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1
Why Study Theology?



The question was a familiar one. The young businessman had grabbed me after the service in which I had preached. My sermon had referred to Saint Augustine and Martin Luther.

“Is there any way I can get a handy introduction to these theologians you and the other pastors talk about all the time? I wish I could go to seminary, but that’s impossible. And I am afraid I won’t understand a big textbook. All I want is a little handbook to give me the basics of each of these great theologians.”

Like so many Christians who have said something very similar to me and other pastors over the years, this young man wanted to learn about “the greats”—but not too much, thank you. Too much would be overwhelming in terms of time and complexity.

That’s why I wrote this book. I wanted to be able to provide a short and accessible introduction to some of the greatest theologians—so that any thinking Christian could get a ballpark idea of what is distinctive to each. And at a level they could understand. Challenging but not overwhelming. Provocative but not frustrating. An introduction that could inform and provide a gateway to deeper study if so desired.


Why Study Theology?

Many Christians think theology is for pointy-headed professors and students in the seminaries. Many people in the pews also think they can’t understand most of what is in theology books, but that it wouldn’t matter anyway because it is irrelevant to the real world.

What they don’t realize is that they already do theology. You see, the word theology comes from two Greek words—theos, which means “God,” and logos, which means “reason” or “word” and therefore “speaking.” So anyone who thinks and speaks about God is doing theology.

People who speak or think about God a lot have a framework to put God into. That framework is their theology. It is the lens through which they read the Bible, listen to sermons, read books about God, think about and pray to God. When they read anything about God, they are reading someone else’s theology and using what they read to adjust their own theology—whether they realize that or not.

Therefore, there is no faith without theology. There is no reading of the Bible without a theology that is used—wittingly or unwittingly—to interpret the Bible. There is no hearing a sermon without theology that is both being modified in some way and at the same time helping to analyze the sermon.

So every thinking Christian has some theology. The question is not whether we do theology and use theology, but which theology we do and use. This begs the question, How do we know that our theology—which means our view of God—is the right one?

Let me try to answer this question with an illustration. Suppose you know there is a great woman of God in your church who has read the Bible and theology for forty years. She not only has deep knowledge of Scripture and how to interpret it for life and culture, but she also walks a holy life. People often remark on her humility and love.

What if you were to take the attitude, “I’m going to construct my theology [which, remember, is your view of God] on my own, simply reading the Bible and theology books by myself.”

Wouldn’t that be odd, when you have a godly theologian in your midst? In fact, doesn’t this seem to illustrate sinful pride? It calls to mind the warning of Proverbs: “Fools despise wisdom and instruction” (Prov 1:7).

Ignoring the great and godly minds of the church—who have been ruminating on God for thousands of years—when we have them at our fingertips through books and even the Internet seems to be a kind of arrogance and presumption. It ignores the biblical reminder that there is wisdom in “the multitude of counselors” (Prov 11:14 kjv).

It also forgets another biblical observation that learning from other godly minds and comparing our thoughts with theirs is like iron sharpening iron (Prov 27:17), making our thinking about God sharper and clearer. The result will be deeper knowledge of God, which Jesus said is “eternal life” (Jn 17:3).

This is the beginning of an answer to the question, How do we know which theology is best? The best way is to study the theologies of the greatest minds of the church. That’s what we will begin to do in this book.




Why These Theologians?

No doubt you will wonder why I chose these eleven. (I like the fact that the number is odd because it rightly suggests that theology is provisional and incomplete.)

Generally, these are the eleven I consider to have had the most influence on the history of Christian thought. Origen’s way of reading shaped Bible interpretation for the next fifteen hundred years. Athanasius saved the church from degenerating into a little sect of Greek philosophy. Augustine was perhaps the most influential of all theologians—East or West—teaching us all, for instance, the meaning of grace. Thomas Aquinas was declared by the Catholic Church to be its foremost Doctor (teacher), and he showed us how faith relates to reason and the meaning of “sacrament.” Luther’s efforts to reform the Catholic Church were the principal stimulus to the rise of Protestantism. Calvin was the first and greatest teacher of that second great Protestant tradition, the Reformed movement. Edwards was the greatest religious thinker to grace the American continent and also the premier Christian thinker about how God relates to beauty. Friedrich Schleiermacher was the father of liberal theology. John Henry Newman was the great reformer of the Church of England who famously became a Catholic and showed us how doctrine develops through time. Barth was the most influential of all twentieth-century theologians, and von Balthasar, a contemporary of Barth, is fast becoming the most important Catholic theologian for this new century.

There were others who also had great influence, and a future list maker might prove that one or more of my eleven were edged out by one or more with even greater influence.

Who are some of those others? To list just a few, I have left out the Cappadocians (Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa) and other Eastern theologians, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Anselm, Teresa of Ávila, and such “moderns” as John Wesley, Charles Hodge, Henri de Lubac, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, C. S. Lewis (not usually considered a theologian but one with remarkable influence on Christian thought nonetheless), Edith Stein, Sergei Bulgakov, Simone Weil, H. Richard Niebuhr, John Paul II and Benedict XVI. Perhaps, if this book does well, I might write another book devoted to some or all of these.

But all the theologians in this book have had great influence on the development of Christian thought. That doesn’t mean that the theology of every one has been good. In fact, some have done damage to Christian thinking. For example, Schleiermacher, the father of liberal theology, has caused multitudes to question orthodoxy by saying that theology and creeds are simply words used to depict inner feelings, which suggests that Christian faith is more about what is inside us than objective reality outside us. But I include him in this book because his influence has been enormous. Anyone who has any interest in modern Christian theology must understand Schleiermacher if she or he is to comprehend the strange turns modern theology has taken.

Are these eleven the greatest? As I have just suggested, I am not sure. I must confess that my own personal interests have influenced me. For example, some colleagues would not agree that Newman was the most significant theologian of the nineteenth century. I included him not only because of his huge influence on both Protestants and Catholics but also because I find him so personally intriguing.

But if these eleven are not indisputably the most significant theologians of the last two millennia, they are nevertheless all very important and exceedingly influential. Anyone trying to become acquainted with Christian theology will get a handy overview of the last two thousand years by learning what is distinctive to each.




The Format

I think it is important when coming to theology for the first time to get a big and personal picture first before diving into the theological details. So each chapter starts with a biographical sketch of the theologian, telling a story about that theologian’s life or important events in his life. Then it briefly introduces the main themes of that person’s thinking.

The third and most important section of each chapter zeroes in on one theme that is distinctive to that thinker and examines it in some detail. It is not always the only theme that the theologian is famous for. But it is distinctive to his theology and has had particular impact on the Christian church.

After the discussion of an important distinctive theme, I highlight several lessons I think we can learn from the theologian. At the end of each chapter there are two further helps to the new student of theology. The first is a short selection—typically two to four hundred words—from the theologian’s works, which elucidates one of the theologian’s most important themes—usually one discussed in the chapter.

At the end of each chapter is a list of books. One is by the particular theologian and one or more are about that theologian. These are suggestions for those readers who want to go further.

There are also questions for discussion at the end. These are ideal for Sunday school classes or home study groups. This book can then be the focus for a thirteen-week series—one chapter a week.

Once you finish this book, you will be able to nod appreciatively and even critically when a pastor—or a writer—refers to one of these “greats.” You won’t feel out to lunch, but will know that you have joined what has been called “the Great Conversation.”

Happy reading and thinking.




Questions for Reflection and Discussion


	1. Why do you want to study the great theologians?


	2. In what way does everyone have a theology?


	3. Why is it important to study the great theologians while reading the Bible?













  


  
2


    Origen


    Oft-Reviled but “The Greatest Teacher After the Apostles”



  

    Born in A.D. 185 to Christian parents, probably in Alexandria, Origen (185-253) was something of a child prodigy. Encouraged by his father, the boy not only memorized huge portions of the Bible but eagerly probed their deeper meaning. His father, delighted by his son’s love for the Lord and the Bible, would go to the sleeping boy at night and kiss his breast “as if it was the temple of a divine spirit,” blessing God for being given such a promising child.1


    When Emperor Septimius Severus launched a persecution of the church in 202, seventeen-year-old Origen begged his father not to waver: “Mind you, don’t change your mind on our account.”2 His father apparently listened to his son, for he perished in the attacks. Origen was prevented from fulfilling his desire for martyrdom only when his mother hid his clothes, preventing him from appearing in public.


    Because of his prodigious ability and the loss of his teachers to persecution, Origen was made head of the church’s catechetical school within a year of his father’s death. By night he studied the Bible and by day he prepared his students for martyrdom.


    

      For not only when they were in prison, or were being cross-examined, up to the final sentence, but even when they were afterwards led away to execution, he was at the side of the holy martyrs, displaying astonishing fearlessness and meeting danger face to face. As he boldly approached and fearlessly greeted the martyrs with a kiss, again and again the maddened crowd of pagans that surrounded him was on the point of stoning him.3


    


    Moving from house to house to avoid those plotting against him, Origen fasted both food and sleep in his effort to grow closer to God. For several years he went without shoes, abstained from wine and subsisted on a minimum of nourishment. After a time he started a school similar to Justin Martyr’s in Rome,4 teaching Greek philosophy to all who cared to learn. Thousands flocked to hear him. Those familiar with philosophy remarked that his knowledge of the classics was unparalleled.


    When Origen was nearly thirty, he was asked by two bishops in Palestine to move there to preach and teach. While there the bishop of Alexandria excommunicated Origen, probably because he was jealous of Origen’s renown.


    In 249, when Decius unleashed his cruel persecution of Christians, Origen was granted his wish to suffer for Christ. Eusebius writes of the sixty-five-year-old’s “agony in iron and the darkness of his prison; how for days on end his legs were pulled four paces apart in the torturer’s stocks—the courage with which he bore threats of fire and every torture devised by his enemies,” and the “messages full of help for those in need of comfort.”5 Origen was released from prison before he died, but his health was broken. Death came shortly after.


    

      Bad Reputation


      Despite his holiness, devotion and theological influence, Origen’s reputation has suffered under a cloud to this day. There are two reasons for this. First, in a fit of teenage religious zeal, he castrated himself. Eusebius explains that this was an attempt, in an uncharacteristically literalist reading, to fulfill his Savior’s observation that some “made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 19:12).6 The other reason is that some of his teachings were later judged to be heretical. The most notorious was his suggestion that all creatures might eventually be saved, including the devil himself. There is also dispute about whether he suggested the possibility of the transmigration of souls (reincarnation).


      Origen, however, never advanced these, or any other irregular ideas, as dogmatic doctrines.7 For one thing, the editor of Origen’s principal theological treatise confessed he had altered Origen’s text.8 So we don’t know if these views were actually taught by Origen. Second, Origen “put forward his views for discussion, not as settled dogmas.”9 Origen feared heresy, arguing it would destroy the church. Eusebius tells us Origen kept “from his earliest years the rule of the Church and ‘abominat[ed]’—the very word he uses somewhere himself—all heretical teachings.”10 He advanced new ideas only tentatively, always acknowledging the church’s right to condemn them if they were contrary to the rule of faith. Some of his ideas were later condemned as heretical, but he was never formally branded a heretic because his erroneous opinions were always concerning questions that at the time had not been settled. He was bound, he said, to church teaching. “But[, for instance,] what existed before this world, or what will exist after it, has not yet been made known openly to the many, for no clear statement on the point is set forth in the Church teaching.”11


      His questionable teachings were usually developed in attempts to undermine other heresies. For example, Origen emphasized human freedom in order to combat the Gnostics, who said there is nothing you can do to change your eternal fate. Origen imagined that freedom must be an eternal constant—hence the freedom of even the devils and the damned to change their minds. Long after Origen’s death, the church condemned this idea. But should we discount everything else this teacher of the church wrote because he tentatively explored questions that the church had not yet settled?


      Origen declared himself to be a vir ecclesiasticus (man of the church) and insisted that he would never knowingly violate any church doctrine. In fact, if the church decided that any part of his teaching was in error, he hoped the church would condemn it.


      

        I bear the title of priest and, as you see, I preach the Word of God. But if I do anything contrary to the discipline of the Church or the rule laid down in the Gospels—if I give offence to you and to the Church—then I hope the whole Church will unite with one consent and cast me off.12


      


    


    

    

      The Greatest Teacher After the Apostles


      The fourth-century biblical scholar Jerome said Origen was the greatest teacher of the church after the apostles.13 Origen’s De Principiis (On First Principles) was the first systematic theology, the first Christian attempt at a coherent interpretation of Christianity as a whole. Over the course of his career, Origen wrote somewhere between one and two thousand works, most of which were tragically destroyed by the same man (Emperor Justinian) who built in Constantinople (now Istanbul) Hagia Sophia, the greatest church building of the first millennium. Origen’s impact on later Christian thinking was profound, influencing Eusebius and the Cappadocian theologians (Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa), Maximus the Confessor, Hilary of Poitiers and Ambrose of Milan. He who “tower[ed] above the Greek fathers as Augustine tower[ed] above the Latins,”14 has also been called the “ancestor of the great monastic movement of the fourth century.”15


      But Origen was not just a theologian. Above all, he was a teacher of the Bible, with a pastor’s heart. The pastoral challenges he faced sound remarkably similar to those facing pastors in the twenty-first century. Immersed in a culture more interested in undemanding pantheism than rigorous discipleship, many Christians gave scant attention to their own religion, were more concerned with pleasure and commerce, and even when in church wanted to be titillated with amusing stories rather than difficult strictures from the Scriptures. Listen to an excerpt from one of Origen’s sermons.


      

        The Lord has entrusted me with the task of giving his household their allowance of food [Bible teaching] at the appointed time [Lk 12:42]. . . . But how can I? Where and when can I find a time when you will listen to me? The greater part of your time, nearly all of it in fact, you spend on mundane things, in the market-place or the shops; some of you are busy in the country, others wrapped up in litigation. Nobody, or hardly anybody, bothers about God’s Word. . . . But why complain about those who are not here? Even those who are, those of you who have come to church, are paying no attention. You can take an interest in tales that have become worn out through repetition, but you turn your backs on God’s Word and the reading of Holy Scripture.16


      


      Origen complained that some stood in the corner of church and gabbed while the Bible was being read or preached. He lamented that although he urged the young men to study the Bible, he had wasted his time. “None” seemed to take his suggestion.


    


    

    

      Origen’s Greatest Contribution


      Origen laid the foundations for the ways we think about the Trinity (by, among other things, suggesting that Jesus was eternally generated by the Father and therefore different from all other created beings) and about the relation between Christ’s human and divine natures (by pointing out that Scripture applies the properties of either nature to the other).


      His model of spirituality became standard for the medieval church and later: a mysticism of ascent in which the believer is led heavenward to seeing and enjoying the infinite splendors of the Logos. Mysticism means having direct communion with God. Logos is Greek for “Word” and refers to the second person of the Trinity, Jesus Christ, who Origen said fills the whole cosmos of human beings and angels imparting life, light, trust and resurrection. The Logos is incarnated in three ways—in his resurrected body in the Eucharist (Communion), in the church which is his body and in Scripture. Origen emphasized the necessity of personal holiness for making progress in this upward pilgrimage, including the use of Scripture. Here he said believers can find the real presence of Christ, but only if they are seeking holiness and the spiritual sense of the text.


      Before we discuss the impact this model of spirituality had on the later church, let’s pause to reflect that we see several themes in Origen that will reappear in later Christian theology. The first is asceticism, the idea that it is helpful in our pilgrimage to the heavenly city to deprive ourselves of the pleasures of the flesh. Origen slept on the floor and went without shoes and wine; he avoided martyrdom in his teen years, but his constant pursuit of prayer and study were a kind of living martyrdom. Jonathan Edwards (see chap. 8) was similar; he worked in his study twelve to fourteen hours every day and purposely cut back on food and drink and sleep to keep himself sharp and in a state of self-denial. In Edwards we see also an Origen-like emphasis on seeing God by something like mystical vision. Edwards himself spoke of being “rapt up” to heaven and being “swallowed up” by God. Interestingly, both prized the Song of Songs; Origen wrote three commentaries on it in ten volumes, and Edwards commented on it extensively with delight. Both saw it as an erotic poem whose first meaning was to portray the love between God and his people.


      But now let’s get back to Origen’s spirituality and stress on the Bible’s spiritual meaning. It was this emphasis on the spiritual sense of the biblical text—for the purpose of mystical ascent—that left what was perhaps Origen’s greatest mark on the history of Christianity. Origen unfolded a “spiritual interpretation of the Bible” that became the “unanimous interpretation” of the church in its first fifteen hundred years. Its aim was to discern in the Old Testament the sense that the gospel gave to it.17


      Origen believed this was the way Jesus and the apostles read the Old Testament. Paul was his principal teacher. In 1 Corinthians 10 (“Our fathers . . . drank from the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock was Christ. . . . Now these things . . . were written down for our instruction”) and Galatians 4 (“Abraham had two sons, one by a slave woman and one by a free woman. . . . [T]his may be interpreted allegorically: these women are two covenants”) Paul teaches that all of the Old Testament must be read in the light “of the prodigious new fact of Christ.” In the words of Henri de Lubac, the great historian of biblical hermeneutics, for Origen “Jesus Christ brings about the unity of Scripture because he is the endpoint and fullness of Scripture. Everything in it is related to him. In the end, he is its sole object. Consequently, he is, so to speak, its whole exegesis.”18


      Of course the Old Testament never refers to Jesus by name. So how are we to understand the Bible as always referring to Jesus Christ?


      The first thing to notice is that Jesus himself seemed to believe this was the case. Luke tells us that he “interpreted to [the disciples on the road to Emmaus] in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Lk 24:27). By “the Scriptures” Luke meant the Old Testament, the only Scriptures at that time.


      Origen taught that in order to see Christ in the Old Testament (and therefore the highest meaning of this Testament), we must realize there is not just a single meaning to a biblical passage. This was the mistake of the Gnostics, against whom Origen battled. I might add that this is a common mistake today as well, made by both orthodox and nonorthodox. Origen was convinced—and the church followed his lead for fifteen hundred years—that just as Jesus saw both the literal meaning of an Old Testament text and its spiritual meaning as referring to himself, and just as Paul could say that when Deuteronomy commands us not to muzzle the ox when it is treading out the grain (Deut 25:4), it really means we should pay our pastors (1 Cor 9:9-12), the proper conclusion is that most Scripture passages therefore have more than one layer of meaning. If we assume each passage has only one meaning, and that it is restricted to the original intent of the human author of that passage, then we will miss the rich and beautiful biblical drama that was created not by the human authors but by the divine Author behind the human authors.


    


    

    

      The Fourfold Sense of Scripture


      Origen developed what later became known as the fourfold sense of the Bible.19 The first is the literal or historical sense, which means, in the case of the Old Testament, “what happened” in the text. Let’s say the passage is Genesis 22, the story of Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac. “What happened” is that Abraham offered Isaac as a sacrifice to God, in obedience to God’s command. At the last minute God intervened to stop Abraham from slaying his son, and provided a ram instead for the sacrifice. These events constitute the literal or historical sense.


      Then there is the allegorical sense or “what you should believe.” This is the most important part of the spiritual understanding, the part that shows us Christ. For Origen, both the ram and Isaac represent, or are types (that is, Old Testament people or things that point to New Testament realities) of, Christ, who was the perfect sacrifice on our behalf. The ram represents the flesh of Christ, which was killed on Calvary. But Isaac stands for “Christ according to the Spirit,” who “remained incorruptible.” The ram perished, but Isaac did not. What is the allegorical or spiritual lesson here? “Abraham offered to God his mortal son, who did not die, and God gave up his immortal Son who died for all of us.”20


      The third layer of meaning is the moral or tropological—“what you should do.” In other words, what instruction does this give us for living our Christian lives? In this case, Origen would say we should respond in gratitude and praise for God’s sacrifice of Christ for us, and in turn we should offer our own lives up as a sacrifice to God.


      The last layer is the anagogical, which is Greek for “leading up.” It refers to “what we should aim for” in heaven. Origen might say this passage reminds us that in heaven we will have the beatific vision of the “Lamb who was slain” from the foundation of the world (Rev 13:8), and that all our lives should be led in anticipation of that blessed sight.


      Although this way of interpreting the Old Testament was not new, Origen developed the various layers of meaning in profound ways, and used them extensively in his many biblical commentaries. Preachers and theologians used and learned from these commentaries for many centuries. They found that layers of meaning gave meaning to parts of the Old Testament whose value seemed otherwise puzzling. For example, Origen said the stories of Israel’s wars against Canaanites were full of lessons for Christians about their inner wars against the world, the flesh and the devil.


      But Origen added that not every believer will be able to understand all these layers of meaning. Just as humans are made up of body, soul and spirit, so too Scripture has corresponding layers. The most simple believer will discern only the body of Scripture—its literal or historical sense. Those a bit more advanced will be able to see the soul of Scripture—perhaps its moral (tropological) meaning. The most mature will discern in a passage the “secret and hidden wisdom of God”—the allegorical and anagogical meanings. Origen believed Paul had something like this in mind in 1 Corinthians 2:6-7 when he said, “Among the mature we do impart wisdom. . . . [A] secret and hidden wisdom of God,” and in 1 Corinthians 3:1 when he referred to “people of the flesh, . . . infants in Christ.”


      Origen developed this multiple sense of Scripture in his battles with the Gnostics, who said the gods of the Old and New Testaments are two different gods. The first is irrational and cruel, and the second is kind and loving. The Gnostics said the Father of Jesus would never have given the law to the Jews. They pointed to Old Testament events and prescriptions that to them seemed ridiculous or cruel.


      Origen’s response was to appeal to the early church’s “rule of truth,” which was eventually developed into the Nicene and Apostles’ creeds. He said this “rule” came down from the apostles and that it affirmed the unity of the two Testaments. So both Testaments came from the Father of Jesus Christ. The New Testament was the hermeneutical key to the Old Testament, which contained the “shadows” and “types” of the New.


      One of the Gnostics might have been a teacher named Paul, who came to Alexandria from Antioch. Origen said he was a heretic. Apparently Paul was a powerful speaker, for he attracted large numbers to his talks, both heretics and orthodox. Origen says he “loathed” this teacher’s doctrine and refused to join in his prayers.21


      In his treatise written against Marcion, a heretic who was influenced by Gnosticism to reject both the Jewish God and the Old Testament, Origen wrote that Marcion and others like him speak of a Christ different from that of the New Testament. Hence there are “two Christs.” One is that of the heretics, who reject the Christ’s prefigurings (shadows and types) in the Old Testament and the whole Testament altogether. The other is the true Christ who is the true subject of both Testaments.


      Origen’s pursuit of the spiritual sense of Scripture has been criticized for its tendency to all but abolish the literal meaning of the Old Testament. For example, Origen wrote that the Levitical command to eat only animals that chew the cud really means that believers are to meditate on the law of God. There is spiritual insight in this reflection, but it would be dangerous to abandon all historical-critical study of the Bible. We would have far less understanding of Jesus and Israel if we had not studied the Dead Sea Scrolls, second-temple Judaism and Greco-Roman customs. All these areas of research were stimulated by a desire to understand the literal meaning of the Bible.


      Ironically, the same Origen who stressed so heavily the spiritual sense of the Bible also produced the Hexapla, the most important work of biblical criticism before the modern era. This was a sixty-five hundred-page book that put side-by-side six different renditions of the Old Testament, one in Hebrew and five in Greek. His purpose was to use it for interreligious discussions with Jews and others. He also made extensive notes on variant readings of the New Testament.


      Origen fought fiercely for true doctrine. He believed that false doctrine was worse than bad morality, perhaps because the former leads people away from the true God (and true morality as well). Heretics, he said, call Jesus their master and embrace him, but their kiss is the kiss of Judas.22 Origen is noted in the history of apologetics for his Contra Celsum, a massive work of careful reasoning that uses a Greek philosophical framework to argue boldly for the incarnation of God in Jesus. It is widely regarded as the capstone of ancient Christian apologetics (before Augustine’s City of God, which appeared after paganism had started to recede).


    


    

    

      What We Can Take Away


      What can we learn from Origen’s approach to the Bible? Three things, I believe.


      1. A new way of seeing the Bible’s unity. It is one book, finally, because there is one author—the Holy Spirit. Too often we have let modern historical criticism dominate our understanding of Scripture. Its purpose and sometimes its results are helpful, for they illuminate a book’s historical and cultural background, which helps us in turn hear the message of the book. But too often its results suggest the Bible is but a collection of contradictory messages. In addition, its restriction of focus on background historical issues leaves us feeling dry and unsatisfied. And it is no wonder, for its practitioners often presume they know what can and cannot happen—so that biblical miracles and prophecies are assumed to be spurious. These scholars remind us of the professors whom John of Salisbury (c. 1115-1180) described as proud of their scientific knowledge but rather unspiritual:


      

        In the chariot of the eunuch of the Queen of Ethiopia they discuss and read the Scriptures with eyes closed, and they disdain or are unable to see him who is “led like a lamb to the slaughter” (Isaiah 53). . . . In any case, although they are seated on the wheels of Scripture, and are borne by a motion of winged animals, their tongue, when they discuss higher things, licks at the earth; nor do they understand the Scriptures, because the Lord of every kind of knowledge does not open their hearts.23


      


      Such an approach fails to explain how the psalmist could say, “Oh [LORD,] how I love your law” (Ps 119:97). But seeing Origen’s passion for the Bible, which he saw as the location for the real presence of the Logos in every passage, helps us imagine how the Scriptures can have a single message—Jesus Christ. As Origen put it, “All Divine Scripture is the Gospel.”24


      2. A new appreciation for the profundity of Scripture. For Origen, and those whose vision was fired by his,


      

        Scripture is like the world: “undecipherable in its fullness and in the multiplicity of its meanings.” [It is] a deep forest, with innumerable branches, “an infinite forest of meanings”: the more involved one gets in it, the more one discovers that it is impossible to explore it right to its end. It is a table arranged by Wisdom, laden with food, where the unfathomable divinity of the Savior is itself offered as nourishment to all. Treasure of the Holy Spirit, whose riches are as infinite as himself. True labyrinth. Deep heavens, unfathomable abyss. Vast sea, where there is endless voyaging “with all sails set.” Ocean of mystery.25


      


      So Origen can help us gain or renew a vision for the infinite beauty of Scripture, and a reverence for its mystery. We can drop behind us the Enlightenment’s false presumption that it can reduce the Bible to being a product of history or sociology or power politics, and nothing more. More important, we may be able to see afresh that, as Origen put it, behind every letter of the Bible is the ineffable goodness of God.26


      3. A new openness to Scripture’s role in our spiritual formation. For Origen, knowledge of Scripture was less for polemical purposes and far more for knowledge of God. But knowledge of God, while it starts with intellectual apprehension of the words of Scripture, must end with a tabernacling of the Word in our hearts. We are to be formed into God’s image—or more specifically, the image of Christ. The medieval devotion to the imitatio Christi was indebted largely to Origen.


      Origen is also the fountainhead of an immense stream of Christian tradition that aims at divinization (also called “deification”)—the idea that believers participate in the divinity of Christ. Origen pointed often to 2 Peter 1:3-4 (“His divine power has granted to us . . . his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature” [italics added]), saying that we are not to be merely imitators of Christ but actually share in his very nature. While teaching that we can share in the divine nature, he warned that this still means there is an infinite difference between Christ and the saint—Christ is divine by nature, but the saint is divine only by participation. We will see in the pages that follow that divinization played an important role in the thought of other great theologians such as Athanasius and Edwards. We may have trouble thinking about this, but it is a helpful reminder that Scripture’s purpose is not just to impart head knowledge but to enable us to share in the very life of the Trinity.


      

        A Selection from origen’s Works


        And Paul in addressing the Corinthians as “babes” and as people “behaving like ordinary men” (cf. 1 Cor. 3:1, 3) says, “I fed you with milk, not solid food; for you were not ready for it; and even yet you are not ready, for you are still of the flesh” (1 Cor. 3:2-3). And in Hebrews he says, “You need milk, not solid food; for everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, for he is a child. But solid food is for the perfect, for those who have their faculties trained by practice to distinguish good from evil” (Heb. 5:12-14). And I think that the verse, “One believes he may eat anything, while the weak man eats only vegetables” (Rom. 14:2) refers not primarily to his corporeal food, but to the words of God that nourish the soul. The first one, who is most faithful and perfect, can partake of all of them, as is indicated by “one believes he may eat anything.” But the other one, who is weaker and less perfect, is content with the simpler teachings and with those that do not produce much vigor, as Paul wishes to indicate when he says, “The weak man eats only vegetables.”


        And I think that what is said by Solomon in Proverbs teaches that the one who cannot receive the more vigorous and greater teachings because of his simplicity and yet does not stumble in his thinking is better than the one who is quicker and sharper and applies himself to these matters more fully, but does not see clearly the meaning of peace and of the harmony of the universe. This is what the verse says, “Better is a dinner of vegetables with friendship and grace than a fatted calf with hatred” (Prov. 15:17). And so we often accept a common and more simple dinner with a good conscience, when we are entertained by those unable to offer us any more, in preference to words lifted on high against the knowledge of God (cf. 1 Cor. 10:5), which proclaim with great persuasiveness a teaching foreign to the Law and the prophets given by the Father of our Lord Jesus (cf. Mt. 5:17, 7:12, 22:40; Lk. 16:16). Therefore, lest we should be sick through lack of food for the soul or die because of a famine of the Lord’s Word (cf. Amos 8:11; Rom. 14:8; Gal. 2:19), let us ask the Father for the “living bread,” who is the same as the “daily bread.” Let us obey our Savior as teacher, believing and living more worthily.27


      


    


    

    

      For Reflection and Discussion


      

        	

          1. What is most inspiring about Origen’s life?


        


        	

          2. What did Origen mean when he said he was a vir ecclesiasticus (man of the church)? Should we be the same?


        


        	

          3. Is it encouraging or discouraging to see the problems in Origen’s church (for example, that Christians even then did not always pay attention to sermons)? Why?


        


        	

          4. Ask someone in your group to rehearse for everyone the fourfold sense. Try to use it on the parable of the good Samaritan.


        


        	

          5. How does the idea of the unity of the Bible help our thinking when we come upon two passages that seem to contradict each other? For example, Paul says we are “not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ” (Gal 2:16), and James says that “a person is justified by works and not by faith alone” (Jas 2:24).


        


        	

          6. Origen believed the Bible was an ocean of mystery. Does this perspective help us approach the Word of God with more respect and reverence?
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3
Athanasius
The Black Monk Who Saved the Faith



Athanasius (c. 296-373) was a short, swarthy Egyptian (hence the epithet “black dwarf” given him by his enemies) who repeatedly outwitted and out-thought his Arian opponents. They often beat him in the short-term—his battles with them lasted almost fifty years, and he was exiled five times during those years. He never lived to see his cause prevail. Yet eventually, after his death, the orthodox position he tirelessly championed finally won the day.

The risks were huge. As C. S. Lewis put it, if Athanasius had not fought so bravely and persistently, orthodox Christianity might have disappeared from history.1

His epitaph is Athanasius contra mundum, “Athanasius against the world.” We are proud that our own country has more than once stood against the world. Athanasius did the same. He stood for the Trinitarian doctrine, “whole and undefiled,” when it looked as if all the civilized world was slipping back from Christianity into the religion of Arius—into one of those “sensible” synthetic religions which are so strongly recommended to-day [sic] and which, then as now, included among their devotees many highly cultivated clergymen. It is his glory that he did not move with the times; it is his reward that he now remains when those times, as all times do, have moved away.2


The future saint and “Doctor” (Latin for “teacher”) of the Eastern Church grew up in a little village on the banks of the Nile. He spoke Coptic—the language of ordinary Egyptians—and probably came from a lower-class family. When he was only five years old, the emperor Diocletian launched the most ferocious persecution of the first three centuries of the church. It didn’t stop until Athanasius was fourteen, in 311, under the new emperor Maximin. (But later, Maximin renewed the persecutions.)

Athanasius survived, and it strengthened his faith. Moved by the courage of the martyrs, he was drawn to serious discipleship. His friend Gregory of Nazianzus—another Doctor of the Eastern Church—said the young man Athanasius “meditate[ed] on every book of the Old and New Testament, with a depth such as none else has applied even to one of them.”3 Athanasius had at least one excellent mentor. He wrote later in his Life of Saint Antony (Anthony) that when he (Athanasius) was a young man, he would often go out into the desert to help care for and learn from the old Antony, who lived as a holy hermit in prayer and meditation.

When he was thirty, Athanasius attended the famous Council of Nicaea (325) in what is now Turkey. As a deacon Athanasius had no vote, but the proceedings made a deep impression on him. He became rock-hard in his conviction that the essence of Christianity is the presence of God as a human being among men and women in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, and that nothing short of that divine dwelling in human flesh could save human beings from corruption and death. He likened this divine visitation to the visit of a king to a city. Because of his visit the city gains new honor and is protected against attacks by bandits. So too we humans have been visited by God himself. He has joined our race and now protects us from attacks by the evil one. Now we are free to become what God intended us to be in the first place—creatures who share his very life.

Just three years later Athanasius was made—against his wishes—bishop of Alexandria, one of the greatest cities of the empire. That same year Emperor Constantine revoked the sentence banishing Arius from Alexandria. Arius had taught that Jesus was more than just a man but less than fully God, and the Council at Nicaea had declared Jesus’ full deity. As a result, Arius had been prevented from returning to his former ministry as a deacon in Alexandria.

But now that Constantine had given the Arian cause new life, the followers of Arius were emboldened. They circulated rumors that Athanasius dabbled in magic. A synod in Tyre (now Lebanon) accused him of having murdered another bishop by the name of Arsenius. They also charged that he had cut off Arsenius’s hand for use in special magical rites.

Tradition has it that when Athanasius came to a hearing at Tyre, he brought with him a man whose head was covered by a hood. Because Athanasius knew there were bishops at Tyre who had known Arsenius personally, he waited until the bishops were present before he removed the man’s hood. There were audible gasps when the man turned out to be Arsenius himself, very much alive.

Some protested, “Yes, but maybe Athanasius really did cut off his hand.” Athanasius then held up the bishop’s one hand.

Others yelled, “Show us his other hand!” Athanasius then held up the bishop’s other hand and asked, “What do you think this man is—a monster with three hands?” Everyone laughed. The plot against Athanasius was foiled, but only for a while.

Some time later Athanasius went to Constantinople (now Istanbul) to argue his case before Emperor Constantine. The emperor’s Arian advisers, however, would not let him in. So on a day when Athanasius knew the emperor was going for a ride on his horse, the little bishop bolted out of hiding and grabbed the reins of the emperor’s horse, forcing it to stop. The emperor was angry. So when one of Athanasius’s rivals told the emperor in 335 that Athanasius had threatened to cut off Egyptian grain shipments to Rome, Constantine banished him to Trier (in today’s Germany). By this time Athanasius had become so popular with the people of Alexandria that riots broke out there on his behalf.

In 337 Constantine died, and his three sons, ruling jointly, permitted all exiled bishops to return. Athanasius started to approach Alexandria, but riots again threatened, so he went to Rome instead. There he was able to convince Julius, the bishop of Rome, that Arius was wrong and Nicaea was right—Jesus was fully God and not simply a divine emissary.

Yet Arianism was still on the march. It seemed to have won the war when in 351 a council of bishops gathered at Sirmium (in today’s Serbia) and openly rejected the decision at Nicaea.

That ecclesiastical victory seemed to be sealed politically when in 353 Constantius, one of Constantine’s sons, gained sole possession of the empire. The new emperor was rigorously pro-Arian. By threats and force he compelled most of the bishops to accept Arianism. He tried to compel Athanasius as well. When the latter was celebrating communion one night in Alexandria, the church was suddenly surrounded by five thousand soldiers armed with swords, bows, clubs and spears. The general in charge forced his way in and commanded all the people to come out. Amid cries of desperation, Athanasius ordered the congregation to sing Psalm 136, with the refrain “For his mercy endures forever.” The soldiers pushed their way through the crowd, trying to get at their bishop, but he announced he would not leave until all the congregation had escaped. His clergy formed a circle around him, he fainted, and in the ensuing commotion they somehow spirited him out of the building and away from the soldiers.

For the next five years Athanasius lived in the desert with legions of scattered monks, moving whenever word came that troops were approaching. Back in the cities of the empire, Arianism seemed to have triumphed. As Jerome put it, “The whole world groaned and was astonished to find itself Arian.”4

But then Constantius died in 360 and Julian the Apostate ascended the throne. Athanasius was able to return to his home, but only for a while. Julian, like his predecessors, was threatened by Athanasius’s position and banished him again. During this exile, when Athanasius once more was trying to elude the authorities, he was traveling up-river on the Nile, with an imperial ship about to overtake him. Soldiers on the imperial ship called out, “Have you seen Athanasius?”

Athanasius answered truthfully, “Yes, he is just ahead of you. But if you hurry, you can catch him.”

The great theologian died in 373, his cause apparently lost. It would be another eight years before the universal church regained its footing at the Second Ecumenical Council in 381, when it reaffirmed Nicene orthodoxy—repudiating Arianism once and for all.


Why the Incarnation Was Necessary

Athanasius is known for more than just his battle against Arianism. His Life of Antony had a huge impact on the development of monasticism, for example. Without it, we may not have had a St. Benedict, who is often called the father of Western monasticism, and it is difficult to imagine Western civilization without the Benedictine monasteries that preserved the Western classics of philosophy and theology.

The Life of Antony was also a first in terms of spiritual biography. Athanasius had no model to follow when writing the life of a surviving saint (there were models for writing about martyrs). So Athanasius’s story of Antony’s battling the devil and demons in the desert, and dispensing divine healing and wisdom to all comers, created a new paradigm. It presented the saint as one who proceeds heavenward (this recalls Origen’s model of ascetic ascent) by steps on a spiritual ladder. The saint uses spiritual weapons to ascend, such as making the sign of the cross and praying with groans. Each step upward risks a greater fall because, after each victory by the saint, the devil always returns with a stronger temptation. But the saint draws on Christ’s very life and grace, which Christ in turn has received from the Father.5

The story of Antony was also connected to Athanasius’s lifelong war with Arianism. In words that reminded readers of Moses, Athanasius wrote that Antony “came down from the mountain” in the desert to go to Alexandria and contend with the Arians, warning Christians “neither to go near them nor to share their erroneous belief.” Antony said publicly “that the whole creation itself is angered at [the Arians], because they number among the creatures the Creator and Lord of all, in whom all things were made.”6

Athanasius also played a role in the ancient debates over the date of Easter, and he made important arguments for the divinity of the Holy Spirit as an equal member of the Trinity.

But it was his work on the person of Jesus as the Word of God that made his lasting mark on the church. He insisted that it was Jesus’ work as God incarnate that brought healing to a sick world, and that this work was crystallized at the cross. There, at a scene the world despised, “He overturn[ed] the pomp and parade of idols, and quietly and hiddenly w[on] over the mockers and unbelievers to recognize Him as God.”7

Athanasius’s long career of fighting for the deity of Christ was focused on two overall arguments: first, that the cross and incarnation were necessary for human salvation; and second, that Jesus Christ was indeed the incarnation of God in human flesh. Let’s take a look now at the first argument about the necessity of the incarnation.

Athanasius contended that Jesus had to be God in order to solve three dilemmas: humans had irreparably corrupted the image of God originally placed in them, their inner beings had become diseased, and they had incurred a debt they could not repay.

These three dilemmas had arisen because of sin—which Athanasius defined as an abuse of freedom. God originally gave his human creatures the ability to know him by looking at the creation (and seeing its otherwise inexplicable order and harmony) and noticing the image of the Word within themselves. But they turned away from the signs of God in creation and in themselves, and turned instead to things of this world and worshiped them. The three dilemmas were the result—the image of God in us became horribly disfigured, our souls became sick, and we owed a debt we could not settle.

Therefore, Athanasius reasoned, forgiveness is not enough. (This, by the way, is an important argument against Jewish and Muslim assertions that God can forgive sins without the incarnation or cross.) Since human nature had been polluted by sin, forgiveness by itself would not remove the corruption. God could forgive our lust, and we could repent, but that alone would not check our compulsion to lust.

Had it been a case of trespass only, and not of a subsequent corruption, repentance would have been well enough; but when once transgression had begun, men came under the power of the corruption. . . . [Christ had to] bring again the corruptible to incorruption.8


In addition, sin was ruining our nature more and more. The forces of death were gradually spreading through our souls and bodies, and would lead to both physical and spiritual death. Forgiveness was not enough to stop that process.

The result is soul sickness. We are diseased. We need a divine physician to cure us. Only by the infusion of new life could the sickness of death coursing through our souls be arrested and destroyed: “If death was within the body, woven into its very substance and dominating it as though completely one with it, the need was for Life to be woven into it instead, so that the body by thus enduing itself with life might cast corruption off.”9

These are just three of the innumerable benefits of the cross and incarnation: “So many are the Savior’s achievements that follow from His Incarnation, that to try to number them is like gazing at the open sea and trying to count the waves.”10

The key to understanding how God is able to accomplish all this through the incarnation of his Son is the principle of “solidarity.” This is the idea, familiar to the ancients but foreign to the developed West today, that we can be joined to a person in such a way that whatever happens to that person also happens as a result to us. This is why ancient and medieval peoples naturally followed the religious choices of their kings and fathers—because they believed that they were joined to their corporate heads at the level of being, and so the new god or reality which was shared by their head was now also shared with them. This was also why Adam’s sin could spread to us so easily, because we were joined to him by solidarity. Athanasius explains this is why Christ’s defeat of death destroyed death’s power not only over himself but also over us: “For the solidarity of mankind is such that, by virtue of the Word’s indwelling in a single human body, the corruption which goes with death has lost its power over all.”11

The power has been crippled and the spell has been broken because death’s demands have been met. Humanity’s sin demanded punishment. But when the Word joined itself with the human race and allowed that punishment for sin (death) to be fully executed on himself—and therefore by the principle of solidarity on the whole race—death no longer had traction in humanity. It was stripped of its ability to corrupt and destroy the race.

Thus, taking a body like our own, because all our bodies were liable to the corruption of death, He surrendered His body to death in place of all, and offered it to the Father. This He did out of sheer love for us, so that in His death all might die, and the law of death thereby be abolished because, when He had fulfilled in His body that for which it was appointed, it was thereafter voided of its power for men.12


So death’s power over us, which means its power to keep us in fear and destroy us forever, has been put to death. But we are joined as a race not only to Christ on the cross but also to Christ in his resurrection. That means, for Athanasius, that believers are joined to Christ’s resurrection life, which gradually restores our sick souls from a state of corruption to a state of increasing incorruption. Our sick souls are being healed by Jesus’ resurrection life.
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