosophical rationalism, a strong emphasis upon reason that went beyond Scripture and historic theology, and empiricism, the idea that all knowledge comes through sensory perception or experience.

kenotidsm A theology that emphasizes the self-limitation of Christ or His giving up of divine prerogatives and attributes, often based on improper exegesis of Philippians 2:5-11.

Lydian stone Lydian is (1) of Lydia (an ancient country in western Asia Minor famous for its wealth and luxury), its people, or their language;(2) of the Lydian mode; soft; gentle; effeminate.

Magisterium The Roman Catholic ChurcII’s teaching authority, believed to be instituted by Christ and guided by the Holy Spirit, which seeks tosafeguard and explain the truths of the faith.

Manichaeans Those who believed the dualistic philosophy that became a major religion in the ancient world. There was a strong emphasis uponasceticism as a means of salvation.

Mediatrx A title once given to Mary, mother of Jesus. Vatican II declared that Mary may be called by this title as long as it is understood in such a way that it does not take away from or add to the role of Christ assole Mediator.

medieval synthesis The combination of parts or elements into a whole produced by the medieval developments in church history.

Meritum decondigno Latin, meaning “condign merit.” Merit that is deserving of our own power.

Meritum de congruo Latin, meaning “congruous merit.” Merit that is based on God’s generosity after we have done all that we are ablethrough our own power.

Molinist (view) The theological doctrine proposed by Luis Molina that emphasized human freedom and diminished the efficacy and power ofgrace. He held that God possesses Sovereign authority in regard to human freedom and contended that without compromising human freedom, God can direct it as it pleases Him because of His knowledge offuture conditions.

monastitism The movement within the development of the churcII’s life that sought withdrawal from society into private groups that practice asceticism and other forms of spiritual discipline.

monergism The view that conversion is accomplished totally by the working of God.

Monophysites Those who believed the doctrine that Jesus had only one nature rather than two. It usually takes the form that the humanity ofJesus was absorbed into his deity.

Montanists Those who believe the teachings of Montanus, a Phrygian Christian who fell into a trance and began to “prophesy under the influence of the Spirit.” It came to refer to those with the view that the Holy Spirit continues to speak through prophecy.

neonomian Neonomianism is a movement that arose in the early eighteenth-century Church of Scotland during a controversy over the relationship between law and gospel in salvation. The Neonomians maintained that the gospel is a new law replacing the Old Testamentlaw: the legal conditions of faith and repentance must be met before salvation can be offered.

neoorthodox theology A system of theology associated particularly with Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, and Reinhold Niebuhr. While accepting biblical criticism and a certain amount of existential thought, the movement emphasized divine transcendence as well as human sinfulness andneed. It represented a return to modified forms of orthodox doctrines ascontrasted with the earlier liberal abandonment of such doctrines.

neoplatonism The recasting of the philosophy of Plato by Plotinus and others. Some Christian theologians used it to expand the truths of Christianity, and its influence lasted into the medieval period.

Neo-Thomist See Thomism.

nonprimatial Refers to a primateship; thus, it has the meaning of the position or rank of a church primate.

omega point One of four points (of a evolutionary theory holding that there are four stages of development in the universe) of French JesuitPierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) that says, “evolution from individual rational beings to a society with Christ as Lord.”

ontological Ontology is the philosophical study of the nature of being. What is real? What is ultimate reality beyond everything that seems tobe real?

ontological argument A way of reasoning concerning God’s existence. It was first advanced by Anselm of Canterbury (1109). God is said to bea being such that a greater being cannot be thought of. Anyone havingsuch an idea of God and accepting what it means cannot deny that Godtruly and necessarily exists.

Orphism A religion or philosophical system based on the mysteries and verses attributed to Orpheus.

pantheistic Pantheism is the belief that everything in nature is divine.

Pantokrator From the Greek, meaning ruler of all, Pantocrator is the title given in the Eastern Church to Christ as the Ruler of Heaven and Earth.

patristic age “Patristic” refers to the age during which the Fathers of the church of the first seven or eight centuries wrote—i.e., their lives, doctrines, and writings.

Pelagianism, Pelagians (Pelagius) The view of man embraced through influence of the beliefs of Pelagius, who emphasized human ability andfree will rather than depravity and sinfulness. In the view of most Pelagians, it is possible to live without sin. The effect of Adam’s sin uponhis descendants was simply that of a bad example. Condemned as heresy by the church.

philosophical paradigm The pattern or example of a view or way of thinking.

pietism A historical movement in the church that stressed the need for faith to be fulfilled in Christian practice, particularly through personalstudy, prayer, holiness, seriousness, and faithful fulfillment of dutiesassociated with faith.

Plato A Greek philosopher (427-347 b.c.) active in Athens. A disciple of Socrates, he emphasized the reality of the ideal rather than the empirical. Plato has had a profound influence upon Western philosophy andalso upon much Christian theology.

Platonic idealism Plato’s confidence in the human mind to find absolute truth; also a longing for a better world and encouragement for a highview of morality.

Plotinus The most noted exponent of neoplatonism (205-270) who held that the material world is unreal. Reality lies beyond life in the union ofthe soul with the mystical source of all truth, goodness, and beauty. Heemphasized that all things have emanated from God.

Polycarp Bishop of Smyrna (70-155). According to Irenaeus, Polycarp was a disciple of the apostle John, and thus his long life was a significant link with the earliest days of the church. A champion of orthodoxyagainst heresy, notably against Gnosticism, he was burned to death forrefusing to recant his faith.

postcondliar After the conciliar movement (see above).

post-Kantian Referring to thought that comes after the influence of Immanuel Kant, referred to above.

post-Nicene Thought that developed after the Councils of Nicea (325).

prereflexive Before thinking or meditating.

prevenient grace The work of the Holy Spirit in preparing a sinner to receive divine illumination and grace.

Rahner, Karl The best-known writing theologian of the Roman Catholic Church in our century (1904-1984). Chapter 5 devotes considerable attention to his thought because it is so important to understanding academic Roman Catholic theology today. He is strongly influenced byThomism, but his theology is not that of orthodoxy.

rationalism A philosophical stance assigning reason to a determinative role in coming to truth.

Ritschlian liberalism The system of thought attached to the name of Albrecht Ritschl, a German Protestant theologian (1822-1889). It emphasized value judgments rather that theoretical doctrines.

sacerdotalism The teaching that the act of ordination to certain religious offices conveys the ability to administer the sacraments and thus dispense grace to those who take the sacraments.

sacramental grace The idea that a sacrament imparts grace in virtue of the right itself.

sanctification The process by which we are made righteous through faith and the works of love.

sanctifying grace In Roman Catholic theology the grace conveyed by the sacraments, combining both justification and sanctification as definedabove.

See In Latin, “chair, or throne”; it thus became a name for a diocese or archdiocese

semi-Pelagianism A doctrinal position developed during the fifth and sixth centuries by theologians who did not wish to adopt the views ofPelagius or Augustine. This term was coined in the sixteenth century todescribe Arminianism, which was semi-Pelagian, or a kind of “halfway” position between the two views debated earlier by the church.

sola fide Faith alone.

sola gratia Grace alone.

sola Scriptura The Scripture alone, meaning the written Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are the sole source of authority for all faithand practice.

Soli Deo gloria Glory to God alone.

solus Christus Christ alone.

Soneriological Of or pertaining to salvation.

synergistic The idea that man works together with God in certain aspects of salvation, for example, faith or regeneration.

Tertullian African Christian apologist (160-220) who was the first great writer of Christian material in Latin. By 210, disillusioned by the lowquality of Christian practice, he had become a Montanist, but even theMontanists fell short of his expectations and he reportedly founded hisown sect.

Theotokos Literally, “God-bearing,” an expression used of Mary, the mother of Jesus. Theotokos can be used either as an affirmation of thedeity of Jesus Christ or as a form of Mariolatry.

Thomistic The system of thought inspired by Thomas Aquinas’s synthesis of Christian doctrine and the philosophy of Aristotle. It includes an emphasis on rational evidences for the existence of God.

Thomistic Aristotelianism A Christian use of Aristotle’s philosophy and ethics, which relied on the thought of Thomas Aquinas (see above).

Traducianism The belief that the human soul is received by transmission from one’s own parents.

Trallians Members of the ancient church (Asia Minor) to whom Ignatius wrote an epistle.

transcendence The transcendence of God is God’s otherness or separateness from the creation and the human race.

Transcendental Thomism The Thomism that desires to be in tune with that which is contemporary.

transubstantiation The Roman Catholic doctrine that the bread and the wine in the Mass actually change into the substance of Christ’s bodyand blood.

Tridentine That which originated at or developed from the Council of Trent.

unclimatable An unfriendly environment.

via media A Latin word for “a middle way”; thus, a mediate course (especially applied to the Anglican Church as standing halfway between the Roman Catholic and Protestant beliefs).

Vincent of Lerins A French monk and theologian (d. 445) who was a leader of the semi-Pelagian party who opposed Augustine’s views. Upheld Scripture as final arbiter in faith and conduct and offered a threefold test for tradition: “What has been believed everywhere, always,and by all?”

viva voce Latin, “live voice,” thus, a living person.

Waldo, Peter Founded a reform movement in France known as the Wal-densians. His followers were known as “the poor men” because of the stress on living simply. Placed under papal ban in 1184. Rejected doctrines such as purgatory, prayers for the dead, and civil oaths. By thetime of the Protestant Reformation most Waldensians, persecuted forcenturies, were found in certain Alpine valleys. Today, Waldensianismis still the most prominent representative of Protestantism in Italy.

Whitehead, Alfred North A mathematician and philosopher (1861-1947) whose views have become the fountainhead of process philosophy,which emphasizes progress and evolution, and process theology, which builds theological ideas on the philosophy. Thus, God is in some wayevolving, or changing and developing. The influence of this thought isimpacting theology very significantly in our time.

Wycliflfe, John English Reformer (1329-1384) who became widely known as rector of Lutterworth in Leicestershire. He was critical of thechurcII’s acquisitive attitude to property and questioned it openly. Ledin translation of the Bible into English and sought to make right doctrine and practice correspond. Properly called “the morning star of theReformation.”
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