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Who Needs Theology? is a cri de coeur from two of North America’s leading theological writers. Wide-ranging, impassioned and eminently readable, this book should be required reading for every student entering theological study at whatever level.

But it is also a book to put into the hands of every responsible pastor or layperson who seriously aspires to embrace the biblical mandate to “love the Lord our God with all of our mind.”

In its own terms this is a prophetic writing whose holistic vision of heart, mind and will united in the service of God points a way back for evangelical Christianity from the cultural margins toward the high ground of cultural leadership and renewal.

BRUCE MILNE


Senior Minister
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Grenz and Olson gently and persuasively disarm the suspicions that many sincere believers bring to the study of theology. They show that theology, rightly practiced, is indispensable to Christian living. At the same time they equip believers to begin the journey of living “theologically.”

JONATHAN WILSON

Westmont College




I found this book extremely helpful and encouraging—a corrective to much confused “folk theology” as well as a stimulus to do serious, reflective thinking about God and his world. . . . A book for pastors and thoughtful laymen, who are encouraged to become maturing Christian thinkers.

ROGER FREDRIKSON


Former President
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Introduction


Many Christians today not only are uninformed about basic theology but even seem hostile to it. What has brought about this appalling lack of interest and frequently open hostility to theology among Christian laypeople, students and even pastors?

We are confident that this condition does not result from any inherent flaw in theology itself or in the intellectual or spiritual lives of ordinary Christians. Rather, it results from popular and pervasive misunderstandings of theology.

Both of us have taught theology in college or seminary settings for over a decade. During this time we have discovered among students a genuine hunger and thirst for deeper understanding of God and God’s ways. We have both held numerous retreats, seminars and workshops for lay Christians and pastors and have found them open to serious study of and reflection on God’s Word in the light of contemporary issues. But we have experienced a strange phenomenon: among those very people who are hungry for understanding and who may offer marvelous insights, a chill often descends as soon as the word theology is uttered.

A 1994 poll funded by the Murdock Charitable Trust and published in Christianity Today set out to discover churchgoers’ priorities when seeking a pastor. Both laypeople and pastors rated “theological knowledge” last out of five qualifications most important for a good pastor.1 At the same time, many professional theologians and ministers have been calling for a renewal of serious theological reflection by and among Christians. We agree that this is a laudable goal and, if attained, would enhance Christianity’s credibility in a world that wants answers to life’s ultimate questions.

Our decision to write this book arose out of our shared desire to see a revival of sound theological interest and reflection among God’s people. We fear that Christianity may be in danger of becoming a mere “folk religion,” relegated to realms of sheer subjectivity and emptied of public credibility, unless lay Christians and ministers catch the vision for an intellectually satisfying Christian belief system. We are also concerned that individual Christians who lack theological literacy and acumen will be tossed about by every wind of doctrine that comes sweeping through our media-dominated culture. From television preachers to spirituality sections of mainstream bookstores, all kinds of strange doctrines—“other gospels”—are being promoted and accepted by Christians unequipped to evaluate them.

We hope and pray that readers will catch a vision for sound theology through reading this book. We are not proposing that they become “professional theologians” as we are, or even that they agree with everything we have to say. Rather, we desire that they will become “salt and light” in a world that desperately needs bright, articulate Christians.

We have chosen to dedicate this book to a man we both admire and treasure. Dr. Ralph Powell taught systematic theology at North American Baptist Seminary in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, for over twenty-five years, and we were both influenced by his combination of deep spirituality and intellectual rigor. For me (Roger), Dr. Powell was the person who single-handedly stimulated real interest in theology. I will never forget the first day I heard Dr. Powell contradict a whining seminary student’s complaint about our required reading of Emil Brunner’s Dogmatics with booming voice: “This is great stuff!” I agreed with him and grew to love him for his love of strong theological “stuff.”

I (Stan) followed Dr. Powell as professor of theology at NABS upon his retirement. But it was not our first or only connection. Dr. Powell has been a lifelong friend, ever since my father became Ralph’s pastor when I was two years old!

We proudly dedicate Who Needs Theology? to our pastor, teaching mentor and friend Dr. Ralph Powell.
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Everyone Is a Theologian


An influential Christian Bible teacher and radio preacher once quipped, “Happy is the Christian who has never met a theologian!” What could he have meant? Misconceptions, stereotypes, myths and false impressions about theology abound—even within Christian communities. In fact, there seems to be a growing bias against theology and theologians in some Christian circles.

Every professional theologian knows and is frustrated by this prejudice against theology. One Sunday morning I (Roger) arrived to speak to an adult Sunday-school class on the topic “Twentieth-Century Theology” and was handed an anonymous letter addressed to me but sent to the church’s address. The writer had seen an advertisement for the series of talks on the church page of the city’s newspaper and had written out two pages of very intense objections to theology. Repeatedly the writer pitted prayer against theology and implied that theology is nothing but a poor substitute for a personal relationship with God!


Anonymous Theologians

The striking irony of the Bible teacher’s aphorism and the letter-writer’s diatribe is this: they are both theological in their own ways! Theology is any reflection on the ultimate questions of life that point toward God. Hence both the Bible teacher and the anonymous letter writer are theologians. We’ll call them “anonymous theologians,” because like most other people, they don’t realize that’s what they are.

No one who reflects on life’s ultimate questions can escape theology. And anyone who reflects on life’s ultimate questions—including questions about God and our relationship with God—is a theologian.

A young woman sat in my office sharing her dreams and aspirations. After taking a few courses in biblical and theological studies she had become intensely interested in exploring questions about God, salvation and Christian living. At a crucial turning point in the conversation she looked at me with some fear in her eyes and said, “You know, I think I’d like to be a theologian—if I can cut it!”

I detected that behind the fear was a misconception of theologian as an awesome creature who thinks deep and disturbing thoughts that very few people can understand. My response was meant to alleviate that anxiety. I said to her, “You already are a theologian!” I proceeded to explain that she might be called to make this aspect of her Christian existence—reflecting on life’s ultimate questions, including God—a career, but whether she did or not was irrelevant to her being a theologian.

A misconception is growing among Christians that a great gulf exists between “ordinary Christians” and “theologians.” For some that perceived gap creates fear; for others it creates suspicion and resentment. We want to close the gap by showing that everyone—especially every Christian—is a theologian and that every professional theologian is simply a Christian whose vocation is to do what all Christians do in some way: think and teach about God.

Throughout this book, then, we will be attempting to show two things: First, theology is inescapable for all thinking, reflecting Christians, and the difference between lay theologians and professional theologians is one of degree, not kind. Second, professional theologians and lay theologians (all reflective Christians of whatever profession) need one another. Professional theologians exist to serve the community of faith, not to dictate to it or lord over it intellectually. Lay theologians need professional theologians to give them the tools of biblical study, historical perspective and systematic articulation so that they can improve their own theologizing.

Theology comes from a combination of two Greek words: theos, which means “God,” and logos, which means “reason,” “wisdom” or “thought.” Literally, then, theology means “God-thought” or “reasoning about God.” Some dictionaries define it more formally and specifically as “the science of God,” but science in this sense simply means “reflection on something.” So at its most basic level theology is any thinking, reflecting or contemplating on the reality of God—even on the question of God.

The question of God is implied in all of life’s ultimate questions. Whenever and wherever a person reflects on the great “Why?” questions of life, at least indirect reflection on or toward God is involved. God is the horizon of all human wondering. This means that in amazing ways even popular authors, composers, playwrights, poets and creators of pop culture function as theologians.

One outstanding example is famous filmmaker and actor Woody Allen. Some of Allen’s films focus on psychology, but many of them deal with theology as well. In Crimes and Misdemeanors Allen explores the great question asked repeatedly by the Old Testament psalmist: “Why do the wicked prosper and the righteous suffer?” While the explicit question of God may not arise often in this film, the theme of God is implicit within and beneath the agonizing question of “Why?” Why? Because, of course, if there is no God, then this is not an agonizing question at all! Why agonize over what may simply be a natural law—the so-called survival of the fittest? “Why do the wicked prosper and the righteous suffer?” is an agonizing question only if God is the ultimate horizon of human existence. Then the question is ultimately a question about God: “Why does God allow such things to happen?” Woody Allen and other anonymous theologians of popular culture raise this question in surprising and often very helpful ways.




Worldviewish Theology

Every person must at some point in life face and wrestle with the questions that point to the ultimate question of God. Many people, admittedly, do not formulate the question of God explicitly. Nevertheless, even where God is ignored or denied, God remains the ultimate horizon—background and goal—against which all of life’s ultimate questions arise and to which they point. In this sense every thinking person is a theologian.

One way to begin grasping the universality of theology, then, is to see it as wondering and thinking about life’s ultimate questions. Wheaton College philosophy professor Arthur Holmes has labeled this most basic and universal kind of theologizing “worldviewish theology.” That is, from time immemorial ordinary people, men and women in the street and in the marketplace, as well as professional thinkers in their ivory towers, have pondered certain perennial questions of life.

In our less reflective moments perhaps many of us think some of these questions sound silly. For example, one modern philosopher has argued that the most basic question of all is “Why is there something rather than nothing?” Yet even this seemingly abstract and unanswerable question has a certain pull to it, for it is simply a larger expression of the more common question every thinking person asks once in a while: “Why am I here?” Other ultimate questions of life include “What am I to do with my existence?” “What is the truly ‘good life’?” and “Is there anything after death?”

The ultimate question of all life’s ultimate questions is the question of God, for this is the question to which all others point. If God—the “maker of heaven and earth”—exists, then all other questions take on new significance and receive possible answers where otherwise they seem only to lead into dead ends.

Worldviewish theology is common to every thinking person, for wondering about life’s ultimate questions constitutes part of our human existence. That in itself may be a significant pointer toward Someone beyond ourselves.




Christian Theology

But what about Christian theology? Doesn’t that go beyond theology in the vague, all-inclusive sense described above? Indeed it does. What might be a proper basic definition of Christian theology, then? One time-honored definition is “faith seeking understanding.” In spite of misconceptions to the contrary, Christian theology does not say “understand and then believe.” Rather, theology is seeking to understand with the intellect what the heart—a person’s central core of character—already believes and to which it is committed.

This definition of theology goes back at least to the great medieval theologian Anselm of Canterbury. Anselm was a monk, philosopher-theologian and archbishop of Canterbury during the twelfth century. He is famous for formulating what is supposed by many to be the perfect rational proof for the existence of God—the so-called ontological proof, in which he purported to demonstrate beyond any possible doubt that God must exist from the definition of God as “the being greater than which none can be conceived.”

Because of his writings, Anselm has gained the undeserved reputation of being a hard-core rationalist—one who refuses to believe anything that cannot be proved. In fact, however, Anselm wrote most of his great works, including his versions of the ontological argument for God’s existence, in the form of prayers! In one such prayer he made it absolutely clear that he was not attempting to prove God’s existence in order to believe but because he already believed. His motto was “Credo ut intelligam”—“I believe in order that I may understand.”

Faith seeking understanding, then, is another way of stating Anselm’s approach to theology. One begins with faith as ultimately a mysterious gift of grace, which, however, does not mean the person has no role in having it. But faith is more than simply choosing to believe something, and it is certainly more than a poor substitute for having good reasons. Faith is being grasped by someone—Someone!—who calls and claims one’s life.

This is how the Christian life begins—with grace and faith, not reason. Reason may play a role and be an instrument in God’s call, but one never becomes a Christian simply by reaching the end of a purely human chain of reasoning and concluding, “Well, I guess if I want to be reasonable I have to believe in God and Jesus Christ.” No, the genesis of authentic Christianity may include a process of reasoning, but it cannot be reduced to that. Faith is that mysterious element which involves personal conviction, an insight from somewhere else, a transformation of heart that inclines one toward God in a new way.




Connecting Worldviewish and Christian Theologies

How shall we connect these two types of theology—the one common to all thinking persons (worldviewish theology) and the other common to all Christians? It seems that life’s ultimate questions serve as signals or clues of transcendence; that is, they point upward to something or someone beyond finite, creaturely existence. We may call this process and practice of reflecting on life’s ultimate questions “humanity’s search for God.” It is a universal search that seems always to be frustrated unless the search turns around and becomes “God’s search for humankind.”

That is exactly what Christians believe happened in the history the Bible narrates. God began sending answers to the human search through historical events, through groups of people and their prophets, through inspired messages, and ultimately through God’s own coming in person to be with and among humans. Christians believe that this history and its narrative in the Bible provide the answers to life’s ultimate questions. But receiving them and recognizing them as God’s Word to humans is a work of God’s grace and a result of faith. In the end, acknowledging God is not merely a philosophical discovery, although a person may first become open to God and God’s Word through recognizing this connection between the answers found there and life’s ultimate and perennial questions.

So Christian theology goes beyond worldviewish theology by completing and fulfilling it. Every Christian, then, is not only a theologian in the Woody Allen sense of reflecting on life’s ultimate questions, but is also a Christian theologian in that he or she reflects on the meaning of God’s Word and how it illumines life, giving meaning and purpose to existence.

Authentic Christian faith always inclines one toward understanding the God who has claimed our lives. And to the extent that a Christian seeks to understand the meaning of faith for answering life’s ultimate questions or for simply answering basic questions about growing in relation to God, he or she is already a theologian.

You, then, are a Christian theologian. You may never have thought of yourself that way. And perhaps you have always thought of theology as something mysterious or even dangerous. Many Christians falsely equate theology with questioning God or questioning the authority of the Bible and then conclude that theology is a threat to faith. Perhaps you have labored under these misconceptions or know someone who has. Perhaps you have been warned by some well-meaning Christian to beware of the study of theology because it might destroy your faith.

We have experienced that discouraging warning from family and friends. Some of our spiritual mentors have tried to dissuade us from the study of theology because of the deeply ingrained bias that sees it as a substitute for faith. We are glad that we overcame those objections, because for us theology has been and is a liberating and enriching study that constantly brings us closer to God.




Levels of Theology in Practice

So far we have said that everyone is a theologian and that every Christian is or should be a Christian theologian. The ways in which we have defined theology, theologian and Christian theologian may seem to stack the cards in favor of our argument. We have not been playing word tricks; rather we have been trying to show that there are distinct levels of theology. All Christians may be theologians, but not all theologies are thereby made equal. We will explore the distinct types and levels of theology in the next chapter, but for now some anticipation of that discussion is in order.

To help elucidate the claim that everyone is a theologian, we will use some analogies. Would you buy it if we said that everyone is a chemist? a political scientist? a psychologist? a mathematician? Anyone who cooks using recipes is a chemist in some sense. Without a rudimentary—at least intuitive—knowledge of substances, measures, combinations and effects of temperatures, one could never cook anything.

Cooking, then, is perhaps the most basic form of lay chemistry. But suppose an amateur cook decides to improve his skills in order to please guests’ palates with culinary delights. The safest and surest path is to take a course and read a few books. A cook becomes a chef by developing his knowledge and skills of chemistry. Of course this is still a far cry from the science of chemistry as studied and practiced in university laboratories! Nevertheless, there is a certain continuity between the chefs practice of culinary arts and the chemist’s science.

Anyone who participates in a town meeting, school-board session or political party caucus is a political scientist. Suppose the untutored voter decides to become a school-board candidate. In the process she will necessarily sharpen and fine-tune her knowledge of and ability to practice political science. She may read a few good books on political theory and develop a philosophy of the “polis” (community) out of that. Of course this is a far cry from the highly theoretical and sometimes speculative discipline of political science itself as taught in universities. Nevertheless, there is a real continuity between the informed participant’s involvement in party politics and the political scientist’s theorizing.

The same analogies can be drawn within the spheres of psychology and mathematics. In some way every person is an amateur psychologist. But whenever a person chooses to go beyond intuitive dream interpretation and explore the workings of the subconscious mind, he moves toward the science of psychology. Balancing a checkbook is a rudimentary form of mathematics, yet there are, of course, much deeper waters of the subject to wade in if one chooses to.

Suppose you overheard an amateur cook complaining about the formal science of chemistry because it cannot be exhaustively practiced in the kitchen but requires specialized tools, vocabulary and concepts that one usually finds only in well-equipped laboratories and libraries. “Happy is the cook who has never met a chemist!” Absurd? Of course.

Suppose you overheard a delegate at a neighborhood political caucus complaining about political scientists because their theories are difficult to understand and “take the life out of” politics. Suppose the lay student of dreams complained because psychologists are so intellectual, or suppose the bank teller whined that mathematics is so abstract. All of these absurdities could happen—and perhaps do! But most people would raise an eyebrow and say something like “You know, you might be a better cook if you knew a little more about chemistry and equipped your kitchen a little better,” or “Handling money might be more fun than mathematics, but without the latter you could be shortchanging customers or the bank.”

Our point should be obvious: because Christians are people who believe in God and also believe that God relates to them in special ways (through God’s Word, grace, faith, prayer and so on), they would do well to explore the meaning of God and try to get to know God as thoroughly as possible with their whole being—mind as well as heart. They should recognize themselves as lay theologians and appreciate the help they might receive from more formal, professional theology. Of course, as professional theologians, we acknowledge that the very reason for our profession lies in aiding lay Christians and pastors to enhance their understanding of God. Continuity and correspondence should replace hostility, fear or suspicion between lay and professional theologians. In discovering truth about God and God’s relation to us, they are interdependent and mutually beneficial to one another.

The title of our book is Who Needs Theology? The answer we develop throughout is similar to what might appear in a similar book entitled Who Needs Chemistry? aimed at cooks and housekeepers. One can imagine another book entitled Who Needs Psychology? aimed at people who seek self-understanding. Who Needs Mathematics? might be a good book for people who balance ledgers, do taxes or compute grades! The answers to all these title questions would be the same—everyone does! Each book would probably make the point that every reader is already a chemist or psychologist or mathematician—on some level. Readers would probably respond quite enthusiastically to those messages.

We hope that you will respond enthusiastically to the message that you are already a theologian—even if it comes as quite a shock. Of course we do not mean that you are already or ever will be a professional theologian—not everyone should be. But we hope that once you see that you are a theologian, you will resist messages from even pious Christians who try to tell you that theology is something bad or just a “head trip” or a threat to true faith. It does not have to be, and at its best it never is.

But now we’ve gone from talking about theology in the most general sense to theology “at its best.” What does it mean to talk about different types and levels of theology and to contend that not all theologies are equal? Those are the questions to which we now turn.
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Not All Theologies
Are Equal


Peanuts character Linus, always inclined toward theological reflection, stands next to his bed, examining his hands clasped as in prayer. As his sister Lucy approaches, he announces, “I think I’ve made a new theological discovery.”

Lucy asks curiously, “What is it?” as Linus continues to study his hands.

To her obvious dismay, he replies sincerely, “If you hold your hands upside down, you get the opposite of what you pray for!”

An earnest young university student sat across the desk from me (Roger), sputtering protests against my critical evaluation of his theology essay. “I worked hard on this and studied the Bible in more detail on this subject than anyone has! In fact, I’ve been studying what the Bible says about this for several years—ever since an evangelist preached on it at camp when I was in high school. How can you cut down my paper like this?”

I had given him a passing grade—but not the one he had hoped for and expected. While I keenly felt his disappointment and sympathized with him, I could not help feeling frustrated at his lack of understanding of theology at the end of two semesters in my courses.

The student, like many Christians, believed that all theology consists of (or should consist of) is detailed study of the Bible, comparing and contrasting passages in a sort of commonsense way. His paper was a twenty-page magnum opus on his favorite subject—the apostle Paul’s understanding of human nature. Terms like body, soul, spirit, heart and flesh were his bread and butter. But unfortunately he had consciously rejected my pleas and urgings to study these terms using commentaries, books of word studies that would explain the subtle nuances of their meanings in the original languages, and sources that would elucidate the cultural and religious background against which Paul used these terms. Instead the student had simply relied on individual intuition as he read the English translation his home church favored. He was almost totally unaware of the deeply ingrained presuppositions that he brought to the texts as he studied them, and he rejected any notion that these terms might not mean what they seemed on the surface to mean—to him.

Frankly, the paper was a mess. Ignoring hundreds of years of careful study of Paul’s theology, it attempted to jump directly over all of that right back into Paul’s head (or the Holy Spirit’s mind!), using intuition and a poor English translation of Paul’s Greek writings. The result was an account of Paul’s anthropology that was nearly completely wrong. Like many who attempt to interpret Paul’s terms without any scholarly help, the student equated “body” and “flesh” and thus ended up with an anthropology nearly identical to that of Paul’s opponents in the early church!

In the final analysis the student let his true feelings show toward me, the dreaded professional theologian and Bible scholar: “Who are you to say my interpretation of Paul’s theology of the human person is wrong? My Bible is plain and simple, and all you scholars do is complicate it and make it impossible for ordinary people to understand. Well, I prefer my commonsense approach to your scholastic one.” With that final protest the student stomped out of my office, and I never saw him again.

Who needs theology? Anyone who is already engaged in a particular study and practicing a discipline needs to reflect on it ever more deeply. So you—like everyone else—need theology, because, insofar as you are a thinking person who at least occasionally reflects on life’s ultimate questions and a Christian who seeks to understand and apply God’s Word, you are doing theology. Theology is not, as many wrongly suppose, a kind of esoteric knowledge possessed by a few superior intellectuals. It is simply faith seeking understanding. And insofar as ordinary Christians seek answers to questions that naturally arise out of faith, they are already doing Christian theology.

We are well aware, however, that many perceptive readers may agree with our point so far and yet have serious reservations about the need for or value of formal, professional theology and theologians. If every Christian is already a theologian and is doing theology, why have professional theologians? And don’t professional theologians—those who specialize in this study and get paid for researching and teaching—complicate beyond all comprehension the simple faith that ordinary Christians seek to understand?

We will deal with these and other common objections to formal, professional theology later in the book. For now, we acknowledge this problem. It is not enough simply to point out that all Christians are already theologians when there are so many different types and levels of theology. Many Christians who object to theology mean by that term something quite different from ordinary, simple reflection on their Christian faith.

Implicit in this objection is what we will call a populist mentality toward Christianity and theology. Populist means “of the people.” It is a term often used in politics to designate very negative attitudes toward professional politicians and those in power. In theology it may mean a negative attitude toward those who have specialized knowledge and expertise in understanding the Christian faith. The populist mindset says, “Why can’t all theologies be equal? Who needs professional theology and theologians? If all ordinary Christians are theologians, why are people with doctorates writing volumes and volumes of formal theological works and teaching a discipline that we all already know so much about?”

You probably knew when you picked up this book that the title—Who Needs Theology?—really means “Who needs something more formal, reflective and systematic than ordinary lay theology such as all Christians engage in?” But before we proceed throughout the rest of the volume to explain and defend formal, reflective theology, we need to expound as many different levels of theology as we can. There are many different layers or levels of theologizing. Some are good and helpful, whereas others are dangerous.


Reflective Christianity

Types of theologizing can be seen as lying along a spectrum of reflection. By reflection we mean formalized thinking—using our minds to organize our thoughts and beliefs, bring them into coherence with one another by attempting to identify and expunge blatant contradictions, and make sure that there are good reasons for interpreting Christian faith in the way we do. Reflection, then, involves a certain amount of critical thinking—questioning the ways we think and why we believe and behave the way we do. It usually involves the use of logic (however rudimentary) and some historical consciousness (awareness of historical sources and development of ideas) as well as some amount of objectivity toward one’s own assumed beliefs and life practices.

Some readers may be thinking, Why should reflection be a part of Christianity? Aren’t Christians supposed to believe like children and simply accept by blind faith what has been given to them by God’s Word? Earlier we defined theology as faith seeking understanding. By reflection we mean the seeking with the mind that begins with a certitude about God and God’s Word and attempts to discover what truly is implied there about believing and living. It does include a recognition of the possibility that we may have been believing wrongly or incompletely. God or God’s Word is not wrong, but our human attempts to interpret and apply God’s Word may have been wrong. Reflection is a necessary part of any maturing thought process.

The ancient Athenian philosopher Socrates held the motto “The unexamined life is not worth living.” By “unexamined life” he meant unreflective living—living moment-to-moment without thinking critically about what one believes and how one behaves. We hold that in a sense “the unexamined (unreflective) faith is not worth believing.” In other words, part of the process of maturing in Christian faith is examining—reflecting critically on—one’s own and others’ beliefs and lifestyles. But that does not mean laying aside all faith-commitments in the process. One never reflects in a vacuum! It may simply mean sitting back or going into the library and examining one’s secondary values and behaviors in the light of one’s core beliefs and values. “Are they consistent? Is there a wholeness—an integrity—to what I believe and how I live my life?” This is the beginning of a reflective faith.
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