
CURRENT THEOLOGICAL PROBLEMS WHICH CONFRONT OUR CHURCH 

The purpose of this study i s  to point up and a s s e s s  cer ta in  theological 
positions which threaten our  Church. The assignment has been specific.  I 
a m  to tackle three problems.  1. Problem I deals  with the doctrine of Script- 
u r e .  Our doctrine of Scripture which i s  derived f r o m  the claims of Scripture 
itself and which has been articulated by the Church F a t h e r s ,  Luther and Lu- 
theran Orthodoxy i s  no longer a viable position f o r  the over-whelming number 
of theologians outside our fellowship. Our doctrine of the nature and authority 
and power of Scripture i s  simply rejected .2. Problem I1 deals with the his tor-  
ico-cr i t ical  method. Theologians today in reading and i n t e ~ p r e t i n g  Scripture 
a r e  commonly employing a method which i s  not compatible with our doctrine 
of Scripture,  and yet to varying degrees  the method i s  employed by u s .  3. 
Problem I11 deals  with the Ecumenical Movement. This great  movement 
assumes  a doctrine of the Church and of Church fellowship which differs f r o m  
our historic position. 

The present  study will attempt to  descr ibe  and analyze the broad move- 
ments which must be included under the th ree  problems listed above. Seeing 
these movements a s  dangers  the study will attempt to cr i t ic ize them; it will 
be frankly polemical (this I understand to be in the nature of m y  assignment) ,  
I therefore have no in teres t  in marking out various possible "insights" which 
may be apparent in  these movements.  In fact ,  it i s  hardly possible to recog- 
nize a contribution o r  insight of a part icular  sys tem,  until the system itself 
i s  grasped in  the light of i t s  or igins,  presuppositions and purposes.  My method, 
then, will be to describe each movement a s  something synthetic, a s  a sys tem,  
which i s  based on cer ta in  definite postulates,  which has i t s  own Sitz i m  Leben, --- 
and which d i rec ts  itself toward various definite goals.  That any movement, 
whether philosophical o r  theological (say, Logical Posi t ivism, Pragmat ism,  
o r  modern Biblical Theology), i s  purely a method i s  a totally false  assumption, 
a s  I hope to demonstrate in the course of this study. 

THE DOCTRINE OF SCRIPTURE 

PROBLEM I 
The Lutheran doctrine of Scripture begins with the fact that the Sacred 

Scriptures  a r e  t ruly (vere  et  proprie)  the Word of God, the product of His 
breath (2 Tim.  3:16). It i s  not necessary  for  me  a t  this time to i l lustrate  that 
this i s  the claim of the Scriptures  and of our Lord Himself; but I do feel it 
incumbent upon me to s t r e s s  what i s  meant by and involved in the statement,  
Scripture i s  the Word of God. In the seventeenth century a battle for  verbal 
inspiration was fought. Since that t ime orthodox theology has spoken of the 
content and the very  words of Scripture a s  being God-.breathed. Verbal in- 
spiration, however, i s  in danger of becoming a shibboleth today (when theo- 
logians such a s  Karl Ear th  and John Baillie use the terminology),  unless we 
recognize and c a r r y  out the pract ical ,  necessary  and Biblical corol lar ies  of 
the doctrine,  viz. that Scripture which i s  the written Word of God c a r r i e s  with 
it the power, the truthfulness and the authority of very  God. This i s  most i m -  
portant: a l l  the so-called propert ies  of Scripture (however the theologians may 
l i s t  them) a r e  predicated on i t s  divine origin (Cf .  2 T i m ,  3~15-17). 



A ,  THE AUTHORITY OF SCRIPTURE 

Let us a t  th is  point a d d r e s s  oursel .ves specifically to the mat,ter of Scr ipt-  
u.rels authority-. Believing Scriptu.re to  be God's Word, we have taught that 
Scr ipture  .'l s ou r  theological pr incipium cognoscendi -- . It i s  "the only rule  and 
n o r m  according to which a l l  doc t r ines  and teac,laers aiike mus t  be appraised and 
judged" (Fo rmula  of Concord,  Epi t ,  Z r  I . ) ,  The authority. of Scr ip ture  i s  the au- 
thor i ty  of God speaking, This normative authori ty  (au.topistia) of Scr ipture  has  
for  some two hundred y e a r s  now been questioned i.n the  Chr i s t ian  Cb.urch.. And 
today with g r e a t e r  force  than before th.e cb.allenge i s  hu.rled a t  us: :is the sola - - 
sc r ip tu ra  principle a s  i t  was  ar t iculated by Luther  and the Lutheran Confessions 
any longer  tenable,  when a scientif ic world view and particu1ari.y h.istorica1 
science have imposed themselves  upon the Chr i s t ian  Church?  That i s  t o  say,  
can we s tay any longer  with the v e r y  words of Scr:iptu:re and build o u r  doctr ine 
on these alone,  a s  was  the prac t ice  of Chr i s t  and the apos t les  in t h e i r  use  of the 
Old Tes tament  ? 

Our answer  will be prompt and unabashed. But we mus t  bea r  i.n mind 
that  many who speak loudly about the authority of the Scr ip tures  a r e  in fact  
equivocating and corrupt ing the Sc.ripture pri.ncipl.e, and this  because they have 
in  mos t  c a s e s  abandoned the basi.s of Scriptu.re 's  aiitb.o:rl.ty, ~ i z .  the doctrine 
that Scr ipture  i s  the Word of God. In modern  Pro tes tan t  c:i-rcl.es I have found 
the only. exception in  this  m a t t e r  to be Werner  E l e r t ,  I wil.1. now simply. sketch 
in  broadest  l ines  some of the modern  approaches to  Scr ip ture  which u.ndermine 
the sola s c r ip tu ra  principle a One may d i s c e r n  that behind th.e s e  approaches to - 
Scripture 's  authority l i e s  in  mos t  c a s e s  a n  assumptio..a viz .  that  Scr.iptw.re in 
itself i s  not God's Word. 

1, The so1.a s c r ip tu ra  principle i s  vitiated when the Chu-rcb i s  made a 
source  of doctr ine.  This  i s  of c,ourse sti.l.1, the posit.ion of Rome ,  :h the apos-  
tolic l e t t e r  of Leo XI11 (1902), entitled Vigilantlae, we a r e  told,  "The na ture  of -- 
the divine books i s  such that  in o r d e r  t,o diss ipate  the r e l l g i o u . ~  obscuri ty  with 
which they a r e  shrouded we mus t  never  count on the la\ws of hermeneut ics ,  but 
mus t  a d d r e s s  ou r s  elves to tb.e Church,  which has  beear given by. God to mankind 
a s  a guide and t e a c h e r , "  We can  see that  when the Roman Church, becomes a 
sine qua non f o r  reading and understanding Script:u.re, the Churc.h has  been e s -  

---, - 
tablished a s  a source  of theology in  addition to Sc:r:ipture. The Roman Church, 
however,  i n s i s t s  on th.e doctr ine of Sc:riptu.re9s verba l  Inspirat ion and ine r r ancy .  

2 .  The Scr ip ture  princip1.e i s  vitiated when the orig:i.nal. Chr i s t ian  kerygma 
i s  made a sou.rce of doc t r ine .  This i s  the posit?.on of Heinr ich Schii.er, one t ime 
pu.pi1 of Bultmana and now Roman Cathol.:lc" Schli.er bel.ieves that  the orig.':nal 
kerygma i s  the normati.ve apostolic Word, that  this ke rygma  i s  pr!.or both in t ime 
and intr insical ly  to  the gospel accounts of Chr i s t  w;vhi.c:)rt a r e  bu.:i.lt around the ke ry -  
gma . Thus,  dogma ( k e r y g m a )  i s  the bas i s  of' Scr ip ture ,  not Sc r:i.pture tb.e basis  
of dogma.  The so-cal led regula f'idei. i s  not a pedagogic s u m m a r y  of Scr ipture  - ---- 
a s  we have f o r m e r l y  thought, but i t  i s  the nucleus of the Scr:';ptu.res and the canon 
for  interpret ing them (Cf. "Kerygma and Sophia, z u r  newtestament,- l ichen Gra;.nd- 
I.egung des  Dogmas1 '  i n  Evangelische - Theologie.  1.950,-1, p. 4 8 l F F ) -  This v i e w ,  ---. ---. 
built upon Bultmann9s f o r m  c r i t i c i sm,  leads  to sceptii.ci.sm and confusion; fo r  



Scripture  will always be ou r  chief sou.rce f o r  determining the apostolic ke rygma ,  
and yet. he re  the kerygma becomes m o r e  fundamental  than Scr ip ture .  The view 
a s s u m e s  that  Scr ip ture  a s  su.ch does not exhibit th.e authoritat ive ke rygma ,  We 
notice he re  a c:uri.ous congeniality between f o r m  c r i t i c i sm a 1.a Bultmann and the 
Roman view concerning authority and dogma.  We reca l l  how Aqu.i.nas made not 
Scr ipture  but the a r t i c l e s  of faith, the sou rce  of theology (Summa Theologica, I, --- - 
2?  1)"  

3 ,  The Scr ip ture  principle :is vi.tiated when the ma te r i a l  principle i s  sub- 
stituted f o r  the fo rma l  principle of theology. Such a substi tution i s  subtly i.mplied 
by both Barth  and Brunner  when they emphasize  in contexts dealing with Scr ipture 's  
authority that Chr i s t  is the Lord of Scr ip ture  (Bar th ,Church  Dogmatics .  I, 2, 513; -- 
Brunner ,  Revelation and Reason ,  1.69) and when in  s i m i l a r  contexts they emphasize  
-.-- --- 
the hu.manity of Scriptu.re and i t s  position a s  a n  account of revelati.on which. i s  alone 
divinely authoritat ive (Bar th ,  02; ci t .  , 462; Brunner ,  op.  ci t  . , 1.27)- Following - - 
this lead Mart in  Heinecken s a y s ,  G h a t  i s  the Word of God and what i s  not the Word 
of God must  be judged by the Word of God i t se l f ,  i. e . in other  words ,  i t  must  be 
judged f r o m  the cen te r  of the m e s s a g e ,  i ,  e .  f r o m  Chr is t "  (The Voice, 43). We --. - 
see  h,ere a confusion between the ma te r i a l  principle wh.ich i s  the source  of our  
Christ ianity and tb-e fo rma l  princip1.e which i s  the  sou rce  of ou r  th.eology, The two 
pr incip1.e~ mus t  not be pitted against  each  other  a s  Heinecken does ,  but they- stand 
together . 

4 ,  The Scr ip ture  princ::i.pl.e i s  vitiated when modern  scholarship i s  made i n  
effect  a source  of theology. Leonard Hodgson ("'God and th.e Bib le t t  i n  On. the Au.- - --- 
t h o ~ i t v  of the Bible, London, 19601, a conservat ive theol.ogian on manv counts,  
--US. -----. -- . . - 
i l . l~zstra tes  the tendency to  enhance the prest ige of modern  scholarsh ip  even above 
the Scr ip tures  themselves ,  Hodgson r e j ec t s  the opinion that  to have a revelation 
we requi re  a n  d.t.imate sou rce  of authority somewhere within c rea t ion .  We cannot 
accept the "pre-cri.tica1 acceptance of biblical s ta tements  a s  they stand, he s a y s .  
Nor can  we hold to the notion that any s ta tement  of t ruth  i s  immune to  c r i t i c i sm,  
A19 sw.c.b. ideas  must  be left  behind because of the contrib.c;tions of modern  th.eolog- 
ical  scbo1arskri.p which i s  a gift of God and m a y  be considered to  be given a s  one of 
the channels of God's sel f - revelat ion,  Thus,  we stand on th.e s h o d d e r s  of our  
fath.ers.  We a c t u d l y  have a be t te r  theology than S t ,  P e t e r  who in  his  f i r s t  s e rmon ,  
for  h s t a n c e ,  had a wrong idea of th.e Church a s  a group  with. a "super ior  s ta tus  i n  
relation to God, t t  a n  idea which was  "inconsistent with. the  rev.el.ation of God in 

Chr i s t .  I '  To Hodgson revelation i s  education; and, althou.gh we have the same 
Scr iptures  which have always been i n  the Ch.urch, God revea ls  t o  us  a deeper  ur.- 
derstartding than even th.e prophets and apost les  had. 

5. The sc r ip tu re  principle i s  vitiated when i t  is virtu.al.1.y replaced by 
some s o r t  of vague so1.a :revelati0 prj_nc.ip]i.e. This approach which has  mu.ch in - -- 
common with ,  the thi rd  view outlined above i s  emplo.yed by Regin P r e n t e r  (Skabelse -- 
06 Genli.s.lng, 88ff; Biblical Authority. Today, ed.  A. Richardson 98ff, ) , P r e n t e r  - --. --. 
f i . rs t  undermines  the tradit ional view of the autopistia - of Scr ip ture  by denying 
that Sc:r.l.ptu:re i s  a collection of reveal.ed t ru ths  and insis t ing that  i t  i s  only a "wit- 
ness"  to  re-velat.:.on. The o lder  teaching, h.e s a y s ,  i s  d e i s t i . ~ ,  i t  s t ra i t j acke ts  the 
Holy SpFr:j.t, and i t  re fuses  to  face  up to  the  f ac t s  introd-u.ced by the his tor ico-  
c r i t i ca l  method of in te rpre ta t ion .  The re fo re ,  a1.thougl.i we may use  the - sola 



scriptwra terminology, t.h.e real. au.thorjty i s  the revelation of God to which 
Scr ipture  s a n  e r r a n t  response .  

6.  The so1.a s c ~ i p t u r a  principle i s  undermined by the tendency today 
--, --- 

in line with views 3 and .5 to substi tute the so-cal.I.ed causat ive authority of 
Scr ipture  f o r  th.e normative authority of Scri .pture,  o r  to  confuse the two, Le t  
me define m,y t e r m s .  The causative authority of Scr ip ture  i s  th.at authority,  
o r  power, of Sc ri.pture wb.ereby i t  authenticates i tself  to m e  a s  the Word of God 
(cf.  1 Cor .  234.- 5 ) "  The normative ar.zthori.ty of Scr ip ture ,  o r  what ou r  o lder  theo- 
logians have called i.ts "canonical authorj.ty1I, i s  that  authority according to which 
Scriptu.re a s  the Word of God i s  the sou rce  and n o r m  fo r  a l l  teaching in  the Church 
( 2  T i m ,  3:l6-1.7; Rom,  B5r4). To i l h s t r a t e  how these  two concepts may  be eon- 
fused 1 quote f r o m  a n  Amer ican  Lutheran (W, A ,  Quanbeckj Stewardship i n  Con- -- 
t empora ry  Theology? ed.  by T ,  K G  Thompson, New York, 1961, P. 40): "The 
authority of the Gospels . . . r e s ides  in the message  which they bring,  and f r o m  
which they take th.eir name-the Gospel.  It i s  the gospel which i s  authoritat ive 
a s  i t  communicates  the good news of what God has  done i n  Chr i s t  f o r  u s  . . . It 
i s  the gospel i.n the Gospels which i s  authoritat ive,  with a n  auth.ori.ty not of a law 
code but of the pe:rsonal. God wh.0 a d d r e s s e s  u s  in it;. " Now the author  i s  actually 
talking about the causative au.thor:i.ty of Sc ri ptu.re, o r  what our  older  theologians 
have called th.e efficacia verb i ,  the power of the Gospel,  a power which the Gos- 

-, 

pel posses ses  in whatever  f o r m  i t  may  come.  Bu.t reading the s ta tement  in i t s  
wider  context one wou9.d get the impres s ion  that  th is  i s  a definition of Scri .pture 's  
authority a l so  I .n  the normative sense ,  and that  i.s a l l  that  can be said about the 
m a t t e r .  

7 .  The sola  s c ~ i p t u r a  principle i s  vitiated when Screpture i s  represen ted  
-, ---- 

a s  a m e r e  record  of revelation.  This  fac t  w i l l  be brought out in  the following 
sect ion,  

8 ,  The so1.a sc , r%ptura  principle :i.s vitiated by the proponents of f o r m  --- -.----- 
cr i t ic : ism,  This  fac t  . w i l l  be brought out 3.12 a l a t e r  sect ion on the h i s t o r i c . ~ - c r i t -  
ical  method. 

B ,  SCRiPTUREASA MODE OFREVELATION 

Consonant .with our conviction that  Sc ri.pture i s ,  p roper ly  speaking, God's 
Word, our  Church has  always tau.ght that  Scr ip ture  i s  tru.1.y revelation.  I now 
propose t,o anal. yze th.e doctrine of  evel la ti on in c:ontemporary theology, and thus 
to ind:icate how modern  theology the.reby threa tens  ou r  doctr ine of Scr ipture  and 
of revelati.on. F i r s t  a few words by way of backgr0wn.d to  the discussion.  

Modern th.eology has  spoken with renewed emphas is  and vigor on the su.b- 
ject of divine reveI.ation and its u.nderlying importance f o r  the Church. Such a n  
emphasis  has  been both neces sa ry  and weI.come, and th i s  fo r  two r easons .  
F i r s t ,  we mus t  consider  that these  theologians ( B a r t h ,  Brunner ,  and many who 
have concerned themse3.ves with Bibl.i.cal theology) have emerged--and somet imes  
only a f t e r  intense s t ruggle , -  - f rom a pe:riod dominated by  c lass ica l  L ibera l i sm,  
e-vo8uti.onism and panthe:i.sti c Ideal ism . Kant's denial  of any rational o r  factual  
knowledge of t ranscendent  rea1.jt.y seemed to  co-w a n  ent i re  e r a  of theologians. 



FoTPo.wing h is  l ead ,  Rj t schl  reduced a1.l. theology to a mat te  P of value j.udgments 
to wh.ich. there  was  no corresponding rea l i ty  and the only basis  of .which- was th.e 
enlightened reason  of the be l iever ,  Thus,  t:here was no need and noplace fo r  revelati.om 
XS:va&l.e to answer  Kant, SchYel.ermacher re t rea ted  into s u b ~ e c t i v i s m ~  making 
Christiarxity not a m a t t e r  of cognl.t:l!ve knowledge a t  a l l ,  but a ma t t e r  of feeling,  
a d e p e ~ ~ d e n c e  upon God. The Bible f o r  him was  e x  hypoth.esi not a re-ael.ati.0~. --- 
exp.res sing God's thoughts toward man,  but rath.er a book express ing  manq s 
fhough.ts toward God, manq s religious experiences  . And s o  i t  went through the 
century,  Lu.tha:rdt drawing his  theology- f.rom th.e "Chris t ian consciousness",  
Kahnis f r o m  the "consciousness of the Church", these  theologians all the t ime  
tcwning the i r  faces  pers i s ten t ly  i n  the wrong direct ion,  away f r o m  that revela-  
L:ion which.  5.s the Scr ip tures  of God, e:ith.er ignoring the concept of' revel.atlon 
altogether o r ,  by center ing i t  exclu.s:ively in GodPs pas t  a c t s  of which the re  i s  
no  able -witness, thus making the revelat ion (whatever i t  i 's)  qu.:ite i.r.excess - 
i.b:.e . 

The s t rong emphas is  of modern  th.eology upon the doctr ine of revel.ation 
Is neces sa ry  and. wel.come second1.y beciause of the c l imate  and Zeitgeist. of ou r  
own day which l i e s  under the heavy i.nfl.u.ence of scj.ent:!.sm, posi t ivism,  White,-, 
headiani.sm and P r a g m a t i s m  with i t s  immanent  (non-existent)  god. None of 
these movements cou.ld have aDy possible concern with a special. revel-ation; i n  
fact ,  special  revelation i s  impossible  on th.el.r t e r m s .  All these  idealogies a r e  
committed to  a rigid Humean e m p i r i c i s m  coupled with a s imple  and .unquestlon- 
ing adherence to  the uniformity of na ture  (with th.e exception of Whitehead who 
seems  uneasy ab0u.t ewolu.tion a s  a unif'ying p:ri.nciple, about an -Immanent: god 
and. about the sc:i.entific method a s  th-e method of knowledge. 3 

It i s  not s t r ange ,  then., that  i n  such a cl.imate Ba r th  and even Bru.nner 
will appear  a s  new pr0ph.et.s and even c:hampions of conservat ive theology an.d 
that th.eir sys t ems  wil.l be dubbed a "theol.ogy of the Word". 

.As a ma t t e r  of record ,  however,  we mus t  po:i.nt out that  th is  s t r e s s  u.pon 
the doct.ri.ne of revel.atii.oal i not new; i t  i s  merel.,y new in. ceetain  c i r c l e s .  Xo 
the e:igh.teent:k.r. and nheteentl-r centu.r:i.e s before and afte:e th.e devastation .w peaked 
upon na tura l  rel.igi.on and natural. theology by Hume,  Kant and even by th.e pro , -  
ponent s of rlat:ural theol.ogy. l ike  John St:uart M!.U., many theoli.ogians we r e  w rib- 
ing prod:i.g~,orrs works on the subject: of su.pernatural  revelat ion.  B4.sh.o~ P, Browne 
and H, Pr ideaux  had argu.ed that  .revel.atj.on .was the Gospel wh:l.ch was a s e r i e s  of 
p:~oposib.ions to  which. faith gives assen. t ,  On th.e o the r  side was  the pract.3.cal an t i -  
inteB.Yectua8ism (in tb.e wake sf Kant] of suc:R. men  a s  S .  T .  Col.er:ldge, Ju.lju.s Hare ,  
and F, D . Mau.rl.ce who Eke marry contj.nent.al theologians (Kie rkegaard]  taught 
a su.bjectve view of revelation.  To them :revelation -was the enc:o.unter with the 
divine, tb.e bestowal of faithi. Coleridge broke totally w i t h  Schli.eiermach.e:r who 
insisted that  revel.ation .was not a n  inbreaking of God, but m e  re1.y th.e .:xpsurging 
of h-2amanL personaI:i.ty, pious se l f -consc%.ounes  s . Cole.r:i.dgegs leac  ?<.on agzlnst  
Schl.ei.ermacher and h is  position on. reve4.ation i s  r emarkab ly  sim5.lar to  tb.a.t of 
Barth. todajr. To h im,  a s  f o r  Ba r th ,  Scr ip ture  was not revelat2on but the possib-. 
1.it.y of re~eI .a t :?~on. .  Even in  the seventeenth century,  befo:re the l a t e r  intense 
in t e r e s t  in  nat-u~aY revelation and apologeti.cs, t he re  .was in ce r t a in  q u a r t e r s  
serios.).~ study concern:ing the na ture  and mode of special, revelati.on. One might 



r e fe r  mere ly  to Abraham Calov, a Lutheran, who devoted most  of the f i r s t  
volume of his grea t  Systema to a discussion of divine revelation, offering 
a presentation unequaled in depth and scope even by A. Hoenecke who of 
modern Lutherans gives most  attention to the idea .  

But somehow the grea t  in te res t  and many writings on the subject of 
revelation did not catch on until modern Biblical theology and Neo5-orthodoxy 
ar r ived  on the scene and dealt with the theme ,  What, then i s  the position of 
modern theology which has  influenced the thinking of s o  many on this  important 
m a t t e r ?  How a r e  we to in te rpre t  and a s s e s s  i t ?  

I .  TWO CONTEMPORARY VIEWS O F  REVELATION 

Modern theology may be divided into two g rea t  movements,  Neo-orthodoxy 
and Biblical theology, both of which impinge upon almost  every segment of 
Christianity. We cannot isolate ourselves f r o m  these two movements and avoid 
grappling with what they have said on the subject of revelation. Modern theology 
wavers  between two poles of opinion, between two ext reme positions, in  speak- 
ing of revelation, When p res sed ,  these theologians often r eve r t  f r o m  one posi- 
tion to the other ,  and i t  i s  therefore difficult in some cases  to descr ibe  a 
prec ise  opinion of these men.  

A. Position A makes of revelation a confrontation of God with man. This 
encounter i s  always on the personal  level .  Brunner  ca l l s  it "personal c o r r e s -  
pondence" (Divine- Human Encounter,  Philadelphia , 1943, p .  94ff. ) . Personal  
correspondence i s  opposed to the usual subject-object ant i thesis :  i t  i s  ra ther  
subject-subject. God does not reveal something, but Himsel f .  In ordinary pe r -  
sonal relationships there  i s  always a blurring of the "thou" and "something" about 
the "thou". "But when God speaks with m e  the relation to  a "somethingu stops 
in an  unconditional sense ,  not simply in  a conditional sense a s  in an ordinary 
human encounter" (Ibid . , p. 8 6) .  Thus revelation cannot be t tcommunicationl ' ,  - 
but i s  ra ther  "communion". Bultmann ca l l s  it "personal address"  (Existence 
and Faith,  New York, 1960, 64). "God does not give us information by corn- -- 
munication; He gives us Himself in communion" (Baill ie,  The Idea of Revelation - 
in  Recent Thought, New York, 1956, p. 47) .  That revelation i s  i n  no sense a - 
communication of information i s  sometimes pushed to the point where such a com- 
munication i s  not even involved in revelation (thus Brunner ,  Bultmann and em-  
phatically Nygren, En Bok o m  Biblen, I1Revelation and Scripture", translation --- - 
mimeographed a t  Luther Seminary,  St ,  Paul ) .  To Bultmann revelation i s  neither 
an  illumination in  the sense of a communication of knowledge nor  i s  i t  to  be con- 
strued a s  a "cosmic process  which takes place outside of us  and of which the 
world would mere ly  bring a report"  (op- tit. 78).  The resu l t  i s  that "there i s  - 
nothing revealed on the basis of which one believes.  It i s  onlv in faith that the " ' -  
object of faith i s  disclosed; therefore ,  faith i tself  belongs to revelation" (Ibid. - 
79)-  Consistent with this view that revelation i s  address  i s  the opinion that 
revelation i s  always contemporary.  According to Heinecken, revelation i s  a l -  
ways "contemporaneousl~,  i .  e .  "it i s  always in the now". Always involving the 
recipient of the revelation, revelation i s  an  ongoing activity of God, wherever  
and whenever God impar t s  Himself ,  It does not have the ephapax of the incar -  
nation and the atonement ("The meaning of Revelation" f r o m  The Voice, St.  Paul ,  -- 



1958, p .  23, Cf. a l s o  Bultmann, Myth and Christianity,  New York, 1958, 68). -- 

Summing up, we might make the following observat ions concerning Pos i -  
tion A: 

1 ,  It seeks to be monerg is t ic ,  making God the author  of every revela-  
t ion.  A strong s t r e s s  i s  placed on God's sovereignty.  Thus,  revelation occurs  
only ubi et quando God wills.  After a l l ,  i f  revelation i s  God's a d d r e s s  to man,  --- 
then it i s  He in His sovereign g race  who chooses the t i m e  and place of this d i r ec t  
encounter,  

2 ,  The revelation of God i s  a s e l f ~ ~ d i s c l o s u r e .  The content (objectum) - 
of revelation i s  God Himself .  And He reveals  Himself always a s  subject.  

3 ,  The place of Scr ipture  in  revelation i s  r a the r  vague. Scr ipture  fo r  
Barth i s  mere ly  the vpossibility" of revelation o r  the " o c ~ a s i o n ~ ~  fo r  revelation 
(Reid, The - Authority of Scr ip ture ,  New York, 1957, p. 196). F o r  Bultmann 
Scripture would appea r  to be mere ly  the locus of the kerygma by which God ad-  
d r e s s e s  m a n ,  Brunner  cal ls  Scr ip ture  a "witness to the revelation1'  (Revela- 
tion and Reason, p .  118ff), but this can only per ta in  to past  revelations and -- 
therefore  s e e m s  i r re levant  to the question of revelation a s  encounter which i s  
Brunner 's  r e a l  concern.  Modern theology s e e m s  to be r a the r  embar ra s sed  to  
find any open niche fo r  Scr ipture  in  i t s  doctrine of revelation. 

4 .  Revelation i s  pract ical ly  identified with the ca l l  o r  with conversion. 
This i s  seen f r o m  the fac t  that there  i s  no revelation apa r t  f r o m  faith (Bultmann, 
Heinecken,Barth,  Baill ie) .  

5 ,  Closely associated with this  position i s  the conviction that faith i s  
in no sense directed toward facts  about Christ .  The emphasis  i s  totally onfaith 
in ,  i t  i s  never  a ma t t e r  of faith that (Brunner ,  op. - - - tit. 38ff; Baill ie,  op. tit. - 
47) .  The noetic e lement  in  faith i s  played down o r  denied, By way of rebuttal  
we must  cite such passages a s  Rom,  10:9; 1 Th ,  4:14; 1 John 5:5; Gal.  2:20; -- 
Rom. 6:8; Rom,  5:4; Luke 2 4 ~ 4 5 ;  Acts 24~14; 1 T im.  1115; Acts  2 6 9 7 ,  These --------- 
passages a l l  make Scripture  o r  some par t icu lar  doctr ine the object of faith.  
At this point Neo-orthodoxy comes  perilously close to the old position of 
Schleiermacher  and Ritschl who made the P e r s o n ,  not the work of Chr i s t ,  the 
object of faith.  Neo-orthodoxy often appears  to  have a fa i th  in  Chr is t  abstracted 
f r o m  everything that can be said about Him, a s o r t  of modern  Pro tes tan t  f ides  
implicita . 

6. Posit ion A emphasizes  the dynamic nature  of revelation a lmost  to 
the exclusion of i t s  informative (dianoetic) nature  and purpose.  Again this  leads 
ei ther  to subjectivism o r  mys t i c i sm.  Nygren (op. c i t . )  i s  the most  adamant on - - 
this point. According to h im,  the so-called "static and intellectualist ic view" of 
revelation, that i t  i s  the ' lcommunication of f o r m e r l y  hidden knowledge", must  
be utterly re jected.  "Not a f iber  of i t s  roots  mus t  remain .  " We reply with our  
hear ty  agreement  that revelation i s  always dynamic,  charged with the ve ry  a t -  
t r ibutes  of God and conveying God Himself ( Cf.  I s a ,  45:23; Ps. 107:20; 1 4 8 ~ 8 ;  Gal.  
1 1 6 )  This i s  an  old Lutheran emphasis  which must  not be neglected.  But on the 



other hand God does reveal  information (Gal,  2 : 2 ;  1:12). God has  revealed to 
Paul the Gospel which i s  a verba l ,  informative message .  Again ce r t a in  factual 
i d o r m a t i o n  i s  revealed to Simeon before he died (Luke 2 ~ 2 6 ) .  On h is  final jour- 
ney to Rome information was revealed Paul  about his shipwreck, the survival  of 
a l l  passengers ,  and h is  eventual a r r i v a l  i n  Rome (Acts 27:22). P e t e r  says  that 
information was revealed to the Old Testament  prophets that  the i r  predictions 
were  meant f o r  ou r  t ime r a the r  than the i r  own(1 P e t .  1 ~ 1 2 ) ~  At this  point we 
observe the g rea t  weakness of position A.  What does this  so-called "encounter 
with God" which i s  revelation real ly  m e a n ?  One gets  the impress ion  that this  
revelation i s  only some vague, ineffable meeting with a Thou (Buber) .  And if  
Jesus  i s  s t i l l  in  His grave-  - a s  Bultmann who i s  a chief exponent of position A 
maintains (op. c i t .  60) - - how in al l  the world do I mee t  H i m ?  Wilhelm Mundle - - 
i s  cer ta inly c o r r e c t  when he comments ,  "Without the living Lord the re  i s  nei ther  
a 'Chris t  event' ;?or a 'Heilsgeschichte" ("Die Kr i s i s  des  Theologischen Histor-  
i smus  und ih re  Uberwindung, " in  Luther i scher  Rundblick, 9 ,  3 ,  124). 

7 .  Position A has  a s t rong and somet imes  healthy emphasis  (Nygren) 
on the contemporaneousness of revelation; not always in  the sense  of Deus 
loquens, however. The emphasis  i s  upon Deus reve lans ,  not upon Deus revel-  -- 
a tus .  Revelation i s  therefore  not a datum. To varying degrees  this  cuts off 
revelation f rom his tory,  f r o m  God's g rea t  a c t s  of redemption (which a r e  fully 
his tor ical ,  and necessa r i ly  so if Christianity is to be an  h is tor ica l  religion, and 
not degenerate into a f o r m  of doce t i sm o r  t ranscendenta l i sm) .  To  Bultmann, 
fo r  instance,  t he re  i s  no factuali ty behind any of the redemptive l 'mythsfl con- 
nected with Chris t ' s  activity recounted in  the New Testament .  The only h is tor -  
ica l  and r ea l  referent  he has  f o r  revelation i s  the so-called kerygma which i s  
mere ly  the theology of the e a r l y  Church.. 

8 .  The means  of g race  a r e  played down on this  view. In the case  of 
none of the theologians espousing position A a r e  the Word and Sacraments  per  - 
se  powerful to confer forgiveness  o r  work faith.  This i s  i n  l ine with the - 
general  existentialist  orientation. 

B ,  Posit ion B desc r ibes  revelation a s  an act  of God, some- 
t imes  a s  an  act  plus human appreciation of i t .  Whereas position A i s  held 
chiefly by systematic  theologians (including Bultmann however),  position B i s  
more  popular with those who in t e re s t  themselves  in  Biblical theology. Posit ion 
B avoids the supremely subjectivist ic e lement  i n  position A. Posit ion B does 
not s eem to be oriented so strongly in  exis tent ia l ism.  

We offer G. E rnes t  Wright a s  a r a the r  typical proponent of this  position. 
To him (God Who Acts ,  Chicago, 1952) Biblical Theology i s  the theology of --- 
reci ta l ,  the theology which recounts the formative events of I s rae l ' s  h i s tory  a s  
the redemptive handiwork of God (p .  33ff). This  was  I s rae l ' s  faith,  a uniquely 
Israel i t ish insight.  Wright does not say ,  s o  f a r  a s  I can d i sce rn ,  that God r e -  - 
vealed this unique understanding to I s r ae l ,  but i t  appears  that I s rae l  worked 
this out f o r  herself  . Thus,  f o r  instance,  I s rae l  takes  ove r  an  older  Canaanitish 
myth and works i t  into an  account of c rea t ion  which f i t s  th i s  f ramework .  In a 
l a t e r  book with Reginald Fu l l e r  this position becomes a l i t t le  m o r e  ar t iculate:  



boiled down, i t  implies  that the h is tory  of I s r a e l  was a s e r i e s  of na tura l  events ,  
that i s ,  events which in  eve ry  case  could be explained by natural  causes  and 
were  not necessar i ly  wonders o r  mi rac l e s  to those outside of I s r a e l ,  Revelation 
s e e m s ,  then, to  be the addition of an  interpretat ion which takes  God into the pict- 
u r e .  The interpretat ion makes  th.ese events revelatory.  Thus the s a m e  event 
becomes something quite different when in te rpre ted .  The believer (in re t rospec t )  
sees  i t  one way, the outs ider  another .  (The Book of Acts of God, New York, 1960). - -- - 
Here we s e e m  to have the s a m e  old h is tor ica l  ra t ional ism espoused by De Wette 
over a century ago (Lehrbuch d e r  his tor ish-kr i t ischen Einleitung i n  die kanon- - --- 
ischen und apopryphischen Bucher de s a l ten Tes taments ,  Berl in ,  1833, p. 18 3ff). --- -- 

Some d i rec t  comment i s  necessa ry  concerning this  posit ion,  Ope rating 
with a natural is t ic  world view the position makes  m i r a c l e s  and a l l  divine in te r -  
vention into our  cosmos something l e s s  that what they must  be (if  they a r e  
mirac les  and wonders a t  al.1) and something l e s s  than they w e r e  thought to  be 
by those who record  them. As a ma t t e r  of fact  the Bible i s  filled with accounts 
of divine intervention into o u r  r ea lm,  and that of a stupendous na ture .  It i s  t r u e  
that the full meaning of all that was t ranspi r ing  i n  the h is tory  of God's people 
was not open to Pharoah,  Sennacherib,  the Amor i tes  in Gideon, the Canaanites 
and o thers .  But cer ta inly all these people must  have known that something awful 
and supernatu.ra1. was happening. To deny that these events occur red  i s  actually 
to take away the bas i s  f o r  l s rae19s  faith in God's Lordship and redemptive activ- 
ity and to r ep resen t  h e r  faith e i ther  a s  naive o r  fraudulent, a t  any r a t e  something 
we today could hardly respec t .  If these  events did not take place a s  they were  
recorded,  I s rae l ' s  interpretat ion i s  m e r e l y  pious guesswork.  Thus we see  mod- 
e r n  theology operating with a sys tem of a closed universe .  Something happened 
to engender I s rae l ' s  faith,  but not something t ru ly  miraculous,  nothing which 
represents  God breaking through our  t ime-space  continuum. And so  modern  
theology has  become de is t ic .  Revelation is m e r e l y  the human understanding of 
a natural  event (Class ica l  Liberal i .sm).  It i s  s t r iking how s i m i l a r  this  view i s  
to the position of S t r auss ,  who held to  Chr is t ' s  superna tura l  bir th ,  m i r a c l e s ,  
resur rec t ion  and ascension,  "however much the i r  real i ty  a s  h i s tor ic  fac ts  may 
be called into question" (Cf.  PfSiderer,  The - Development of Theology i n  Germany 
since Kant, London, 1890. p.  21.6)" We might pause a t  t h i spo in t  briefly to  note -- 
what Langdon Gilkey, who cons iders  himself Nee-orthodox, has  to  say about 
the view of Wright and A. Anderson outlined above (Cf,  "Cosmology, Ontology, 
and the Travai l  of Biblical Language" i n  J R  . 41 (Ju ly) ,  p .  194 ff . ) , Gilkey 
points out that on Wright's thesis  the ~ i b l e ' i s  not a witness  to the ac t s  of God 
but mere ly  a witness to what the Hebrews believed concerning God's ac t s  and 
words:  that  i s  to s ay ,  i t  i s  a witness  to Hebrew rel igion,  When Wright and 
Anderson speak of God" ac t s  and words they a r e  not speaking univocally (which 
would mean that God acted and spoke in t ime and space) ,  but they a r e  using the 
t e r m s  analogically. And since they never  explain what they mean,  they a r e  in  
fact  using th.e t e r m s  equivocally, GiPkey goes on to observe  that if  the ve rbs  in  
the Bible a r e  not t o  be taken univocally, can  we say  that they have any intelligible 
content a t  a l l ?  Wh.at then becomes of the so-called "mighty ac t s "  of God? They 
become (if they a r e  anything a t  a l l )  the religious response to a n  ord inary  event 
within t ime and space.  Thus,  the t e r m  "mightyact" becomes an  equivocation, if  
not deception.. With telling c la r i ty  and even pathos Gilkey concludes,  "As neo- 
orthodox men looking f o r  a word f r o m  the Bible, we have induced f r o m  a l l  these  



cases  the logical generalization that God i s  he who ac t s  and speaks .  This 
general  t ru th  about God we then a s s e r t  while denying al l  the par t icular  ca ses  
on the basis of which the generalization was f i r s t  made .  Consequently, bib- 
l i ca l  theology i s  left  with a s e t  of theological abs t rac t ions ,  more  abs t rac t  than 
the dogmas of scholas t ic i sm.  " Surely he re  i s  a tes t imonium paupertat is .  

Now the fact  of the ma t t e r  i s  that God's interpretat ion of His relation - 
to I s rae l  ( e . g .  His sovereignty,  His Lordship,  His providence, His redemptive 
purpose and activity) i s  bolstered and at tes ted by His mighty ac t s  (the Exodus, 
the s tory  of Gideon, Je r icho ,  e tc .  ) . Modern theology (Wright, Bultmann, 
Ful le r  e t  a l .  r eve r se  this  o r d e r .  It i s  not a m a t t e r  of I s r ae l  interpolating o r  -- 
embellishing some harrowing escape o r  victory which she may have experienced; 
i t  i s  a ma t t e r  of h e r  miraculous escape o r  victory vindicating God's previous 
word of promise  and comfort .  In o t h e r  words ,  the right o r d e r  i n  speaking of 
revelation i s  often not, a c t  plus interpretat ion,  but interpretat ion plus ac t .  

C. Similar i t ies  between position A and position B can be noted. 
This i s  par t icular ly  t rue  when we consider  cer ta in  negative a spec t s .  

1. Both positions s e e m  to  be a tour  de fo rce  against  the old evangel- - -- 
ical  doctrine which made special  revelation something broader  than a m e r e  
confrontation (Bultmann, Bar th)  o r  than ac t  plus commentary  (Wright,  Temple,  
Baill ie) ,  something both ephapax and dynamic.  The old Lutheran view (and 
this view s e e m s  to be uniquely Lutheran) thus epoke of revelation a s  something 
objective, something the r e ,  something always available,  but a t  the same  t ime 
spoke of the continuity of revelation (Deus reve lans) ,  of God who d isc loses  Him- - 
self and speaks to us now. This  i s  tied to the uniquely Lutheran doctrine that - 
Scripture i s  vere  e t  proprie  God's Word ( in  the sense  that i t  i s  God's power and -- 
revelation).  Only the Lutheran teaching that Scr ipture  i s  efficacious can retain 
the Biblical doctrine of revelation in  i t s  ent i re  breadth.  

It i s  doubtful whether (with the exception of Bar th)  Neo-orthodoxy has ever 
really studied Luther 's  theology o r  that of the l a t e r  orthodox Lutherans.  At 
leas t  Baillie in  h-is discussion of the idea of revelation in  the seventeenth century 
seems  blissfully ignorant of this posi.tion when he desc r ibes  the e r a  a s  "defining 
revelation a s  a communicating of a body of knowledge, some par t  a t  l eas t  of 
which could be independently obtained, o r  a t  l ea s t  verified,  by 'the light of reason  
and nature ' ,  while the remainder  was  supplemental  to what could be SO obtained 
o r  ver i f iedl(op.  c i t .  5) .  Be al l  that a s  it may,  Neo-orthodoxy could not have - -. 
accepted the old Lutheran position, f o r  modern  theology i s  committed to  the p re -  
suppositions of higher c r i t i c i sm,  that the Bible was  a m e r e  human response to 
God's activity among His people and i s  therefore  errant .  

, 2. Both positions deny the possibility of a wri t ten o r  spoken revelation. 
Heinecken (op. - c i t .  - 43) categorically re jec ts  "'identifying wri t ten sentences and 
propositions with special  divine revelation' and speaking of 'an inscr ipturated 
propositional revelation. '" Abba (The Nature and Authority of the Bible, London, --- --- 
1958, 83, 247) who holds essent ia l ly  to position B, has  the following to say ,  
"Revelation was therefore  the resul tant ,  a s  i t  w e r e ,  of two fac tors :  i t  was given 
through two things--the h is tor ic  event and the phophetic mind! Neither was 



sufficient of i t se l f ,  but through the interplay of both God spoke. " Such a s ta te-  
ment might suggest a formulated revelation of some s o r t .  But then Abba r e -  
t r e a t s  behind position A when he says  much l a t e r  i n  his  book, "Revelation does 
not consist  of a s e r i e s  of s ta tements  about God: i t  i s  the self-disclosure of 
God. " His reason  f o r  r e ~ e c t i n g  any idea of wri t ten o r  verba l  revelation is the s a m e  
a s  that of Baillie and Temple whom he follows: he has  abandoned the  belief 
that  Scr ipture  i s  iner ran t ;  and God's revelation therefore  cannot be contained 
within fall ible,  human language. That the Biblical w r i t e r s  think in  t e r m s  of 
a writ ten o r  spoken revelation has a l r eady  been indicated in  ou r  discussion of 
revelation a s  information.  Certainly when Scripture  speaks of a revelation of 
a mystery  (Rom. 16:25; Eph. 1:9; 3:3) o r  of the Gospel (Rev. 1:l f f . ,  Gal. 1.12; 
Ti t .  1:3; Cf. a l so  Luke 2:17), the re ference  i s  to a mystery o r  Gospel which i s  
ar t iculated.  

3. Both positions deny that t he re  can  be a revelation of t ru th .  One 
oft cited quotation f r o m  Temple will  s e r v e  to i l lus t ra te  this  point. "What i s  
offered to man's  apprehension in  any  specific revelation is not t ru th  concern- 
ing God but the living God Himself" (Nature ,  Man and God, London, 1934. , 322). - --- 
Note the al ternat ive Temple leaves .  This  s e e m s  to  be the position a l so  of 
Barth,  Brunner ,  Baillie and Abba. Ei ther  God revea ls  Himself ,  o r  He r e -  - 
veals a t ruth about Himself.  That revelation could embrace  both o f t h e s e  a l te r -  
natives i s  a possibility not se r ious ly  enter ta ined.  Yet this  is prec ise ly  what 
occurs  and what the Lutheran Church has  taught throughout i t s  h i s tory .  Temple 
goes on to  say ,  "There i s  no such thing a s  revealed t ru th .  There  a r e  t ru ths  of 
revelation; but they a r e  not themselves  d i rec t ly  revealed" (Ibid. ,  316). This  - 
means  that t he re  can be no possibility of revealed doctr ine ( t ru th) ,  o r  of 
revealed theology. 

It has been conjectured that the Bible does not operate  with a cor respon-  
dence theory of t ru th ,  and therefore  i t  would be quite meaningless  to c la im 
that Scr ipture  revea ls  t ruth in the sense  of s ta tements .  This  despera te  posi- 
tion seems  to l i e  behing the allegation (Abba)that  " there  is no biblical war ran t  
for  making iner rancy  a coro l la ry  of inspirat ion.  " We should not waste much 
time answering such a conjecture .  The purpose of declarat ive s ta tements  i s  
to make words correspond to fac t  (except in  the c a s e  of del iberate  l i e s . )  
Without the correspondence theory of t ru th  the re  can be no such thing a s  in- 
formative language o r  factual meaning. The eighth commandment ent i re ly  
breaks down unless pred ica ted  upon the correspondence theory of t ru th .  So 
much fo r  the logical impossibil i ty of the above theory.  As  a ma t t e r  of fact  
Scr ipture  i s  replete with evidence that i t  opera tes  throughout with the c o r r e s -  
pondence idea of t ru th  (Cf.  Eph. 4:25; John 8 :44-46; 1 Ki,  8:26; Gen. 42:16,20; 
Zech. 8:16; Deut. 18:22; John 5:aff; P s .  119:163; 1 Ki.  22:16, 22ff; Dan. 2:9; 
Prov .  14~25;  1 T i m  1:15; Acts 23:6: 2 4 ~ 8 ,  11, 21.1. It i s  ut ter ly  i r re levant  when 
Brunner counters that  Scr ipture  teaches a Wahrheit a l s  Begegnung (which i s  
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the t i t le of one of his books). This i s  only to confuse t ru th  (which per ta ins  to 
s ta tements)  with cer t i tude.  So too is i t  i r r e l evan t  to  point out that  aletheia and 
emeth often re fer  to something deeper  than m e r e  correspondence to fac t ,  that  
they r e fe r  to revealedness  o r  to God and His faithfulness.  God i s  t rue  (faith- 
ful) because future events (fulfillment) correspond to  His Word of p romise ,  
and His Word i s  t rue  fo r  the s a m e  reason .  



At this juncture we can d i sce rn  th.e importance of defining iner rancy  
formally.  The nature of iner rancy  i s  not that Scripture says  what God wants 
i t  to say; this i s  r a the r  the cause of iner rancy .  Neither does the iner rancy  
of Scripture mean that Scripture unerringly speaks of Chr is t  and leads me 
to Him who i s  the t ruth;  this i s  the purpose (causa finalis)  of iner rancy .  -- 
But the nature of iner rancy  i s  the correspondence of the words of Scripture 
to the facts  which they descr ibe .  This has  always been the meaning of the 
Church in speaking of iner rancy ,  It was the meaning of St,  J e rome  when he 
said,  "The Lord 's  Words in  Scripture a r e  t rue ;  f o r  Him to say  i t ,  means that 
i t  i s "  (In Mich, 4 , l ) .  It was the meaning of St. Augustine when he said,  "I 
have learned to hold only those books of Scripture which a r e  called canonical 
in such honor a s  to  believe that the i r  authors  have not e r r e d  in  any way in 
writing them" (Epis .  ad Hie r .  82.1). And of Luther when he said,  ;He who --- 
adheres  to  the Scriptures  will find that they do not l ie  o r  deceive" W 11, 162). - 
Only when inerrancy i s  defined formal ly  in t e r m s  of correspondence to facts  
do we have a Bible which i s  truthful and reliable in  any meaningful sense .  

4 .  The fourth point of s imi lar i ty  between the two positions i s  the 
playing down of the informative (dianoetic) nature and purpose of revelation, 
and we have mentioned this above. We might mere ly  add a t  this  point that i t  
would seem incredible fo r  anyone ser iously to  think that the meaning of any 
act  of God i s  l e s s  revelatory than the ac t  i tself ,  e . g .  the death of Chr is t .  On 
this fourth point modern theology seems  to be l e s s  secure  than on the f i r s t  
th ree .  If revelation i s  not dianoetic, if God does not reveal  information, there  
seems to be no escape f r o m  myst ic i sm o r  f r o m  the equally s t e r i l e  positivistic 
tenet that theology (language concerning God and revelation) i s  mere ly  emotive; 
that i s  to say,  theology i s  the use of symbolic ("mythical") tools o r  instruments  
which a r e  employed in  the pract ice of religion (Schle iemacher ,  Ritschl).  In 
either case  theology possesses  no cognitive value.  Again the re  can be no 
revealed theology ( C r .  point 3 above),  no theology which i s  e i ther  t rue  o r  
false ,  and this in the nature of the case .  

But, a s  a ma t t e r  of fact ,  the revelation of information i s  a Biblical teach- 
ing. Paul (Gal. 1~12) "received" (by revelation) the Gospel which i s  an informa- 
tive message (cf.  a l so  l Cor .  15:3). The prophets in receiving a vision o r  word 
f r o m  the Lord receive usually an explanation fo r  this word a s  wel l ,  Information 
was revealed to Paul in Acts 2 7 ~ 2 4  and 1 Cor .  11~23 and to Simeon in  Luke 2 ~ 2 6 - -  
and we could go on,  

11. GENERAL ASSUMPTIONS AND PREDILECTIONS BEHIND THE 
MODERN VIEW O F  REVELATION 

A .  Modern theology a s s u m e s  that the human authors  of Script-  
u re ,  writing out of the i r  cultural  and religious mil ieu,  were  fallible human 
beings, subject to e r r o r  and other  human limitations.  This i s  precisely the 
Socinian e r r o r  which the Lutherans had to  deal  with in the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries .  Here we quote the well known statement of Barth,  

To the bold postulate, that if the i r  (the Biblical w r i t e r s )  word 
i s  to  be the Word of God they must  be ine r ran t  in every  word, 
we oppose the even bolder asser t ion ,  that according to  the 



sc r ip tu ra l  witness about man (notice how Bar th  appeals  to  anthro-  
poligical evidence r a the r  than bibliological data  a t  th is  point), which 
applies to them too ( s i c ) ,  they can  be a t  fault in  eve ry  word ,  and 
have been a t  fault in  eve ry  word,  and yet according to  the s a m e  
sc r ip tu ra l  wi tness ,  being justified and sanctif ied by g r a c e  a lone,  
they have s t i l l  spoken the Word of God i n  their  fall ible and e r r i n g  
human word. (Church Dogmatics,  I, 2, 529-30). 

On such a postulate Scr ip ture  cannot be revelation.  This i s  the conclusion of 
pract ical ly  a l l  the theologians we have considered.  Bultmann makes  the point 
ve ry  c l e a r .  

God the mys te r ious  and hidden mus t  a t  the s a m e  t ime  be the God who i s  
revealed.  Not, of cou r se ,  i n  a revelation that one can  know, that  could 
be grasped i n  words  and proposit ions,  that would be l imited to  formula  
and book and to  space and t ime ;  but r a the r  in  a revelat ion that continu- 
ally opens up new heights and depths and thus loads through da rkness ,  
f r o m  c la r i ty  to c la r i ty .  (Exis tence and Fa i th ,  p. 30) -- 

There  a r e  obviously other  presupposit ions underlying this  s ta tement ,  but Bult- 
mann makes i t  c l e a r  that  GodTs revelat ion cannot be contained in  anything l imited 
to space and t ime such  a s  human language. Both of the  quotations above a r e  based 
on the p remise  that the w r i t e r s  of Scr ip ture  wrote out of the i r  own cul tural  s e t -  
ting and f o r  t he i r  own day, a p r e m i s e  which a s  f a r  a s  i t  goes i s  i n  substance c o r r e c t .  
The p remise  i s  then employed to  yield the conclusion that the holy w r i t e r s  were  
l imited and fal l ible ,  and the i r  wri t ings  could the re fo re  not be considered a revel-  
ation. But both Bar th  and Bultmann ignore two fac t s  in  stating the i r  p r e m i s e ;  
1. The sac red  w r i t e r s  wrote  a t  the impulse  of the reveal ing God. 2 .  They 
wrote for  ou r  day a s  well  a s  the i r  own (Rom. 15:4), in  fact  some  ofwhat they 
wrote i s  m o r e  understandable i n  ou r  day than in  t he i r s  (1 P e t .  1 1 0 )  The New 
Testament  recognizes  these fundamental  fac t s  when i t  quotes the  Old Testament  
a s  the Word of God and recognizes  i n  the Old Tes tament  prophecies which a r e  
better understood i n  t e r m s  of t he i r  fulfi l lment.  

B ,  The basic methods of higher  c r i t i c i s m  a s  well  a s  many of 
i t s  tenets a r e  a s sumed  by modern  theology when speaking of revelat ion.  In 
genera l  the dogmatic c l a ims  of Scr ip ture  concerning i t s  or igin ,  power and au- 
thority a r e  ignored,  and l i t t le  heed i s  given to Jesus '  attitude and use  of the Old 
Tes tament ,  F o r  ins tance,  Bar th  and Dodd i n  all t he i r  wri t ings  on Scr ip ture  and 
i t s  authority never se r ious ly  cons ider  these  m a t t e r s .  At the s a m e  t ime the Bible 
i s  considered only a human response  to GodTs act ivi ty ,  the product of the 
Church's  theology, which i s  p rec i se ly  what the positive theologians of the nine - 
teenth century taught,  Theology i s  the product of the Church (Cf.  f o r m  c r i t i -  
c i sm:  Bultmann, Schweitzer ,  Schl ier  et a l .  ) .  God i s  not the principium - 
essendi  of theology a s  ou r  old t eache r s  sa id ,  but r a t h e r  we have Paul ' s  theol-  
ogy, John's theology, J a m e s T  theology, e t c .  Abba (op. - ci t .  - 243) r e m a r k s ,  fo r  
instance,  that a t  h i s  convers ion and his  meet ing with P e t e r  t h r e e  y e a r s  l a t e r  
were  the only opportunit ies Paul  had f o r  ' lT rece iv ing" ' t he  Chr i s t ian  tradit ion,  
thus ignoring the apost le ' s  own c la im that he did not "receive"  his  gospel f r o m  
men but f r o m  God and that he spent t h r e e  yea r s  in Arabia  [Gal. 1:12.17). 



Such a procedure involves a l s o  fitti.ng isagogical data  into the natural-  
is t ic  o r  evolutionary development of doctr ine.  Thus,  the book of John i s  not 
authentic, but a Hellenized o r  Gnostic Tendenzschrift  (Schweitzer,  Bultmann) . 
The pastoral  epis t les  a r e  unauthent i .~  because of their  e m p h a s i . ~  upon doctr ine 
which again i s  a la te  Hellenistic o r  "Catholic" development. The psalms of 
David a r e  not authentic because they conflict with datings concerning the e m e r -  
gence of such themes a s  resur rec t ion ,  immorta t l i ty ,  e t c .  Ultimately this pos- 
ition leads often to dis tor ted views concerning Chr is t  Himself,  since He com-  
mitted Himself concerning ce r t a in  books of the Old Testament:  a kenosis 
doctrine i s  taught, o r  adoptionism, o r  J e s u s  i s  called a child of His t ime,  and 
al l  because theologians a r e  committed to the h is tor ico-cr i t ica l  method. Such 
conclusions a s  these mentioned, predicated a s  they a r e  upon natural is t ic  pre-  
suppositions, often become in  tu rn  the predilections behind modern theology's 
view of revelation. 

C. At t imes  a s t range ,  a tomist lc  view of language may account 
for  the attitude of modern  theologians toward the orthodox doctr ine of revelation. 
Reference will be made to the thousands of textual var ian ts  i n  the Bible, to the 
r a the r  loose quotation in  the New Testament  f r o m  the LXX, to the impossibi l -  
i ty of getting to the autographic, texts  of Scr ip ture ,  to the fact  that  we do not 
have the ip s i s s im a verba  of J e s u s ,  o r  to the fact  that  t he re  can  never  be a n  
infallible i n t e rp re t e r  of Scr ipture  (Temple)  - and a l l  to show that the Bible can- 
not be revelation. Let u s  take the absurd reasoning of Heinecken a s  a n  exam- 
ple of this  procedure.  Speaking against  the position that the Bible i s  an  e r r a n t  
revelation, he says ,  "Admittedly, this l eads ,  in every  instance,  to a n  a s s e r t -  
ion about the autographs fo r  which we must  continue to s e a r c h  and which we 
m u s t  t r y ,  f r o m  our  present  manuscr ip ts ,  always to r e s to re  a s  accurately a s  
possible, f o r  i t  i s  p rec ise ly  those sentences and propositions which constitute 
the revelation and without them ( ? )  we would be at  s ea  and we would have no 
knowledge ( ? )  of God o r  of His will and His h e a r t .  (op. c i t .  p .  4 3 ) -  These - - 
words of Heineckenls and the o ther  a rguments  mentioned above a r e  c lass ic  ex- 
ample s of i r re levant  evidence. 

D o  Exis tent ia l ism appea r s  to l ie  behind muc,h that modern  
theology says  in regard to revelation, par t icular ly  i n  respec t  to position A.  
Kar l  Barth i n  his Epistle to the Romans, (p .  10) says  that,  if he has any p re -  

-, - - --- 
supposition, o r  " sys t emt f ,  i t  i s  what Kierkegaard called "'the infinite qualita- 
tive difference' between t ime and eterni ty  in  both  i t s  negative and positive mean-  
ing. 'God i s  in  heaven and you a r e  on ea r th .  \ "  Schubert  Ogden i n  the introduct- 
ion to Bultmannls e s says  in Existence and Fa i th  i s  mos t  insis tent  that  this i s  -- 
precisely Bultmann's point of depar ture  in a l l  his theological endeavor.  Such a 
principle might be pushed to such a t ranscendental  ex t r eme  that even m i r a c l e s  
and the incarnation a r e  denied (Bultmann, but not Bar th  o r  Kierkegaard);  but 
in regard to revelation we can see  that the principle would hard ly  allow for  a 
permanent glven revelation such a s  Scr ip ture .  F o r  then (the argument  goes) 
the absolute f r eedom and sovereignty of God could not be maintained. Bultmann 
i s  m o r e  consistent with this  position than even Bar th .  To h im theological 
thoughts cannot r ep resen t  Cod's thoughts (but cf .  1 Cor .  2:16); they a r e  r a the r  
thoughts of faith,  "thoughts in which fai tht  s understanding of God, the world,  
and man  i s  unfolding i t s e l f . "  (Theology of the NT, Lqlu'on, 1955, 11, 237ff). -- --- 



And theological proposit ions cannot be the object of fa i th ,  but only the expli- 
cation of the understanding of faith., Thus,  t h e r e  s e e m s  to  be no factual know- 
ledge of God a t  a l l ,  except perhaps that  He breaks i n  upon us ( revelat ion)  with 
the kerygma making possible our  authentic existence; but "the theological 
thoughts of the New Tes tament  a r e  the  unfolding of fa i th  itself growing out of 
that new understanding of God, the world,  and m a n  which i s  conferred in  and 
by fa i th--or ,  a s  i t  can  a l so  be phrased:  0u.t of one's  new self-understanding - - - -  
(Bultman's emphas i s ) . "  Hence, fo r  Bultmann revelation,  a s  he says  e lsewhere 
(Existence and Fa i th ,  p. 85.88)  i s  that I a m  given a knowledge of my own exis t -  -. - 
ence,  my immediate  now. Hence, i t  i s  perfect ly  c o r r e c t  f o r  John Macquarr ie  
to descr ibe  Bultmann's concept of theology a s  mere ly  "a kind of phenomenology 
of faith" (An -- Existentialist  Theology, London, 1955, p .  6 ) .  And Schubert  Ogden, 
another Bultmann sympathizer ,  f r ee ly  admi ts  that  Bultmann's conception of 
theology a s  man understanding himself " resu l t s  in  a complete destruct ion of the 
tradit ional Chr i s t ian  conception of 'the h i s tory  of salvation' "(Chris t  Without 
Myth, New York, 1961. p. 36. ) .  Ogden and his  minion a r e  s imply asking us  
to abandon our  Chris t ian faith--that  i s ,  if we want to understand our  human ex- 
i s tence ,  We can only reply with Mundle (op.  c i t .  , 120), "The l o s s  of the r e s u r -  - - 
rection of Chr i s t  brings with i t  the l o s s  of the Chr i s t ian ' s  'understanding of 
exis tence.  ' ' I  

It i s  c l ea r  a t  th i s  point why Barth  and o the r s  will  not follow Bult mann a l l  
the way i n  h i s  ex is ten t ia l i sm.  The l a t t e r  has  chopped Chris t iani ty  away f r o m  
i ts  roots in h i s tory ,  i n  spite of what he says  about the J e s u s  of h i s tory  and the 
kerygma.  This tendency of position A i s  the reason  why many who espouse i t  
somet imes  vee r  toward position B which s e t s  God's revelation in  his tory.  Ad- 
herents  of position B, however,  s ince the i r  position makes revelation nei ther  
dynamic nor  contemporary,  will some t imes  l ean  toward position A. 

Another example of exis tent ia l is t  (Kie-rkegaard) presupposit ions i s  seen 
in  Brunner 's  and Heineckenl s (op.  c i t ,  49)  argument  that  the t radi t ional ,  o r -  -- 
thodox doctrine of revelation spr ings  f r o m  a d e s i r e  f o r  guaranteed cer ta inty.  

111. SOME O F  THE PRACTICAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE 
MODERN VIEW CONCERNING REVELATION 

A. A playing down of the impor tance  of doctr ine in the 
Church,  

B. An uneasy monerg i sm in  position B ,  When we r e f e r  
to a revelation of God in  the pas t ,  th is  i s  God's ac t  exclusively ( e .  g .  the Exodus 
o r  the r e su r r ec t ion ) .  When we make revelation a c t  plus appreciat ion we have a 
divine -human datum. 

C.  Scept i sm.  Posi t ion By operating with the his tor ico-  
c r i t i ca l  method makes i t  difficult o r  impossible  to get a t  the revelatory a c t s  
of God. Temple i s  f r ank  to s a y  concerning J e s u s  "that t h e r e  i s  no single deed 
o r  saying of which we can be perfect ly  s u r e  that He said o r  did prec ise ly  this  
o r  that .  (Bail l ie and Martin,  eqs . Revelation, London, 1937, p ,  114). W, J.  
Phythian-Adams (The Cal l  of I s r ae l ,  p .  64) i s  l e s s  r a d i c a l  he  s ays  "However - - - -  



much they may embcllislk the fac ts ,or  even obscure them in  the interests of 
their particular purpose, a t  hear t  of the i r  narrat ive these facts  remain  a s  a 
solid, resis tant  core ,  the indestructible nucleus of his tor ical  real i ty .  But 
how does he know th i s?  Employing the same methodology Bultmann has come 
to quite different conclusions. 

Let us now examine what G. Ernes t  Wright and Reginald Ful le r  have 
to say in their  book, The Book of the Acts of God, so that we might l ea rn  - - - ---- - 
just how much one can say about the so-called relevatory ac t s  of God when 
the historico-crit ical method i s  applied to the Biblical account. Let us con- 
s ider  the one act  of the resurrec t ion .  According to the authors the r e s u r -  
rection cannot be a n  objective ac t  of his tory in the same sense a s  the cruci-  
fixion of Chris t .  The l a t t e r  event was open to al l  men a s  a n  historical happen- 
ing (Cf.  Tacitus and Josephus) .  But resurrec t ion  i s  "perceived only by the 
people of fai th .  " (p,  14) The r i sen  Chris t  was seen only by a few (Cf. 1 Cor .  
15~5-8 ;  and note the i r relevant  thesis  h e r e ) .  Thus, Eas te r  i s  "not an  arena  
where a historian can operate .  " Only facts  available to  al l  men a r e  the data 
of objective history. We might ask  a t  this point, what his tor ical  event in  
the ancient world i s  available to the his tor ian,  i f  we ask  for  more  evidence 
than offered by reliable wi tnesses?  There i s  in  fact a s  much his tor ical  
evidence for  the resurrec t ion  of Chris t  a s  for  the fact that Caesar  c rossed  
the Rhine. The reason for  the authors '  position can only be due to an  a pr ior i  
prejudice against the miraculous.  The authors  then proceed to call  the r e su r -  
rection a "faith-event", unlike other events,  but "nevertheless r ea l  to the 
Christian community. But we ask ,  i s  the event r e a l ?  Did i t  happen? This 
i s  Paul 's  issue in 1 Cor .  15; he was not speaking mere ly  of what the event 
meant to the Christian community. There was no "historical probleml1 for  
Paul and the other apostles who had seen  the r i sen  Chris t ,  a s  there  seems 
to be for  Wright and Fu l l e r .  The resurrec t ion  was chief i ssue  fo r  Paul 
(Acts 23:6; 24:21), the i ssue  which caused him so much trouble.  To a non- 
Christian He i s  pictured in Acts a s  a so r t  of narrow-minded fundamental- 
i s t  who refused to demythologize. Contrary to Bultmann, this was just 
where the offense lay (Acts 26.8). Wright and Fuller  say that the r e su r rec t -  
ion means Christ  i s  alive,  not dead; and finally they make their  position quite 
c lear  when they conclude that language like "raised on the third day", "ascen- 
sion", "going up", "sitting a t  the right Hand of God" a r e  simply "products of 
the situation", "temporal language of the f i r s t  century Chris t ians.  To us 
they a r e  symbols of deep truth and nothing more" .  All this i s  S t rauss  
redivivus. Hence, we can only conclude that the most  significant event in 
Christ 's  l ife,  that event by which He i s  declared to be God's Son, by which 
He spoiled principalities and powers,  which renders  our  preaching and our 
faith something other than vain, that event upon which the t ruth of the ent i re  
Christian religion depends, perhaps never actually happened. We might r e -  
member that Bultmann too makes the resurrec t ion  a myth, Brunner denies 
the open tomb, Niebuhr makes the resurrec t ion  supra-his tor ical .  On one 
point we must be perfectly c lear :  i t  i s  not f o r  his tor ico-cr i t ical  methodolo- 
gical reasons that modern theologians cannot accept the resurrec t ion  of 
Chris t ,  but because of a n  his tor ico-cr i t ical  metaphysical predisposition. 
Surely this i s  building a theology on the sands of ut ter  scept icism. If theol- 
ogy is  based on revelation, and we cannot be su re  of any ac t  of God's revela- 
tion, what i s  there left for  theology to talk about except eternal  t ruths 



(Strauss ,  Hegel) o r  my understanding of my  own existence (Bultmann) ? 

D o  A re t r ea t  into myst ic i sm i s  often the resu l t  of both posi- 
t ions.  When the acids  of his tor ical  science have eaten away a t  the roots of 
God's revelation i n  his tory there  i s  no other  direct ion to go. Thus,  we see  
modern theologians appealing to Kie rkegaard with his  emphas is  upon sub- 
jective t ruth,  employing the Kantian phenomenal -noumenal categories  (e . g . 
Chris t  of fa i th--Jesus of h i s t o r y ;  h i s tory  and supe r  h is tory)  and his  "ideas 
of reasont1  which a r e  totally above al l  empir ica l  verification ( i t  i s  t r u e ) ,  
but a r e  a l so  outside the ve ry  r e a l m  of the empir ica l ,  i , e ,  the h is tor ica l .  
We might reca l l  that  i t  was only one s tep  f r o m  Kant to the Neo-Kantians with 
their  rejection of the noumenal, thus resul t ing i n  a belief in a god who does 
not exis t ,  I s  a l l  th is  real ly  so f a r  f r o m  A. Ritschl who spoke of Jesus  a s  
the Son of God (Wertur te i l )  but denied His deity o r  said i t  didn't m a t t e r ?  
Is i t  even so f a r  removed f r o m  the pragmat i sm of John Dewey with his un- 
bounded confidence in  empi r i c i sm and his "faith" in  a god who does not 
ex i s t ?  We a r e  not accusing a l l  these  modern  theologians of P ragmat i sm 
o r  Kantianism, although many (even Barth)  a r e  patterning the i r  theology 
according to Kantt s t r a  nscendental aes the t ic .  We a r e  m e  r e ly  attempting 
to show the var ious d i r e c t i o ~ s  which modern  theology with i t s  doctr ine of 
revelation i s  taking. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

It i s  not within the purview of this  study to offer refutation 
of the ideas  of modern theology on the subject of revelation, although in  
my previous analysis I have a t  t imes  indicated the direct ion ou r  answer  
must  take.  However, a concluding r e m a r k  might be made l e s t  our  study 
seem to end hanging in  a i r ,  

In replying to Neo-orthodoxy we must  go back to the basic conviction 
of the Lutheran Church and of h i s tor ic  Christianity that the Sacred Scrip-  
t u re s  a r e  not mere ly  metonymically o r  metaphorical ly  o r  hyberbolically, 
but, a s  ou r  old theologians have said,  ve re  e& propr ie  God's Word, the - -  
product of God's breath (theopneustos), the ut terances of ve ry  God (ta - 
logia tou theou) . --- 

What does this  m e a n ?  It has  the mos t  profound meaning and signif- 
icance fo r  the Church, not only f o r  h e r  theology, but f o r  h e r  l ife and ac t -  
ivity, Chr is t  said we live by His Word, His words a r e  sp i r i t  and l ife - 
(John $:%3) The Scr ip tures  a s  the words of God's mouth a r e  able (duna- 
mena)  to make us wise unto salvation through faith in  Chr is t  J e s u s  (2  T i m .  
3:15). A1 1 the things we say  about Scr ip ture ,  i t s  power,  i t s  authori ty ,  i t s  
perfection (opheleia),  i t s  iner rancy ,  a r e  predicated by vir tue of i t s  
divine or igin,  i t s  inner  nature  ( forma)  a s  God's Word. 

Now what does a word d o ?  What i s  i t s  usual function? It i s  to com- 
municate, to evoke, to  move, to revea l .  My words a r e  the revelation of 
my  hea r t .  Chr i s t ,  the hypostatic Word, who i s  "with GodM (John 1:1), who 
i s  "in the bosom of the Father" ,  He reveals  God (John 1:18), And the pro-  
phetic and apostolic Word which on i t s  own testimony (Matt .  4:4; Rom 3:2; 



2 T im.  316) proceeds f r o m  the mouth of God revea ls  God. Scr ipture  i s  
revelation. How naive f o r  theologians to speak of Scr ipture  a s  God's Grd 
and then to deny that i t  i s  a revelation! 

THE HISTORICO-CRITICAL METHOD 

PROBLEM I1 

It i s  not possible to  offer any adequate discussion of the so-called 
"his tor ico-cr i t ical  methodfr  in a study such a s  th i s .  And i t  i s  difficult to  
proffer even a definition of the rfmethod".  We cannot define i t  mere ly  a s  
the c r i t i ca l  use of a l l  the helps available (his tor ical ,  archeological,  ling- 
uis t ic ,  e t c .  ) in  aiding Scripture  study. F o r  i n  such a case  Luther ,  Flacius  
and Calov would have occupied the front  ranks among proponents of the 
"method". It was r a the r  a n  approach which could not have originated in  
Luther 's  day o r  even in  Calov's which sti l l  possessed  a pre-scient i f ic  world 
view and which had no insight into the canons of modern his tor ical  sc ience ,  
The "methodrf was born i n  the period of ra t ional ism (when mi rac l e s  and the 
inspiration of Scr ipture  were  r a the r  generally questioned by scholars )  and 
i t  was weaned on the milk of Wolffian and Kantian philosophy, There  i s  no 
need to  go into the contributions of the p r e c u r s o r s  of the "method1', like 
Spinoza, Lessing,  and Chris t ian Wolff, o r  even of i t s  ea r l i e s t  proponents, 
Eichhorn, De Wette, Kuenen, Graf ,  S t r auss  and Baur .  It i s  enough to 
mention a couple of points which these  scholars  had in common and which 
influenced their  study of the Scr ip tures :  1) a l l  were  influenced heavily by 
the emergent  his tor ical  c r i t i c i sm and w e r e  convinced that i t  must be applied 
indiscriminantly to Scr ipture ,  2) a l l  shared  in a new and f r e e r  view concern- 
ing the Bible and revelation. Without these two developments t he re  would 
never have been a n  f 'h is tor ico-cr i t ical  methodf1 i n  the modern  s e n s e ,  One 
of the f i r s t  theologians to  break with the old view that Scr ipture  was reve la-  
tion was Sigmund Baumgarten.  (1706-57). He failed to understand the 
orthodox view that Scr ipture  was only one mode of revelation, and represented 
the older  view a s  identifying revelation and inspirat ion.  To him the Bible was 
mere ly  the foundation o r  original source  (Urkunde) of revelat ion.  Baumgarten 
was followed by Johan Semler  (1725-91), usually considered the fa ther  of modern 
Biblical c r i t i c i sm.  Semler  severed the Word of God and the Scr ip tures .  
Scripture was relevant,  i t  became the Word of God, when and insofar  a s  i t  
spoke to the internal  life of man; and only then could one speak of the insp i ra -  
tion of Scr ip ture .  Two points might be noted a t  this  juncture 1 ,  We notlce 
the close resemblance between this  view and that of Neo-orthodoxy today. 
2 .  Semler  was a thorough going rationalist :  he denied the superna tura l ,  
i .  e ,  mi rac l e s  and predictive prophecy; and he insis ted that all theologies 
were  mere ly  at tempts  to apprehend the t ru th .  Such rat ional is t ic  tenets we r e ,  
according to Semle r ,  a necessa ry  pre-understanding fo r  the c o r r e c t  approach 
to the Bible: the authority of Scr ipture  a s  the authori ty  of v e r y  God must be 
denied before Scr ipture  can be studied cr i t ical ly  l ike other  books. This attitude 
was ca r r i ed  over  by Vatke (a Hegelian),  Kuenen, Bauer  e t  a l .  a l l  of whom - - 
denied a t  the outset  of the i r  studies the divine or igin and unique cha rac t e r  of 
I s rae l ' s  theology. One thing Semler  seemed to  have in  common with the m o r e  
modern pract i t ioners  of the "method1f.  He cared  where the t tmethod'l  was 
leading him.  Kuenen and Wellhausen did not s e e m  to c a r e .  But all found 



themselves in the same cul-de-sac,  theological scept ic i sm.  Like Les sing, - - -  
Fichte and Kant, Semler  retreated into mora l i sm af te r  he had applied his 
rationalism to the Scriptures .  We s t i l l  see  his  legacy in Harnack and modern- 
i s m .  Today such mora l i sm i s  out of s tyle ,  due to Existent ia l ism and our  
present  Zeitgeist .  But this  in no way signifies a r e tu rn  to orthodoxy. Theol- 
ogy today with i t s  existentialist  jargon and i t s  emphasis  upon paradox, sub- 
jective t ru th ,  man's exis tence,  but without any f i r m  basis  in a revealed Word 
of God, i s  not the articulation and communication of a doctrina divina but i s  
mere ly  the facade of a latent subjectivism o r  myst ic i sm o r  even scept icism 
(Bultmann, Tillich, Brunner) .  And man theologizes no longer to represent  
facts  about God and His will and His mighty ac ts  (and this means r ea l  a c t s ) ,  - 
but to evoke, o r  to re la te  to ,  e tc .  (Bultmann).  

F r o m  this  brief introduction to  the "method" I should l ike next to turn  
to an example of this "method" a t  work.  I choose a s  my example "form crit- 
ic ism" a s  i t  has  been applied to the synoptic gospels .  What i s  f o r m  c r i t i c i sm?  
What i s  i t s  background? i t s  point of depa r tu re?  i t s  purpose ? Conservative 
Lutherans a r e  practicing i t  to some extent? Is  this leg i t imate?  Is it f ru i t -  
fu l?  I s  i t  w i s e ?  Let m e  examine the method a s  applied by one of i t s  most  
notable exponents, Rudolf Bultmann. I choose Bultmann deliberately because 
he i s  such a radical practi t ioner of the method, and a c r i t ica l  analysis  of his 
system will not reflect on anyone in ou r  c i r c l e s ,  I a lso make Bultmann my 
foil because his sys tem i s  consistent and c l ea r  and he spel ls  out his  under- 
lying a s  sumptions . 

F o r m  cr i t ic i sm,  according to Bultmann i s  the attempt to isolate and 
analyze the various types of traditional mater ia l s  dealing with Chr is t ' s  life 
and message .  These f o r m s ,  o r  types,  a r e  the following: (Cf.  fo r  the follow- 
ing F. C.  Grant,  F o r m  - Cri t ic i sm,  Chicago, 1934, a l so  "The New Approach 
to the Synoptic Problem" in JR 111, (1926) p. 337 f f .  ) . a .  Miracle S tor ies .  - 
These a r e  stock s to r i e s ,  taken over  f r o m  Hellenistic mirac le  nar ra t ives  and 
having the same basic s t ruc ture  throughout. b. Apothegms ., These a r e  
hero sayings, o r  controversial  u t te rances ,  often given in the f o r m  of a counter 
response to a question o r  in  the f o r m  of a brief parable .  These sayings a r e  
for  the most  par t  unauthentic. The context and sett ing i s  always ficti t ious.  
F o r  instance, the disciples1 not fasting (Mk.2:25-26;: 7:l-g ,a$ l a t e r  e iplained 
and justified by words put into the mouth of J e s u s .  Such apothegms a s  the 
calling of the disciples ,  the widow's mite ,  the conversation with Mary and 
Martha a r e  creations of the l a t e r  Chris t ian community. 
c .  Parabolic Sayings. The parables  a r e  difficult to make out because of 
the impossible setting into which the evangelists place them. F o r  instance, 
the original sense of the parable of the tower- builder, the new wine' in old 
skins,  the mustard seed ,  and the leaven cannot be known. The evangelists 
often misunderstood them (Juel icher) .  Most of the parables  a r e  not authen- 
t ic ,  and a r e  often given contrary interpretat ions by the different evangelists.  
They a r e  "worked over  under the faith of the communityt1.  Often the original 
meaning has been utterly changed. 
d .  P rove rbs .  These a r e  aphor isms which (we would ag ree )  a r e  obviously 
not charac ter i s t ic  of Je sus  and which Bultmann concludes to be the l eas t  



authentic of a l l .  

e .  Apocalyptic Sayings. These  a r e  often authentic In substance,  but usually 
l a t e r  supplementation and Christ ianization has  been made .  
f .  Legal Sayings. The r e su l t s  of th i s  c r i t i c i s m  in  re fe rence  to J e s u s '  preach-  
ing and life a r e  the following: 1) We gain a consistent represen ta t ion  of J e sus '  
h is tor ic  message ,  but neve r  i n  any c a s e  do we have positive evidence of au- 
thenticity. 2) Cer ta in  events in  Chr i s t ' s  l ife,  a s  recorded  by the evangel is ts ,  
a r e  h i s tor ica l  (e .  g .  the baptism by John, the crucifixion),  However,  the ac -  
companying c i rcumstances  to the s e  events and many othe r significant events 
which the evangelists  record  a r e  m e r e l y  the resu l t  of "pious fancy". This  i s  
the ca se  with the weeping women who speak to  J e s u s  when He c a r r i e s  His c r o s s ,  
the death of Judas ,  the washing of Pi la te ' s  hands.  These a r e  embel l ishments  
to enhance the death of J e s u s  a s  a world- t ransforming catas t rophe ( ! ) .  Again 
the r e su r r ec t ion  i s  a f ict ion composed "under the influence of devout imagina-  
tion" and i t  shows "how active the Chr i s t ian  imagination has  been". The t r ans -  
f iguration i s  m e r e l y  another  r e su r r ec t ion  na r r a t ive .  Other pure  legends a r e  
Jesus '  entrance into J e r u s a l e m ,  P e t e r ' s  draught  of f i shes ,  the miraculous  
bir th  of J e s u s  and the g r e a t  commiss ion .  

What about these  conclusions ? They s e e m  to be quite consis tent  and 
convincing, if we ag ree  with the assumptions which l i e  behind f o r m  c r i t i c i s m .  - 
Predicat ing e i ther  a two source  theo ry  o r  a four  ( s ix)  source  theory  (S t ree te r ) ,  
the assumptions a r e  four  i n  number .  1) Mark ,  the ea r l i e s t  of the gospels ,  i s  
dominated by a dogmatic conception of J e s u s .  Consequently we can know no- 
thing f r o m  Mark (and therefore  a l so  f r o m  Matthew and Luke) concerning the 
course  of Chr i s t ' s  activity o r  of His Messianic  consciousness .  2) Q a s  well 
a s  the l a t e r  documents grew out of the  pr imit ive Church (Wellhausen),  which 
was steeped in  prejudice and therefore  unreliable concerning Chr i s t ' s  teaching. 

3) Even the ethical  teachings of the gospels ,  although they may be t raced  to  
J e s u s ,  a r e  basically the product of the e a r l y  Church.  4 )  All that  we have 
behind the gospels  a r e  brief single sayings with the context and backgound 
given them edi tor ia l ly .  The set t ings  a r e  never  h i s to r i ca l .  Corre la t ive  t o  
these four  points a r e  the assumpt ions  that  1) the  t h r e e  synoptic gospels  grew 
out of Greek Chris t iani ty ,  and 2) that  a n  "enormous dist inction" obtained be- 
tween the Palestinian.. Jewish idea  of J e s u s  a s  Messiah and the Hellenist ic-  
Gentile idea of J e s u s  a s  Lord ,  a doctr inal  difference which i s  discernible  
throughout the gospels .  

But t he re  a r e  assumptions behind these  professed assumpt ions .  And 
when we c l ea r ly  d i s c e r n  these  underlying postulates we g r a s p  the r e a l  basis  
of Bultmann's sys t em.  The postulates a r e  c l ea r ly  t h ree  i n  number .  1) A- 
Naturalist ic World-View . This postulate i s  c l ea r ly  stated in  Bultman's -- 
programmat ic  e s s a y ,  entitled "New Tes tament  and Mythology" (Kerygma 
und Mythos, Hamberg ,  1948, I, 15ff) i n  which he says  that  modern  man  can-  - 
not accept the  mythical cosmology, soteriology, eschatology o r  s ac ramen t -  
ology of the New Tes tament ,  and this because of h i s  knowledge and m a s t e r y  
of the world (Cf. a l s o  h i s  l a t e r  e s s a y ,  J e sus  Chr i s t  and Mythology. New York, --- 
1958.) F r o m  such a presupposit ion we can  s e e  that  i t  i s  a sho r t  s tep  to  i n t e r -  
preting some teaching o r  event i n  the  New Tes tament  a s  a borrowing f r o m  a 
Hellenistic myth. And this  i s  hard ly  doing violence to the New Tes tament  on 



Bultmann's t e r m s ,  for  only the "kerygma" of the New Testament i s  to be 
accepted, not the mythology. 2 )  An Evolutionary Theory of the Development - P d -  

of Doctrine (Hegelian and Wellhausen fashion).  It i s  simply taken for  granted - - 
that the Bible contains contrar ies ,  discrepancies  and contradictions (e  . g. be - 
tween the synoptists,  and between John and the synoptists),  Without this a s -  
sumption we would be back in the pre- form-cr i t ica l  days.  At the s a m e  time i t  
i s  taken fo r  granted that the theology of Paul and John, fo r  instance, a r e  their  
own insights into God, the world, and human existence, insights taken often 
f rom their  thought world, the i r  cul ture,  but a l so  f r o m  foreign cul tures .  The 
possibility of God direct ly revealing theology to the evangelists and apostles 
i s  perhaps granted by certain conservative pract i t ioners  of f o r m  cr i t ic i sm,  
but i s  never  made a viable hypothesis f o r  understanding and interpreting a 
text. Thus, we see the inerrancy and the verbal inspiration of Scripture r e -  
jected and therefore invalidated a s  principles to be observed in interpreting 
Scripture.  3 )  An Historico-Critical Approach to Scr ip ture .  It i s  assumed 
that the Bible must  be read and a s s e s s e d  according to the same canons of 
historical science a s  all  other wr i t ings .  This simple postulate of Bultmann's 
i s  shared by most  of Biblical theology today. Lip serv ice  may be paid a t  
t imes to the "divine side" of Scripture,  but the his tor ian studies i t  a s  a human 
document ar is ing out of i ts  own cultural and religious cl imate,  not a s  the Word 
of God. We must go into this presupposition a l i t t le m o r e  closely a s  i t  i s  
advanced by Bultmann. 

F i r s t ,  we notice that Bultmann absolutizes his tor ical  science a s  a 
principle of hermeneutics .  He insis ts  that no dogmatic presuppositions can 
be held a s  one approaches and in terpre ts  the Scriptures  (Cf.  "Is Exegesis 
without Presuppositions Possible ?I1 in Existence and Fai th,  p .  Z89ff). F o r  -- 
instance, we cannot ope rate with any dogmatic opinion ~ g a r d i n g  Jesus '  
Messianic self-consciousness.  We cannot be guided by t h e  prejudice that the 
evangelists Matthew and John we r e  Jesus '  disciples and therefore offer a 
basically accurate  account of things,  In arguing against such assumptions 
Bultmann betrays some assumptions of his own. But apa r t  f rom this ,  he 
argues that any prejudice concerning Chr is t ' s  Messianic self-consciousness 
would be exhibited by historical r e sea rch ,  and that a l l  knowledge "of a his-  
tor ical  kind i s  subject to discussion1' ,  and therefore  an open question. Here 
he i s  c lear ly operating with a philosophical p re -  supposition of g e a t  magnitude, 
the principle of Leibnitz, Kant and Lessing that nothing i n  the r ea lm of his tory 
can yield cer tain t ruth,  conclusions which can be absolutely t rus ted ,  To this 
proton pseudos of , ,modern theology I shall re turn  l a t e r ,  Yet i n  spite of the 
inherent scept icism behind such a conceit, Bultmann in  Promethean fashion 
says ,  "The one presupposition that cannot be dismissed i s  the historical - 
method (his emphasis)  of interrogating the tex t .  Indeed, exegesis  a s  the 
interpretation of his tor ical  texts i s  a par t  of the science of h is tory ."  

Now what i s  this his tor ical  method which i s  necessary  fo r  the co r rec t  
study of Scripture.  Is i t  mere ly  the use of ru les  of g r a m m a r  and interpreta-  
tion, the finding of the his tor ical  conditions behind the text,  the studying of 
contemporary l i te ra ture ,  e t c .  No doubt i t  is a l l  t h i s ,  
But he then proceeds to make the significant statement,  "The his tor ical  method 
includes the presupposition that his tory i s  a unity i n  the sense of a closed con- 
tinuum of effects in which individual events a r e  connected by the succession of 

, cause and effect1'. In other  words,  there i s  again a mighty presupposition 



behind the presupposition; namely the p remise  of a closed universe.  All must 
be interpreted according to this postulate.  Lis ten to more :  "This closedness 
means that the continuum of his tor ical  happenings cannot be rent  by the in te r -  
ference of the supernatural ,  transcendent powers and that therefore there i s  
no 'miracle '  in this sense  of the word" (292). It i s  e lementary in understand- 
ing Bultmann to recognize that every  t i ssue  of his  exegesis and Biblical theol- 
ogy (e . g.  his discussions of eschatology) emanates  f r o m  this  postulate, every-  
thing goes back to this p remise ,  Bultmann has made his tor ical  science a norm 
fo r  -doctrine: fo r  him there  can be no dogmatical t ruth which runs against  his-  
tor ical  truth.. No theological doctrine can run against the conclusions of the 
his to r ian  . 

Second, in analyzing Bultmann's his tor ical  approach we must re turn  to 
what must  be considered a desperate  aspect  of his sys t em,  namely his position 
(like Leibnitz, Kant and Hume) that his tor ical  t ruth i s  only contingent, never 
more than probable---;a view which when applied to Scripture can only lead to 
scept icism.  Thus, a doctrine based on an  his tor ical  event o r  connected with 
one (atonement, justification, baptism, Lord 's  Supper) can  never  be cer ta in .  
Such a position disturbed Kierkegaard,  and drove Bar th  to his n ~ v e l  (myst ic)  
idea of revelation, and i t  d r ives  Bultmann fur ther ,  a s  we shall  s ee .  At any 
rate  i t  i s  docetic.  Bultmann refuses  to t t t i e t t  his faith to t t r e su l t s  of his tor i -  
cal  r e s e a r c h t t  (Fai th  and Existence, p. 4), and this in effect means his tor ical  -- 
events.  But we would ins is t  that faith i s  tied to his tor ical  events,  events which 
a r e  secure  before and apa r t  f r o m  his tor ical  r e s e a r c h .  In this sense our  faith 
i s  tied to something not scientifically verifiable. According to Bultmann dog- 
matic t ruth and his tor ic  t ruth a r e  no longer linked and interdependent a s  in 
traditional theology, Summing up, we might say  that Bultmann has  done the 
following: 1. He has made the his tor ical  method the presupposition fo r  in te r -  
rogating the Scr ip tures .  2. He has  assumed that his tory cannot offer one any- 
thing cer tain to which one can tie his faith.  3 .  F r o m  the di lemma into which he 
thus places himself he r e t r e a t s  to  Existent ia l ism.  And Existential  interpreta-  
tion, which prescr ibes  that religious documents must  be read a s  answering the 
so-called existentiell question, becomes another presupposition to reading and 
understanding the Scriptures  (though not of f o r m  c r i t i c i sm) .  But by this s tep 
he has not quite solved the problem raised by his three  f o r m e r  presuppositions: 
even Existentialism makes one thing factual and the re fore  his tor ical  and contin- 
gent, namely the encounter with God. 

Bultmann and his  a d m i r e r s  a r e  insistent that he has  no relation to the 
older Bewusstseinstheologie of Schleiermacher  and Ritschl and that his Itself 
understandingt1 bears  no resemblance to  Les  sing's t imeless  t ruths  of reason.  
It i s  t rue  that Bultmann's Existent ia l ism i s  unlike the older  Libera l i sm in  
that i t  i s  not rationalistic,  moral is t ic  and ontologically ideal is t ic .  But the 
anti- supernatural is t ic  world view (Cf.  Schleie rmacher ,  The Chris t ian Fai th,  - - 
1831, the approach toward Scripture a s  a human product, the his tor ical  scepti-  
c i sm (Kantian or ientated)  a r e  quite the s a m e .  And what i s  therefore important 
i s  that f o r  essentially the same  reasons  the principles of the Chris t ian religion 
(formal and mater ia l )  a r e  destroyed,  Actually Bultmann can offer no good 
reason (Myth and Christianity) f o r  men like J a s p e r s ,  Kamlah and Buri  not going -- 
the one shor t  s tep  beyong him to an  existentialist  self - commitment not dependent 
upon the Chris t  event, o r  fo r  not demythologizing the kerygma i tself .  Why not?  



The kerygma i s  mere ly  the res idue of myth which ought to be deal t  with l ike  a l l  
other myths (KuM 11, 85ff. ) .  Who i s  Bultmann to s a y  that  the kerygma i s  the - 
kernel  and nothing e l se  ? The s a m e  l eap  into authentic exis tence ( J a s p e r s )  may 
occur without the specific Chr i s t ian  kerygma.  

But l e t  us r e t u r n  now to Bultmann's f o r m  c r i t i c i sm and the th ree  under-  
lying postulates of the method. And may I make a few persona l  comment s .  

1. It i s  a question whether without a )  a natural is t ic  world view, 
b) a developmental theory concerning doc t r ine ,  and c )  the insis tence that 
Scr ipture  i s  in  every  way l ike  other  l i t e r a tu re  and mus t  therefore  be t reated 
according to the canons of h i s tor ica l  sc ience- - i t  i s  a question whether without 
these postulates the four a s  sumptions underlying f o r m  c r i t i c i s m  (outlined above) 
could pos siblY have been made .  In o ther  words ,  take away these basic postulates 
and you have a method with no bas i s ,  a supe r s t ruc tu re  without a foundation. Deny 
these postulates,  and there  s e e m s  to be l i t t le  purpose in  going behind the gospels ,  
l i t t le purpose i n  f o r m  c r i t i c i s m .  And deny these  postulates we mus t .  

2. It might be said  that  f o r m  c r i t i c i s m  cannot be harmful  since i t  i s  
only a method. Since i t  s tands f o r  no conclusions i t  will not affect doctr ine.  
Such a view I believe i s  both naive and con t r a ry  to  the f ac t s .  On the basis  of 
the method Bultmann and Dibelius conclude that  we can  know p r a c t i c a l l , ~  nothing 
about the person  and life of J e s u s .  Bultmann says  ( J e s u s  and the Word, p .  8 ) ,  --- P 

"1 do indeed think that  we can  know a lmos t  nothing concerning the l ife and pe r -  
sonality of J e s u s ,  since the ea r ly  Chr i s t ian  sou rces  show no in t e r e s t  in  e i t he r ,  
a r e  moreover  f ragmentary  and often legendary; and other  sou rces  about J e s u s  
do not e x i s t , "  Cr i t i ca l  r e s e a r c h  shows u s ,  he s a y s ,  that what we have concern- 
ing Je sus  i s  "fantastic and roman t i c t f .  Such a r e  the a s s u r e d  conclusions which 
the method r e n d e r s .  Surely t he re  a r e  fundamental  dogmatic and Christological  
implications h e r e ,  But significantly these conclusions a r e  i n  pa r t  the ve ry  a s -  
sumptions which underlie the method. The f o r m  cr i t i ca l  method was originally 
outlined by W .  Wrede and K.  L. Schmidt who worked with the assumption that  
Jesus  did not think of Himself a s  the Chr i s t ,  and the w r i t e r  of Mark (the f i r s t  
of ou r  presen t  gospels t o  be wri t ten)  constructed a theme whereby Jesus  gradu-  
ally revealed His Messiahship.  I s  i t  any wonder that  D o  M. Bail l ie,  whose 
Christology i s  none too s t rong,  could be frightened and ca l l  the sys t em "histor-  
ical  r ad i ca l i smt f  ? "We may be disposed to  wonder",  Baillie s a y s ,  "whether 
this i s  a ca se  of making a vir tue of necess i ty  and cutting the pa t te rn  of Chr i s t -  
ology according to the shrunken sloth of h i s tor ica l  ma te r i a l  which i s  a l l  that  an  
impar t ia l  F o r m  Cr i t i c i sm l eaves ,  o r  whether on the o ther  hand i t  i s  m e r e l y  
another example of a professedly impar t ia l  c r i t i c i s m  being controlled by 
cer ta in  theological prejudices  ; o r  whether perhaps both of these  f o r c e s ,  being 
inseparable ,  a r e  acting and react ing on each  other"  (God Was in Chr i s t ,  1948, - --- 
p. 26) .  

3 .  But perhaps by making Bultmann m y  foil I have appeared to become 
i r re levant  to the si tuation i n  o u r  Church: no one in ou r  c i r c l e s  follows such 
radical ism,  and the re  a r e  o the r  prac t i t ioners  of f o r m  c r i t i c i sm who come f a r  
shor t  of Bultmann's conclusions.  I would m e r e l y  a s k ,  however, whether these 
f o r m  c r i t i c s  have any reason  f o r  not going a l l  the way with Bultmann, unless  
i t  be a ma t t e r  of persona l  t a s t e  o r  unless  dogmatic presupposit ions (which a r e  
condemned by the method) ac t  a s  some s o r t  of cont ro l ,  F o r  ins tance,  could 



there  be any r eason  f o r  holding to  a two na ture  doctr ine and to the r e s u r r e c t -  
ion of Chr i s t ,  a s  Vincent  Tavlor  does (The P e r s o n  of Chr i s t  i n  the  New Tes ta -  - -- -- - - 
ment Teaching, London, 1958), and a t  the s a m e  t ime making the Virgin Bir th  
his tor ical ly  improbable and other  New Tes tament  m i r a c l e s  probable only to  
varying deg rees  ? Would not the  method imply a m o r e  consis tent  application 
than t h i s ?  It s e e m s  that  Taylor  i s  working on the principle of the in t r ins ic  a s  
well a s  the chronological  p r ior i ty  of Mark .  But i n  the end his questioning of 
the Virgin Bi r th  i s  not due p r imar i ly  to the fact  that  only the l a t e r  evangelists  
speak of i t ,  but (following Brunner)  he f ee l s  t he re  a r e  no compelling dogmatic 
reasons  fo r  holding onto i t .  But i n  the c a s e  of the r e su r r ec t ion  i t  i s  a different 
m a t t e r ,  In sho r t ,  the r ea son  f o r  his  apparent  inconsistency i s  due to  a n  adhe r -  
ence to the Church's  c r eeda l  s t a t emen t s .  But such s ta tements  can only be based 
upon Scr ip ture .  This br ings  u s  to a question which I believe i s  quite relevant:  
Can one legit imately subscr ibe  to the Confessions of the Lutheran  Church and 
a t  the s ame  t ime work with an h i s tor ico-cr i t i ca l  method of interpret ing Scr ip-  
tu re  which i s  markedly  and admittedly d i s s i m i l a r  f r o m  the exegetical  procedure 
employed by the w r i t e r s  of the Lutheran  Confessions ? If s o ,  i n  what s ense  does 
he make a quia subscr ipt ion to  the Symbols ? - 

4 .  The re  a r e  natural ly  definite modifications of the method of f o r m  
c r i t i c i s m ,  Some of the assumptions of Bultmann and Dibelius a r e  not granted 
by more  conservative exponents of the method, e . g .  the Gnostic influence on 
the New Tes tament ,  the dogmatic bias of Mark .  C.  H,  Dodd d i sag rees  with 
Bultmann on one ve ry  important  point: he holds (History and the Gospel, -- 
London, 1938) that  the gospels mus t  be read  a s  h i s tor ica l  documents a s  well 
a s  a p reachment .  And he believes i n  the miraculous .  F o r  ins tance,  he gran ts  
a p r ima  facie  ca se  f o r  Matthew's s to ry  of the Nativity, the flight into Egypt, -- 
and Judas' betrayal  f o r  th i r ty  pieces  of s i l ve r  being authentic..  In such c a s e s  
his tor ical  m e m o r y  s t i l l  controlled the s to r i e s  concerning Chr i s t .  But the 
s tory  of the coin in  the f i shes  mouth (Matt .  1 7 ~ 2 4 )  i s  a l a t e r  accre t ion .  The 
blind man of Bethsaida,  the dumb m a n  of Decapolis and the s to ry  of the Gadar- 
ene swine a r e  probably not h i s tor ica l  (because they a r e  s i m i l a r  to non-Chris t ian 
popular t a l e s ) ,  whereas  the withered hand and the paralyt ic  probably w e r e .  Now 
it  might appear  that  Dodd i s  using the s a m e  method a s  Bultrnann but does  not 
sha re  all  h is  presupposi t ions ,  that  i s  to  s ay ,  believing i n  the miraculous  he does  
not hold to  a natural is t ic  world view, although he goes along with Bultmann's 
other two presupposi t ions .  F o r  this  r ea son  he natural ly  comes  up with a dif- 
fe ren t  s e t  of conclusions f r o m  Bultmann. However,  if a l l  t h r ee  postulates 
were  abandoned by Dodd he would come to s t i l l  different conclusions,  namely 
that f o r m  c r i t i c i sm i s  not a ve ry  fruitful  bus iness .  But the gnawing question 
remains  in  re fe rence  to Dodd: i s  he not a t  l e a s t  a t  t i m e s  operat ing with a l l  of 
Bultmann's presupposit ions ? It would s e e m  that the s ame  h is tor ica l  canons 
which prompt  h im to re jec t  ce r t a in  m i r a c l e  s to r i e s  would apply with equal fo rce  
to the Virgin Bir th  which he accepts  and the r e su r r ec t ion  which he a l so  accepts  
(but never  adequately d e s c r i b e s ) .  And this  l eads  us  to the g rea t  weakness  in  
f o r m  cr i t i c i sm:  t h e r e  a r e  no cont ro ls ,  To deny the actual i ty  of some  mi rac l e s  
and not o thers  recorded in Scr ipture  i s  a n  a r b i t r a r y  business ,  as ide  f r o m  the 
fact  that one i s  making e i ther  a n  un-Chris t ian world view o r  h i s tor ica l  sc ience 
a n o r m  i n  such m a t t e r s  . 

5 .  It i s  difficult to see  how the f o r m  cr i t i ca l  p r o g r a m  can be made  
compatible with the sola s c r ip tu ra  pr inciple .  The p r i m e  purpose of the pro-  - 
g r a m  i s  to  get behind the gospels in  o r d e r  to know m o r e  cer ta inly about the 



activity and message  of J e s u s .  Thus the presentation i n  the gospels i s  assumed 
to be somehow unreliable,  o r  a t  best unauthentic. This i s  certainly a debasement 
of Scripture a s  the principium cognoscendi, a s  the only and absolute source of 
theology. It might be argued that the f o r m  cr i t ica l  method only enables us to un- - 
derstand Scripture better;  and there  i s  no doubt that such a claim i s  s incere and 
consistent when predicated upon the assumptions behind the method i tself .  How- 
eve r ,  if employed by one who consciously and consistently holds to the sola - 
scr ip tura  principle, i t  i s  difficult to see  how the method can lead to anything: 
if  Ur-Markus and Q and M and L a r e  constructed purely on the basis of the gospels 
a s  we have them (and so f a r  a s  I know there  i s  no external evidence for  them), and 
these hypothetical documents in turn  serve  to render  more intelligible the gospels,  
we a r e  faced with a procedure which, although interesting, i s  real ly quite s te r i le  
of truly theological i ssue ,  inasmuch a s  the procedure i s  s t r ic t ly  idem per  idem. - -- 
The reason why proponents of the method do in fact a r r i v e  a t  definite and impor-  - 
tant conclusions can only be due to the fact that they have here  and there  in their  
circuit  stopped to introduce foreign his tor ical  o r  scientific hypotheses o r  data 
which become decisive and normative fac tors  in their  interpretation. 

The fo rm cr i t ics  a r e  the f i r s t  to ag ree  with what I have said above, that 
the historico-crit ical method a s  they understand i t  and pract ice i t  is not compat- 
ible with the old sola scr ip tura  principle o r  with the verbal inspiration and iner -  - 
rancy of the Scriptures .  They can see that to speak of the contents of the gospels 
in t e r m s  of l a y e r s ,  s t  ra ta ,  erosion,  distillation, reconstruction, conflation, 
supplementation, accret ion,  e t c . ,  i s  hardly conducive of confirming one in the 
old orthodox view of the Bible. I le t  R .  H. Lightfoot speak fo r  them when he says ,  
"So long a s  this view of inspiration prevailed, the four gospels could only be r e -  
garded a s  of equal value, historically and otherwise.  It chanced, however, that 
just a s  this belief began to crumble,  the discovery was made that among the four 
gospels one was quite definitely on a superior  his tor ical  level . . . and the dis-  
covery that there  were good grounds for  finding in St. Mark a chief authority fo r  
the gospel of St. Matthew and St ,  Luke gave birth to the hope that in St. Mark's 
Gospel above a l l  we might hope to discover  the Jesus  of History" (History and - 
Hnterpretation in the Gospels, p. 10, 12. Cf. a lso Dodd, The Authority of the -- -- 
Bible, London, 1928. p.  127; Eberhard Muelle r ,  Conversation on Faith,  Phila- -- 
delphia, 19 6 0 ) .  

THE ECUMENICAL MOVEMENT 

PROBLEM I11 

A .  THE LUTHERAN IDEA OF ECUMENICITY 

By way of preface to this third section of my study I should 
like to direct  your attention to a significant essay  of my colleague, D r .  Boumann, 
a t  the l a s t  Synodical Conference, on the Ecumenical Charac ter  of Lutheran Doct- 
r ine.  He points out there  that Lutheran teaching i s  ecumenical for  a number of 
reasons: 1. because i t  expresses  i t s  oneness with the church of a l l  ages ,  2. 
because it i s  based on an  ecumenical source,  namely the Scriptures ,  3 .  because 
i t  applies to al l  men in  a l l  conditions, 4 .  because it does not become involved in 
peripheral and adiaphoristic ma t t e r s ,  5.  because i t  repudiates heret ical  teach- 
ing and 6 .  because i t  does not change whimsically. These points a r e  t rue  and 



well taken, for  they show that the Lutheran Church has been ecumenical in i t s  
outlook: i t  has been very  conscious of i t s  continuity with the church of fo rmer  
ages ,  and it has been most  concerned about those denominations with whom for  
various reasons it has no outward fellow ship. The spir i t  of the Reformation 
shows this .  Roman Catholic his tor ians have chosen of la te  to call  this movement 
a revolt, but this i s  a misnomer .  Luther was concerned to cleanse the Roman 
Church not to revolt against i t .  He did not wish to break with any t rue  teaching 
o r  good tradition of the Church. He learned much of his theology f r o m  the 
ancient Fa thers  of the Church, he drew f r o m  the ancient hymnody, he used the 
old liturgy which had developed in the Church through the y e a r s ,  And this 
spir i t  we see  in the Lutheran Confessions. The Augsburg Confession makes i t  
c lear  that i t  teaches and confesses only what has been drawn f r o m  the sacred  
Scriptures and what has had 
cant to note that af ter  Luther 
'pective generations we r e  al l  
of their  day, viz. Chemnitz, 
a morbid in teres t  in the past 
the Church of fo rmer  age s o  

The Lutheran Church 

been generally taught in  the Church, It i s  signifi- 
the three  grea t  Lutheran theologians in the i r  r e s -  
the most  ser ious and competent patr is t ic  scholars  
Gerhard and Calov. Such activity did not represent  
but an ecumenical awareness of their  oneness with 

also has been concerned with the reunion of Chris t-  
endom and the sett lement of those differences which divide Chris t ians.  This 
was the concern behind Luther 's  des i r e  for  an  ecumenical council, behind Melan- 
chthonls correspondence with the Greek Church and his f ru i t less  in teres t  in the 
Council of Trent .  The interest  in communicating with the Greek Church i s  shown 
in a rather  touching manner by the appearance of Jacob Heerbrandls  Compendium 
Theologiae in  a bilingual edition (Latin and Greek) in 1582. To these faint over-  
tu res  the Greek Church responded with indifference. Throughout the 16th and 
17th centuries ,  even af ter  confessional l ines were  drawn between Reformed and 
Roman Catholic, colloquies were held between the groups ( e .  g .  Ratis bon 1601, 
Leipzig 1631; Thorn 16451, The meetings were  for  the most  part  sponsored and 
called by political l eade r s ,  but each denomination was well in attendance and 
even the most rigid Lutherans took pa r t .  What usually soured many of the 
friendly relationships between the pari tes  was political encroachment and p res -  
su re ,  particularly by the Romanists and Reformed when they had opportunity. 
However, no matter  how f a r  formal  discussions and negotiations broke down, 
there  was always a grea t  in teres t  among Lutheran theologians in  the teachings 
and activities of those who were not within the i r  fellowship. A l i t e ra ry  dialogue 
was always ca r r i ed  on between the great  confessions. A dozen Roman Catholics 
answered Chemnitz, and a dozen Lutherans answered Bellarmine. 'True?, these 
discussions were  often polemical, and f r o m  the very  Lutheran idea of ecumeni- 
city they should have been. But the use of each other's output was not always 
polemical. Gerhard quotes Aquinas approvingly more  than disapprovingly. Calov 
and Quenstedt cite Reformed theologians favorably very .often. There was no 
hardening of the l ines dividing the grea t  confessions between Luther and the 
Formula of Concord, and between the Formula and the r i s e  of piet ism, Channels 
for  reproachment were open throughout that e r a  which, although never fully 
exploited, were a s  effective for  achieving t rue  ecumenicity a s  those methods 
employed generally today. 

But today there  i s  something quite different a t  hand, a new approach to 
the question of divided churches and ecumenicity. It i s  a movement so  grea t  



among the churches  that i t  includes a lmos t  a l l  of the Pro tes tan t  denominations.  
As one w r i t e r  has  sa id ,  th is  movement ,  good o r  bad, m a y  have effects a s  f a r  
reaching a s  the  Reformation.  But what i s  the  na ture  of the movement?  And 
where  i s  i t  going? The f i r s t  question we can  answer  only in  p a r t .  The second 
question I do not believe we can  answer  a t  a l l .  That the  movement i s  so  in- 
definite, s o  unclear  in  many r e spec t s ,  and yet s o  a t t rac t ive ,  is what makes it 
a l l  s o  bewildering and even frightening to  many of u s .  

The movement today m a y  be co r r ec t ly  epitomized in the WCC, T r u e ,  
we Synodical Conference Lutherans ,  the Roman Church and a sma l l  group which 
ca l l s  i t  the ICC have p rog rams  f o r  theological d i scuss ion  and even union, but 
who outside our  own c i r c l e s  i s  l i s tening to  u s ?  The WCC has  now gathered 
under i t s  wings a l a r g e  number  of s m a l l e r  miss ionary  movements ,  denomina- 
tional conferences  and ecumenical  soc ie t ies .  Now a t  New Delhi i t  has  gust united 
with the International Missionary Council.  At the s a m e  t ime  i t  proposes  to co- 
operate  fully with the var ious  national councils of chu rches ,  In other  words this  
movement which i s  centered in the WCC i s  a dynamic and popular movement and 
must  be reckoned with. 

B. BACKGROUND- -, 

One of the r ea sons  f o r  the su rp r i s ing  impact  and appeal of 
the  presen t  movement i s  i t s  different basic  approach to the  question of d i scuss -  
ion, cooperation and reunion f r o m  the p r o g r a m s  of the pas t .  This  leads  us  into 
a very brief r e s e r v e  of the background of the p re sen t  ecumenical  movement .  
The p rog rams  of the past  have always had a s  a definite goal unity of doc t r ine .  
Even the syncre t i s t s  l ike Calixt, La t t e rmann  e t  a l ,  wanted reunion and coopera-  
t ion on the basis of doctring;; i t  was just  that  they narrowed the basis  of union to  
the doctrinal  consensus of the  f i r s t  f ive cen tur ies .  The s a m e  was  t r u e  of the 
p rog ram of John Dury (1596-1689) who made the fundamental dogmas (which 
unfortunately he never  c lear ly  defined) a n e c e s s a r y  bas i s  f o r  the union of Re-  
formed and Lutheran  confessions which he envisioned, In o ther  words the o lder  

'movements  f o r  union and cooperation among the churches  assumed that  a doctr inal  
s s a r y  f o r  such  cooperation,  although the basis  might well have been 

some s o r t  of compromise .  The presen t  ecum61iical movement appea r s  t o  spr ing  
f r o m  different concerns ,  concerns  which a r e  mos t ly  prac t ica l .  

What a r e  the or igins  of the  p re sen t  ecumenical  movement a s  cen te red  i n  
the WCC ? And what can  they te l l  us  about the movement today and i t s  basic ap-  
proach?  They a r e  many and va r i ed ,  and perhaps no one would venture to delin- 
eate them a l l ,  Sas se  and o the r s  (CTM, 31 1960, 92) a r e  convinced that  Schmucker 
with his  Definite P la t form i s  a t r u e  fa ther  of the movement i n  the USA.. F o r  the 
mos t  par t ,  however,  the roo ts  of the  movement  l i e  in  1) youth agencies  such a s  
the YMCA, YWCA, The Student Chr i s t ian  Movement and the World's Student 
Chris t ian Federa t ion  (Europe) ,  2 )  i n  the many foreign mis s iona ry  organizations 
which f o r  p rac t ica l  purposes  we r e  cooperative ventures  of different denominations 
(London Missionary Society, The Layman's Missionary Movement 1906, Fore ign  
Missions Conference of North Ame r i ca ,  the Conference f o r  Fore ign  Mission 
Societies (Br i t i sh)  and many o ther  German,  Scandinavian, Amer ican  and Br i t i sh  
Mission Societ ies .  ) The most  important  of t hese  became the International Mission- 
a r y  Council which has  m e t  periodically f r o m  1910 and which included many of the 



pr io r  national councils.  None of these  soc ie t ies  o r  Conferences attempted to  
d i scuss  doctr ine o r  come to any doctr inal  ag reemen t .  The i r  purpose was purely 
cooperation in  the prac t ica l  work of the Church.  3) A third  source  of our  presen t  
movement might be found in evangelical  movements ,  typified by the Ev ,  Alliance,  
founded by Thomas Chalmers  (1846). This  was a n  at tempt  not to achieve union 
but to  bring about c l o s e r  fellowship between Chr i s t ians .  Here  a doctr inal  plat- 
f o r m  was involved. Evangelical  zea l  was  behind such a movement .  But i t  a s  a 
zeal  which was interdenominational and unionistic.  4)  The Social Gospel, the 
concern f o r  combating social  evils  of the day was a factor  behind the presen t  
Ecumenical  Movement,  The a rgument  was ,  if  such ideas  a s  invisioned by e .  g o  
Walter Rauschenbusch and Josiah Strong w e r e  to be ca r r i ed  out, a new and united 
s t ra tegy was n e c e s s a r y .  The influence of the Social Gospel was perhaps m o r e  
indirect  than d i r ec t .  Will iam Adams Brown says  (Toward a United Church, 40) :  -- 
"While this associat ion,  i n  the work of the Social Gospel helped ult imately to 
prepare  the way f o r  the Ecumenical  Movement, i t s  contribution a t  f i r s t  was only 
indirect .  " 

Now admittedly the purposes  behind these p re -  W CC movements and 
societies a r e  good. The Church m u s t  s e r v e  i t s  young people and s tudents .  It 
must  do miss ion  work a s  effectively a s  possible  without unnecessary  over lap  
and with a s  l i t t le  offense to the heathen a s  possible .  Certa inly to bring Chris t ians  
to a g r e a t e r  appreciation of the Gospel i s  mos t  des i r ab l e .  And the Church i s  con- 
cerned with society and i t s  be t te rment .  But can  these  noble purposes  be achieved 
effectively, can they be achieved i n  a manne r  pleasing t o  God, can  they be achieved 
a t  a l l ,  by a group s o  heterogeneous that  t he re  i s  no unanimity a s  to what the Church 
i s ,  the Gospel i s ,  o r  the Sacraments  a r e ?  My question may  s e e m  to prejudge the 
WCC which i s  the cloth woven f r o m  the var ious  s t rands  mentioned above. And pe r -  
haps i t  i s  now too e a r l y  to  make any apos t e r io r i  judgment of WC1s succes s  to  da te .  
To date  I would say  s imply,  does not the WCC a s  the agency f o r  ca r ry ing  out these  --- 
purposes  a t  the v e r y  outset  condemn i t  t o  fa i lu re  ? My aff i rmat ive answer  t o  the 
question will be brought out in  the following r e s u m e  and analysis  of the expressed  
purposes of the presen t  WCC. But f i r s t  a l i t t le  m o r e  data  must  be given by way 
of review of the immedia te  progeni tors  of the WCC. 

The fa ther  of the WCC i s  the movement called Fa i th  and Orde r ,  a s e r i e s  
of conferences which began a t  Edinburgh i n  1910. The f i r s t  mee t ing  was composed 
mainly of miss ionary  societ ies ,  especial ly  f r o m  the U. S .  A .  However, since 
these societ ies  were  general ly  in  the control  of denominations we find the r e s -  
pective denominations r ep re sen ted .  "Faith and Order"  desc r ibes  what the pur-  
pose of these  conferences w a s ,  The question of Fa i th  asked about the doctr inal  
basis of the denominations and the i r  di f ferences  f r o m  each  o the r .  The question 
of Orde r  addressed  itself to the min is t ry ,  the Sac ramen t s ,  authority- -a l l  those 
ma t t e r s  which per ta in  t o  the order ing  of the l ife of the Church.  Not much was 
accomplished a t  th i s  f i r s t  meeting i n  sett l ing these  important  m a t t e r s .  A g rea t  
deal  of emphasis  was placed upon unity i n  the  Church,  even though l i t t le  doctr inal  
unity was displayed. However, an opt imist ic  note prevailed and mos t  of those 
present  looked forward  to  a "higher unity" i n  the fu ture .  And i t  was determined 
that some of the subjects tabooed a t  Edinburgh would be taken up in  g r e a t  se r ious-  
n e s s  a t  the next conference.  Only two fur ther  meetings of Fa i th  and Orde r  were  
held p r io r  to  the Founding of the WCC, one in  Lausanne in  1927 and one in  Edin- 
burgh in 1937. These meetings d i scussed  doctr ine a t  some length.  Not much 



was sett led,  but g rea t e r  understanding between the denominations resul ted.  
They learned to know each  other  be t te r .  This meant that  the representa t ives  
present  saw m o r e  c lear ly  the g rea t  cleavages between the i r  denominations and 
a t  the s a m e  t ime went away feeling that some s o r t  of unity was behind i t  a l l  
(Norman Goodall, The Ecumenical Movement, 54) ,  - 

The mother  of the WCC was a movement known a s  the kife  and Work 
Movement. The guiding sp i r i t  i n  this movement was Nathan Soderblom, a 
theological l ibera l ,  who was concerned p r imar i ly  i n  having the Church exe r t  
a salutary influence on society and polit ics.  He was par t icular ly  interested 
in the Church helping i n  negotiations f o r  a just and las t ing peace a f t e r  the 
F i r s t  World Wari l  In 1925 the f i r s t  meeting of this movement took place in 
Stockholm with Soderblom a s  cha i rman.  The purpose of the conference was 
"'to concentrate the mind of Christendom on the mind of Chr is t  a s  revealed 
in  the Gospels towards those g rea t  social ,  industr ia l  and international quest-  
ions which a r e  s o  acutely urgent in ou r  civilization. '" (Ibid. , 60). The move- - 
ment was unionistic and dominated by the sp i r i t  of the "Social Gospel". (Ibid. , - 
59). In 1938 a second meeting was held a t  Oxford a few days before the Edin- 
burgh Conference of Fai th  and Orde r .  Thus,  preps,+-ations w e r e  made f o r  a 
union of the two movements into the WCC. Again Soderblom was a leading 
f igure .  "What I advocate ' I ,  he sa id ,  "is a n  Ecumenical Council of Churches.  
This should not be given external  authority but would make i t s  influence felt  
in so f a r  a s  i t  can ac t  with spir i tual  authority.  It would not speak ex-cathedra, 
but f r o m  the depth of the Chris t ian conscience". (Ibid. - , 64). w h a t h e  ad- 

-- 

vacated came about: i n  Ams te rdam in 1948 the so-called WCC was establ ished.  

C.  PURPOSES O F  THE WCC 

The basis  and purposes  of the WCC might best  be shown 
by quoting f r o m  i t s  constitution. 

'!I. Bas is  
The World Council of Churches i s  a fellowship of 
Churches which accepts  our  Lord Je sus  Chr is t  a s  
God and Savior .  It i s  constituted f o r  the discharge 
of the functions se t  out below. 

Membership 
Those Churches shal l  be eligible f o r  membersh ip  
in  the World Council of Churches which expres s  
their  agreement  with the basis  upon which the Council 
i s  founded and sat isfy such Cr i t e r i a  a s  the Assembly 
o r  the Central  Committee may  p resc r ibe .  

Election to membersh ip  shal l  be by a two-thirds 
vote of the member  Churches represented at  the 
Assembly,  each m e m b e r  Church having one vote.  
Any application fo r  membersh ip  between meetings 
of the Assembly may  be considered by the Cent ra l  
Committee;  if the application i s  supported by a two- 
th i rds  major i ty  of the m e m b e r s  of the Committee 
present  and voting, this action shall  be communicated 



(Findings and Decisions-- WCC 1st Assembly, p. 91-92), - 

to the Churches that a r e  members  of the World 
Council of Churches,  and unless objection is  
received f r o m  more  than one-third of the member  
Churches within six months the applicant shall  be 
declared elected. 

I11 Functions 
The functions of the World Council shall be: 

(i) To c a r r y  on the Work of the world move- 
ments f o r  Faith and Order  and fo r  Life 
and Work. 

(ii) To facilitate common action by the Churches.  

(iii) To promote cooperation in study. 

(iv) To promote the growth of ecumenical con- 
sciousness in the members  of a l l  Churches.  

(v) To establish relations with denominational 
federations of world-wide scope and with 
other ecumenical movements.  

(v i ) '  To cal l  world conferences on specific subjects 
a s  occasion may requi re ,  such conferences 
being empowered to publish their  own findings. 

(vii)  To support the Churches in the i r  task of Evangelism. " 

A few comments concerning this program might be made a t  this point 

1. The WCC has a s  i t s  function to c a r r y  out the work of i t s  parent 
movements, Faith and Order ;  Life and Work. This means that 
i t  has pr imar i ly  missionary and social in t e res t s ,  And i t  wishes 
to do something in these a r e a s .  

2. When stating a s  i t s  function "to faciliatate common action by the 
Churches" the WCC envisions joint Church work among the so- 
called member  Churches.  

3 .  When stating a s  i t s  function the promotion of cooperation in  
study the WCC envisions more  than m e r e  discussion.  At f i r s t  
in the parent movements public declarations were  not proposed. 
But declarations did come out. The "Message" of Lousanne on 
the subject of the Gospel and the "Affirmationft of Edinburgh on 
the question of the Church were  issued by these respective 
conferences.  Following in this  pat tern the WCC will speak with 
authority on doctrinal and social questions, and minority opinions 
will only be buried in the official repor t .  F r o m  the declarations 
which have been issued so f a r  we may see  how doctrinal differences 
a r e  glossed over .  

4. Following the sp i r i t  of the Edinburgh Conference the WCC s ta r t s  
with a given unity (op, c i t .  14) and f r o m  there  proceeds to -- 
attempt to  achieve agreement ,  The present  differences a r e  



descr ibed a s  '!variety of emphasis",  "schools of 
thought", e tc .  Any concept of he resy  o r  fa l se  doctrine 
i s  totally lacking i n  the WCC. 

In the light of the above observations--and more  could be made--  i t  i s  
c l e a r  that  f r o m  our  Lutheran position the WCC i s  unionistic. 

I now proceed to  some questions which I believe confront us a s  we face 
this grea t  movement and t r y  to es tab l i sh  some position toward i t .  The questions 
a r e  my own, and I hope that they will accomplish m o r e  than m e r e l y  to  r a i se  
problems.  The questions center  in  the ma in  in  the purposes  and functions of 
the WCC . There i s  g rea t  lack of c la r i ty  he r e ,  a s  I shall  show. It would a lmost  
s e e m  a s  though this grea t  movement i s  groping around i n  the da rk ,  not knowing 
what i t s  purpose o r  functions a r e ,  And it  s e e m s  very  s t range that confessional 
groups like the ALC and ELC in o u r  c ~ u n t r y  joined the WCC when so l i t t le can  
be real ly  known about the movement.  

Question 1. Is the WCC directed toward a future reunited Church o r  - 
a r e  i t s  purposes more  modes t?  At Lousanne a united Church was envisioned 
with open communion and full  fellow ship,  but with each element  holding i t s  own 
doctrine,  l i turgy and tradit ion.  This s eems  to be an  impossible p rogram.  
(Lousanne Report ,  3 3 9 ) .  At Edinburgh Archbishop Temple stated that a l l  divi- 
sion in  the Church i s  s in ,  and implied that the body of Chr is t  will exis t  only when 
all denominations a r e  finally brought together .  And following the platform of the 
Fa i th  and Order  Movement the Edinburgh Report  (p .  250) urges  "the organic 
union of a l l  Chris tendom i n  one, undivided church". The Evanston Report  i s  
much m o r e  cautious.  It recognizes  that God has  "in his  m e r c y  has  used divi- 
sions to  save souls" (p .  87 )  and that divisions a r e  prompted by a s incere  regard  
fo r  the gospel.  But i t  a sks  the question whether "we do not s in  when we deny the 
sole lordship of Chr is t  over  the Church by claiming the vineyard f o r  our  own, 
by posses  sing our  'church'  f o r  ourse lves ,  by regarding ou r  theology, o r d e r ,  
history,  national it,^, etc.,, a s  our 'valued t r e a s u r e s ' ,  thus involving ourse lves  
more  and m o r e  i n  the separat ion of sin".  This gives a n  idea of how questions 
a r e  somet imes  loaded. But apa r t  f r o m  th is ,  a t  Evanston we a r e  no longer 
s u r e  whether the WCC wants a united Church which ignores  doctrinal differences,  
o r  a united Church which includes differences and s e e s  an  advantage in  them,  
o r  a united Church which has  sett led differences.  

Certain c ruc ia l  things we m i s s  a t  Evanston: There  i s  no mention of 
he resy ,  of the fact  that the Church must  exclude f r o m  he r  mids t  fa l se  teachers  
Evanston, although many Lutherans w e r e  represented there,  showed no aware-  
nes s  of the m a r k s  of the Church (AC,, VII), which means  the re  i s  no way of 
coping with false  doctr ine.  Jt speaks of one Church a s  the body of Chr is t ,  but 
then confuses this  Una Sancta Ecc les ia  with the total of visible Churches .  -- 
(Henry Van Dusen, World Christianity,  p. 235).  That the Church, proper ly  
speaking "is nothing e l se  than the assembly  of all bel ievers  and saints",  and 
therefore  an ecc les ia  abscondita,  i s  s imply not understood. The only con- 
clusion to be drawn f r o m  al l  this i s  that the WCC either wants the wrong thing 
in  a united Church o r  does not know what i t  wants.  



Question 2 .  Does the WCC seek to achieve doctrinal unity o r  not? 
F r o m  the 0 f f i c i a T ~ e c i s i o n s  of the F i r s t  Assembly of the WCC (p,  16) i t  would 
appear that some unity of doctrine i s  a desirable  and sought a f te r  goal. We 
a r e  told: "We al l  believe that the Church i s  God's gift to men fo r  the salva-. 
tion of the world; that the saving ac ts  of God in Jesus  Chris t  brought the Church 
into being; that the Church pe r s i s t s  in continuity throughout his tory through the 
presence and power of the Holy Spirit .  Within this agreement ,  we should con- 
tinue, in  obedience to God, to  t r y  to come to a deeper understanding of our 
differences in o rde r  that they may be overcome.  " Here a goal seems  to be the 
resolving of differences.  But how they a r e  to be resolved and the means of 
overcoming them i s  never se t  for th .  Scripture a s  a unifying principle i s  not 
mentioned. This i s  as  strong a statement a s  I have found on the des i re  for  
doctrinal unity. And yet we cannot be s u r e  that the statement has doctrinal 
differences in mind. 

There i s ,  however, much evidence that the WCC, o r  at  l eas t  a la rge  
element therein,  does not believe doctrinal unity i s  desirable  o r  even God- 
pleasing, even if  it  could be achieved. William Adams Brown (op. c i t ,  4) -- 
has this to say  on the mat ter :  

Those who have united i n  the Movement have recognized that 
when finite and imperfect  men a r e  dealing with ma t t e r s  a s  
high and deep a s  those which concern the Christian faith,  
one cannot expect complete agreement  a s  to the i r  meaning and 
implications. In any unity worthy of the name there  must  be 
room for  honest difference of conviction, not mere ly  in  
unimportant mat ters  of habit and preference,  but even in  
ma t t e r s  of vital belief. The s in  of the Ecumenical Movement, 
therefore,  i s  to  commit the Churches to a f o r m  of unity which 
i s  consistent with the recognition of honest difference, in  the 
hope that when this has been done, the Spirit  of God will lead 
those who make the i r  s t a r t  a t  this point into ever-expanding 
a r e a s  of common insight. 

And modern Lutherans a r e  of the same  opinion. Anders Nygren says (Lutheran 
World Review, Jan. 19491, 

At an  ea r l i e r  stage in the ecumenical movement, i t  was some- 
t imes thought that the various churches must move out f r o m  
their  respective traditional positions and meet  one another 
halfway, a s  i t  were .  If' they s e e m  to hold varying convi.ctions, 
each one must give up what i s  most unacceptable to the o thers .  
Each one must su r render  something in  o rde r  to  reach  a common 
resul t .  It must  be c l ea r  a t  once that for  such a conception of 
ecumeniclty a s t rong confessional consciousness i s  indeed a 
threat .  

But, a s  a mat ter  of fact,  that i s  real ly a car ica ture  of ecumen- 
icity. We shall  never reach unity among Christians by the route 
of mutual concessions.  The most  that could be attained that way 



would be a syncret is t ic  m a s s  that would have nei ther  unity nor  
t ruth nor  power.  As Chris t ians  we must  pray  to be del ivered 
f r o m  that kind of ecumenicity.  Just  a s  we Lutherans cannot give 
up any of the t ru th  which has  been given to us and recognized by 
us ,  so  we hope that o ther  Chris t ian churches will hold to  the i r  
convictions. 

In view of the above i t  i s  difficult to s e e  why confesslonal ism rema ins  any problem 
in  the WCC; k t  apparently many do not go along with Nygren. At l ea s t  Henry Van 
Dusen is sufficiently disturbed to say ,  "The relation of the 'world-wide confession- 
ia l i sm'  . . . to world interdenominationalism i s  one of the most  baffling and urgent 
problems of cu r ren t  ecumenical  discussion" (See Norman, Hope ,  One Chr is t ,  - 
One World, One Church, D.  83) .  As  of now the fact  s e e m s  to be that the WCC --- . A 

d e s i r e s  unity but has  not yet spelled out the na ture  of the unity i t  seeks  (Cf.  
Ecumenical Review, Oct. 1960, p. 61ff,) .  F r o m  what I have been able to make 
out, the unity sought i s  one a l r eady  existing i n  the Una Sancta,  but the WCC by -- 
equating the Una Sancta with the sum of outward denominations and churches does -- 
not real ize  th i s .  

Question 3. Is the basis  of the WCC c l e a r ?  I s  i t  sufficient? Perhaps  i t  - 
i s  unnecessary to make comment on this  ma t t e r  which has  been s t r e s s e d  so 
often. Suffice i t  to say that denominations belonging to the WCC (Quakers)  and 
leading f igures  in  the movement have denied the t rue  deity of Chr is t ,  a s  well a s  
other fundamental doctr ines .  Can a confessional Church on such a basis  join a 
non-confessional organization l ike the WCC which engages in  church work ? 

Question 4 .  A r e  the purposes  of the WCC real ly  c l e a r ?  I a m  particu- - 
l a r ly  concerned about the entry into economics,  s o c i a 1 , ~ t h i c s  and even polit ics.  
The whole Life and Work movement a s  sponsored by Soderblom s e e m s  to be 
oriented to this world,  to an activity which, s t r ic t ly  speaking, the Church has  
no business entering, an  activity which belongs to C a e s a r .  Much of the 
Findings and Decisions of the Firs t -Assembly of the WCC reads  like a discussion - - - -  -- - 
on sociology (Cf. a l so  the Report  of the F i r s t  Assembly of the WCC, p. 73) and 
reflect  a sp i r i t  of social-gospel ism,  Our confessions have spoken c lear ly  on 
the Church remaining in  i t s  own sphere  of l n f l u e n ~ .  

Our teachers  a s s e r t  that according to the Gospel the power of 
keys o r  the power of bishops i s  a power and command of God to 
preach  the Gospel, to forgive and re ta in  s in s ,  and to adminis te r  
and distribute the sac ramen t s .  . . Tempora l  authority i s  concerned 
with m a t t e r s  altogether different f r o m  the Gospel.  Temporal  power 
does not protect the soul,  but with the sword and physical penalt ies 
i t  protects  body and goods f r o m  the power of o the r s .  

Therefore ,  the two authori t ies ,  the spir i tual  and the tempora l ,  a r e  
not to be mingled o r  confused, f o r  the spir i tual  power has i t s  com- 
mission to preach  the Gospel and adminis te r  the sac ramen t s .  
Hence i t  should not invade the function of the o ther ,  should not 
set  u p a n d d e p o s e  kings, shouldnot  annul t e m p o r a l l a w s  o r  under-  
mine obedience to government,  should not make o r  p re sc r ibe  to 
the tempora l  power laws c o n c e r n h g  wordly m a t t e r s .  Chr i s t  



Himself sa id ,  "My kingship i s  not of this world,  " and again,  
"Who made m e  a judge o r  di.vider over  you?" Paul  a l so  wrote  
in Phil  3 :20, "Our commonwealth i s  in heaven", and in I1 Cor  . 
1 0 ~ 4 ,  5, "The weapons of our  war fa re  a r e  not world1.y but have 
divine power to des t roy  strongholds and eve ry  proud obstacle 
to the knowledge of God. I '  

(AC,  XXVII 5-6,  11-17), - 

Question 5.  Can doctr inal  d i scuss ions  be c a r r i e d  out in the WCC. - 
on a s o r t  of de novo basis  which tends to ignore past  di.fferences and confess- 
i o n s ?  Is not the presen t  procedure of the WCC wh.ich never  speaks of f a l s e  
doctrine incapable of a r r iv ing  a t  doctr inal  unity, even if such unity were  d e s i r e d ?  
A r e  we being narrow and picayunish when we demand ant i theses  in  doctr inal  
s ta tements  (Cf. Augs burg Confession,  Fo rmula  of Concord,  Holy Scr ip tures  ? ) 
Doctrinal discussion cannot be c a r r i e d  on under the genera l  a s  su.mption that  
there  a r e  no h e r e s i e s .  We Lutherans  mus t  i n s i s t  that  confessional ism and 
ecumenicity belong together ,  a s  was the c a s e  i n  the ancient Church which r e -  
garded i t s  ecumenical  synods a s  orthodox. The re  i s  a f r e e  and embracing side 
to ecumenicity,  but t he re  has  always been a n  exclusive side a s  wel l ,  What I 
have just said i s  cer ta inly the h i s tor ic  position of the Lutheran Church.  And 
this leads  m e  to a comment regarding the LWF.  By and l a r g e ,  the LWF emerged  
f r o m  just such a Lutheran  position, f r o m  a plat form which said a)  that  Chr i s t -  
ians  of like faith belong together in  outward fellowship,  b) that careful ,  thorough 
and patient discussions should de te rmine  whether such Eke  fa i th  ex i s t s ,  and c )  
Scr ipture  will be the bas i s  of discussion,  and this discussl"on will be doc t r ina l  
discussion. .  But when the L W F  s t a t e s  a s  one of i t s  purposes ,  "To fos t e r  Luth- 
e r a n  participation i n  presen t  ecumenical  movementsn ,  i t  h.as denied this  demen t  
of i t s  bi r thr ight .  

I would l ike to make one final  r e m a r k  in  r ega rd  to  ou r  synod's joining 
the WCC. Th.is m a t t e r  has  often been broached by asking the wrong question 
f i r s t ,  The f i r s t  question we must  a s k  ourse lves  i s :  Can we with a good con- 
science and i n  obedi.ence to God's Word join the WCC? The second question 
i s :  IS i t  wise f o r  us  to join the organizat ion? If we believe that  the f i r s t  
question mus t  be answered negatively we have no good r eason  to go on to  
th.e second question.  And I do not believe we should l e t  ou.rselves be drawn 
into a discussion of i t .  F o r  the second question speaks p r imar i ly  concerning 
our  opportunity to witness  i n  the WCC, and the v e r y  lack of opportunity 
to witness  i s  one of the ch.ief r ea sons  why we must  answer  the f i r s t  question 
negatively. 

My conclusions a r e  that  the presen t  Ecumenical  Movement a s  typi- 
fied by the WCC i s  unsound, unclear  in  i t s  purpose,  and a s  present ly  
orientated incapable of achieving t ru ly  ecumenical  r e su l t s .  Our  negative 
reaction to  the WCC i s  i n  no way to be construed a s  a reject ing of ecumen- 
ic i ty  a s  such.  We a l l  want a s  much cooperation and coordination among 
Chris t ians  a s  i s  possible and r ight ,  especial ly  i n  these  difficu1.t days when 
the Chris t ian Church i s  fighting f o r  i t s  life in  many a r e a s ,  We a l l  d e s i r e  
a res tora t ion  of the unity which has  been lo s t .  Our e a r n e s t  d e s i r e  in this  
ma t t e r  has  never  changed since 1530. This i s  the reason  we send o b s e r v e r s  
to  Oberlin and New Delhi. This  i s  the reason  we read with i n t e r e s t  and 
concern the l i t e r a tu re  which i n  g rea t  quantity- i s  emanating f r o m  the Genera .  



And we do not condemn i t  a l l :  we have in  fact praised some of the doctrinal 
mater ial  coming f r o m  WCC study groups. But a s  much a s  we des i r e  to 
witness to the t ruth and give a reason of the hope that i s  in us ,  we cannot 
a s  a confessional Church which has no intention of giving up i t s  confessions 
do so under the auspices of the WCC. 

Robert D. P reus  




