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Introduction



Anyone who has had the misfortune of being misunderstood or having their words used in unintended ways will know the helplessness and frustration that can result. As a professor of theology at an evangelical Christian liberal arts university in Canada, I know firsthand what this is like. Of the many times I have experienced this feeling, one example following the publication of my book A High View of Scripture? stands out.1 Even though I received encouraging words and reviews from many of my evangelical brothers and sisters, the book also generated a fair amount of dissatisfaction and angst over some of my conclusions.

One negative reaction came from an American pastor in the form of an unpublished book review. Of the several complaints he had with the book, one stood out because of its misleading nature. Near the end of his review he accused me of caring more about academic respectability than the good of the church. In his words:

One of the driving forces behind how he [Allert] sees the task of theology and scholarship is respectability in the larger academic community. Speaking of conservative views of scripture he comments: “If one unreservedly throws in one’s lot with the right, severe criticisms would center on that individual concerning the claims of biblical scholarship.” (emphasis added)


This is a classic example of misleading readers because of what the author does not include from the source. While it is true that the pastor cites the words as written, he does not indicate, as I do in the book, that I am summarizing the words of the well-known evangelical scholar I. Howard Marshall. I was relating to my readers the tension expressed by Marshall in his book on biblical inspiration as he set out to explain this doctrine to an evangelical audience.2 In addition to this lack of recognition, the pastor also conveniently excluded much of the quotation that balances the point I was making with reference to Marshall and inspiration. The full quotation from my book, with the section quoted by the pastor italicized, is as follows:

I am very aware of the fact that entering into a presentation and discussion of this sort can be a risky venture. This is so not only because of the divergent views prevalent within the topic, but also because of the dedication and dogma with which certain views are held. The comment of one well-known New Testament scholar comes to mind as I embark on this endeavor. I. H. Marshall believes that anyone daring enough to express his views on the nature of the Bible has a particularly difficult path to tread.3 His path does not merely run along the edge of a cliff, with the sea below on one side; he is traversing an edge with the possibility of going astray both to the right and to the left. If one deviates to the left and suggests that not all of what Scripture says is true in the strictest sense of the term, that individual will come under severe criticism from the right, not simply for saying so, but also for saying so as a confessed evangelical. If one unreservedly throws in one’s lot with the right, severe criticisms would center on that individual concerning the claim of biblical scholarship.4


I must admit feeling angry at this accusation that so blatantly twisted the context and intent behind these words. To accuse me of caring more about academic respectability than anything else by using a fragment from an extended quotation is, to be frank, careless, irresponsible, and dishonest. It is a move intended to sway the audience to the author’s point of view by not letting the details of context get in the way of the point he was intent on making.

Unfortunately, irresponsible use of sources is not uncommon in our evangelical world. I do not know the reasons why some choose to take this line of “argument,” and it is not this book’s intent to investigate it, but it certainly needs to be addressed in the specific instances it occurs. The problem of irresponsible use of sources intersects with the purpose of this book. Broadly stated, my intention is to give a window into the strange new world of the church fathers and how they understood creation themes in Genesis 1. I say “strange new world” because for many evangelicals it is just that. Most have heard of the church fathers, and some have heard the names Augustine or Origen. In rare cases appeal is even made to them in support of an argument. But this is usually as far as it goes.

This lack of knowledge is a problem when trusted sources are irresponsible in how they appeal to the church fathers. This is precisely what is happening in some creation science appropriations of patristic sources. Rather than using the deliberate and patient approach necessary to this strange new world, creation science advocates decontextualize and proof-text the early leaders of the church to show that they read Scripture and understood Genesis 1 no differently than they themselves do today. Rather than trying understand the church fathers on their own terms, as pastors and churchmen, they are treated as ammunition in a battle they knew nothing about. To treat the Fathers so irresponsibly is a disservice both to them and the church they served. Further, it fails to accurately discern how we may grasp our own debt to them and properly appropriate them to inform our contemporary Christianity.

In some ways, the irresponsible appropriation of which I write does not surprise me. We evangelicals do not often realize how culture affects our own understanding of the Bible. We have the notion that we can simply read and understand Scripture clearly without any preconceived ideas or influences. Disagreements with our interpretation, in this way of thinking, must be the result of others bringing preconceived ideas or influences to their reading—certainly not our own! This attitude is just as alive in religion and science as it is in every other arena. This is why evangelical historian Mark Noll sought to identify attitudes, assumptions, and convictions that influence North American Protestants’ interaction with science.5 Doing this, he states, helps us to “realize how much pre-commitments affect contested issues of science and religion and to urge as much self-critical self-consciousness as possible when approaching such questions.”6 It will not do to claim a bird’s-eye view, where we are uninfluenced by the particularity of our own historical locatedness over against others who disagree with us. A better approach would be to understand our influences and assumptions as best we can, just as we understand the influences and assumptions of those we use as sources.

As I prepared this book I was struck, and sometimes even appalled, at the way the church fathers were used as ammunition by some in the creation/evolution debate. Many examples are detailed in chapter two, “How Not to Read the Fathers.” But before we can get there it is necessary to understand who the church fathers were and why they remain important for Christianity today, which is explained in the opening chapter, “Who Are the Church Fathers, and Why Should I Care?”

Foundational to the creation/evolution debate is the interpretation of Scripture. Assumptions are made and often transferred to early biblical interpreters. Descriptions like “literal,” “plain/common meaning,” and “allegory” are thrown around as if they are understood in the same way across Christian history. When this occurs, the risk of significant misunderstanding is very high. In order to address the misunderstandings and misrepresentations of biblical interpretation in the age of the Fathers, chapter three asks, “What does ‘literal’ mean?” Some who want to go immediately to the nitty gritty of the creation/evolution issue may be frustrated with this chapter because it does not deal directly with the debate. But I beg the reader’s patience because it is here that foundational interpretational issues and definitions are addressed and clarified, thereby giving us the context within which to understand the Fathers’ approach to Scripture that is too often glossed.

Chapter four, “Basil the Literalist?” builds on this foundation by addressing a specific example in Basil of Caesarea. As we will learn, Basil is often paraded as a champion of literal interpretation in the modern sense by advocates of a creation science approach to Genesis 1. In his homilies on the six days of creation, Basil has some remarks about allegorical interpretation that are seen by some as an outright rejection of it in favor of the literal. We will see that, over against simple proof-texting, proper context is necessary to understand that his words were neither an acceptance of literal interpretation in our modern sense nor an outright rejection of allegorical interpretation.

I shift the approach in the next three chapters to organize them more around themes or topics of importance in the Fathers’ understanding of Genesis 1–2. In all three chapters my intent is to allow the reader to see the flow and context of the arguments as they are expressed around these themes. In other words, seeing how some Fathers approached and discussed issues that have become important in the contemporary creation/evolution debate may allow us to learn from another Christian perspective. The chapters are deliberate and follow the flow of argument in the limited group of Fathers I have chosen. This allows us to see context—what they emphasized and how they did so. Chapter five, “Creation out of Nothing,” thus examines the background and some principal issues regarding the understanding of creation in Theophilus, Ephrem, and Basil. Chapter six, “The Days of Genesis,” surveys the same three Fathers concerning the topic of the days. Chapter seven looks at how Augustine discussed the first words of Genesis, “In the beginning.”

The final chapter, “On Being like Moses,” seeks to show the reader how one Father (Basil of Caesarea) uses the creation-of-humanity narrative in Genesis 1 and 2 as a foundational anthropology that has implications for interpreting Scripture. It is meant as a small offering to reconsider how the biblical creation account can function in the life of a Christian by looking at what Basil emphasizes in his interpretation of the creation of humanity.

This book does not pretend to be exhaustive. It is a small step and humble call to a responsible appropriation of our Christian past. The small sampling of church fathers examined in this book should demonstrate that they cannot simply be mined for proofs showing how they agree with a particular side in the creation/evolution debate. This practice flattens their importance to contemporary Christianity and makes our modern concerns their concerns. It does not allow them to speak to us about what they believed important for the life of the church and reduces them to ammunition in a debate that is peripheral to the well-being of the church.

As we will see, a foundational message of the church fathers studied in this book is that God is Creator, and his creation points us back to himself. Further, our place in that creation is one that requires restoration and reconciliation to him. This should serve to communicate something about the relative importance of creation in the life of the Christian. The Fathers can help us understand this if we approach them responsibly. What does a responsible appropriation of the Fathers look like? I will answer this question with four propositions that should guide an approach to the Fathers on this controversial issue of creation and evolution.


A RESPONSIBLE APPROPRIATION WILL
UNDERSTAND THE IMPORTANCE OF THE
CHURCH FATHERS FOR CHRISTIANS TODAY

This may seem peripheral to some readers, but it is not. While lip service is often paid to the Fathers’ importance in Christianity, it is not always clear why some make these appeals. Judging by how they are appropriated in this controversy, it appears that the Fathers are used merely to add to the list of those who apparently held creation science conclusions based on Genesis 1. But if we do not understand the debt we owe to the early leaders of the Christian church, we will not see the need to understand how their perspective on this contentious issue may inform and enliven evangelicalism to a Christianity that is true to its heritage. In the first chapter, I outline how the Fathers played a significant and foundational role in orthodox Christian thought, including collecting the very documents we appeal to as sacred Scripture.




IT WILL HONOR PATIENT STUDY OVER
SIMPLISTIC CONCLUSIONS

Throughout the book, particularly chapter two, I outline some of the problems that occur when a less than deliberate and patient approach to the Fathers is employed. Patient study requires thoughtfulness and deliberation. Unfortunately, the way we evangelicals tend to deal with controversy is little different than the culture where these virtues are not cultivated. We prefer quick answers and easy conclusions rather than patient and humble deliberation. Reading the Fathers is not easy. It requires us to think differently. I will never forget the words of my PhD supervisor as we discussed a chapter submission of my dissertation. In the context of his frustration with some of my conclusions, he said, “Stop thinking like a Protestant!” My supervisor was a Protestant himself, so this was not a call to become a Roman Catholic. It was his way of telling me that I had to avoid forcing others into my own way of thinking or assuming that everyone thinks like me. To consider perspectives foreign to us, we may need to suspend conclusions and enter into a foreign way of thinking, which can be difficult and very uncomfortable. We need to let the church fathers speak for themselves rather than force our questions and controversies on them, as if they exist only to answer our modern concerns. A patient appreciation for these things will help us to hear them—not because they did not make mistakes but because they did not make the same mistakes we do. This will help direct us to the issues that matter in the controversy rather than those that may just be missing the point.




OUR EXPECTATIONS OF THE BIBLE WILL
AFFECT HOW WE INTERPRET IT

This flows naturally from the previous point. Evangelicalism’s historical development has shaped our concerns. In a context where the Bible was attacked, the Christian faith was increasingly marginalized, which led to a strategy of “proving” the historical veracity of the Bible over against its detractors. Context determined for us expectations from the Bible that were not necessarily paramount to previous Christian generations. This is not to say that previous generations did not affirm the veracity of the Bible. Rather, there were different expectations of how the Bible ought to function in the life of the church and its importance in pointing to the center of history—Jesus Christ.

The center of history for the early church was Jesus Christ. This meant that everything either pointed to him or grew from him. For early Christians, he was the subject of the Scriptures. They looked for him first and foremost. As we will see, the Fathers read this in the very first words of Bible, “In the beginning,” and identified the beginning as Christ himself. They saw a distinct parallel between the opening of Genesis and the opening of John’s Gospel. The parallel was not a mere historical connection but rather a spiritual connection implanted by the author of both texts—the Holy Spirit. Expectations of a merely historical connection or proof from the Bible flattens its importance in early Christianity and domesticates our expectations and how we interpret it.

The Fathers interpreted the Bible differently than we do because they had different expectations. At the very least, we would do well to patiently consider why this was so rather than allowing our modern historical sensibilities to rule spiritual and allegorical readings out of bounds before they are ever in play. We will see that dividing early Christian interpreters into either literalists or allegorists fails to accurately understand the context, and results in inaccurate, misleading, and naive conclusions about their readings of Genesis 1. To assume that the church fathers were simply precursors to our “proper” methods of grammatical-historical biblical interpretation robs them (and us!) of their potential to show us where we may need correction, advice, and guidance.




A RESPONSIBLE APPROPRIATION WILL PAY ATTENTION
TO THE CONTEXT OF PATRISTIC WRITINGS

In what follows, I will comment many times on the dangers of proof-texting the Fathers. Proof-texting grows out of a failure to adequately consider context. This temptation appears when the desire to prove a point takes precedence over a responsible reading. It masquerades as such because it appeals to primary sources, but it does so in a way that is impatient and irresponsible.

For example, chapter four discusses how some have used Basil of Caesarea to champion a modern method of reading Scripture. But the broader context within which he ministered and the narrower context of his own writings show that using Basil in this way is much too simplistic and requires a deliberate proof-texting to prove a point rather than patiently deliberating on the meaning of his comments about allegory. This requires a contextual reading, which is what chapters five through seven demonstrate. This may take more time, energy, and patience, but if we are to bring our heritage to bear on an issue of importance to the present Christian community, we must make that commitment to responsible interaction with these sources. Those who have been called to this kind of ministry must model it carefully and with integrity.




A WORD ABOUT SOURCES

Biblical quotations are all from the New Revised Standard Version. My use of English translations of the Fathers requires comment. For their works specifically on Genesis, I have chosen to use the translations judged by the community of scholars as superior. English translations other than those on Genesis are also from ANF, NPNF1, and NPNF2.7 If a translation appears in this collection, it is noted.
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1

WHO ARE the
CHURCH FATHERS,
and WHY
SHOULD I CARE?




Several years ago I was invited to give a presentation to an adult Sunday school class at a Mennonite church in my community. I called the presentation “Back to the Sources: An Introduction to the Great Thinkers of the Early Church” and was excited to share my passion for the church fathers with this audience. Unfortunately, my hearers did not share my excitement. At best they could not understand why we would need anything other than what we have in our Bibles. At worst, they could not understand why a good conservative Christian would recommend these figures from a church and an age that was, in their opinion, far from the purity of New Testament Christianity.

Granted, my experience above may be unique, but I doubt it. An argument could be made that the necessity of an introductory chapter in this book about the importance of the church fathers is a symptom of a greater problem within our churches that my experience illustrates. For reasons beyond the scope of this book, our own Christian heritage, which includes the church fathers, has been deemed, at best, marginally helpful for the twenty-first-century Christian. At worst, the history between the apostles and the Reformers has been judged as an era best left in the past because of its perceived distance from “true” Christianity. For many Christians the idea that we should appeal to the church fathers, who belong to that era, as part of our own Christian heritage is foreign, suspect, or even impious. The Christianity of that age has been seen as transitory, naive, and even problematic, and therefore an unnecessary resource for Christian faithfulness today. After all, wasn’t it this kind of Christianity that the Protestant Reformers opposed?1

One important reason why some Protestants fail to recognize the connection we have with the unfolding story of the people of God in the early church is because of what D. H. Williams calls a “fall paradigm.”2 In this understanding, at some point after the apostolic age the church “fell” from its pure existence, and from this fallen condition the Roman Catholic Church emerged. This understanding renders the leaders, creeds and councils, and holy days of the ancient church suspect because they were either complicit in or products of this fall. It was not until the Reformation in the sixteenth century that true (New Testament) Christianity was rediscovered and “restored and set on its originally intended course.”3

To many Protestants this is not merely a paradigm, but reality.4 Yet for most it is implicitly assumed rather than explicitly affirmed. In Retrieving the Tradition and Renewing Evangelicalism, Williams argues persuasively that this way of interpreting history has its own history determined by certain motivations that gave rise to it in the first place. There may be better ways of looking at Christianity’s history that can have corrective value for the fall paradigm. The fall paradigm automatically creates a barrier between the church today and our heritage because it assumes that we developed independently of, and even in spite of, the early post-apostolic church.

There are many reasons why the fall paradigm fails to convince some people of its viability.5 First, it is an overly simplistic way of reading history. History tends to be messy, and a reading that simply categorizes into good and bad runs the risk of oversimplification and overgeneralization. Second, it does not accurately represent what many of the sixteenth-century Reformers believed about the ancient church and the Fathers. Many from within Protestantism itself are seeking to remind its adherents that the Reformers actually relied extensively on the sources of early Christianity because they saw themselves in continuity with the church fathers and the historic teaching of the church.6 Reformation scholar David Steinmetz argues that the Reformers were very concerned that their teachings should match those of the Fathers. Steinmetz notes that they “turned to the Fathers because they found them important sources of insight into the text of Scripture.”7 The third, and perhaps most significant, problem with the fall paradigm is that it robs present-day Christians of their own heritage.

Calls for a recovery of the church fathers for the life of the church today have been underway within evangelicalism for many years now. Doctrine that we call orthodox, as well as the Bible to which we appeal for this essential doctrine, has deep roots in the mediating work of Christians after the apostles. Much of our understanding of what the Bible teaches has come to us through the church fathers. I would like to unpack this as I make an apologetic for why we should at least consider the church fathers’ interpretation of the six days of creation in Genesis.


WHO WERE THE CHURCH FATHERS?

The Greek and Latin terms for father are similar: in Greek it is patēr and in Latin it is pater. This is why the discipline that studies the church fathers is called patrology, or patristics, which means something like the teaching or study (logos) of the Fathers. One will often hear and read references to the patristic age. This simply means the age of the church fathers. But who were they?

The term father as a teacher, leader of a school of philosophers, or rabbi occurred in Jewish, Cynic, and Pythagorean circles.8 In Christianity, father as an honorary title represents the “confluence of a host of common, human, OT, and Greco-Roman conceptions.”9 The understanding of a father as one who has gone before us is common in day-to-day experience. Although not everyone can claim to have had an ideal father, we can surely grasp the concept of one. He is someone who guides his children with wisdom gained from life experiences.10 From here it is not a far step to the concept of a father as one who is a spiritual guide because of his experience in the faith and his responsibility and ability to hand on that faith.

In the New Testament the apostles saw themselves as fathers to the nascent church. In 1 Corinthians 4:14, Paul speaks of himself as a father to the Corinthian church.11 He addresses both Timothy and Titus as loyal children in the faith.12 John greeted his readers as “my children” and “my little children.”13 Peter even appealed to Christians of his own generation as “the fathers.”14 This kind of use extended into the patristic age. Writing in approximately 180 CE, Irenaeus claimed that “when any person has been taught from the mouth of another, he is termed the son of him who instructs him, and the latter [is called] his father.”15 Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–ca. 215) says that “words are the progeny of the soul. Hence we call those who have instructed us, fathers. . . . And every one who is instructed, is in respect of subjection the son of his instructor.”16

The term father in Christianity can therefore refer to previous generations of believers who have continued to guide their spiritual descendants in the church through history up to our own age.17 This has prompted Christopher Hall to describe a father in the faith as “someone who is familiar with the teachings concerning the life and ministry of Jesus Christ and can be trusted to hand on faithfully and correctly the tradition that he himself has already received. Trustworthiness of character and rootedness in the gospel are non-negotiables in the life of a father.”18

In this description it appears that anyone with similar qualifications could be labeled a church father. This is particularly true in the Greek Orthodox Church, of which Panagiotes Chrestou states:

The Church has never excluded the appearance of renowned teachers in her bosom, who are outstanding bearers of the divine grace of the divine spirit, and she has never restricted this appearance to any particular period of her history. Orthodox ecclesiastical consciousness, which attributes the title of father in every epoch to elect vessels of grace that lived in previous epochs, has already pushed the patristic period to the end of the Byzantine era and is pushing forward beyond it more and more.19


Even though Chrestou rightly recognizes, as we all should, the contribution of great leaders in the church throughout the ages, he “does not exclude the habit of regarding the Fathers of the first Christian centuries, when the foundations of the Christian institutions were first laid and the dogmatic teaching was specified to a large extent, as occupying a privileged position.”20 In agreement with Chrestou, the church fathers are limited to a particular age when foundational and baseline actions and beliefs were hammered out. Evangelical Christopher Hall recognizes the importance of Christian leaders in this age as those who preserve and hand on the teachings concerning Christ and his ministry (apostolic teaching), foundationally exemplified in “the conciliar decisions of key councils such as Nicaea (A.D. 325), Constantinople (381) and Chalcedon.”21

There has not been complete agreement on limiting the age or even the orthodoxy of the church fathers. In his famous four-volume work on the Fathers, Johannes Quasten states that these early leaders include both orthodox and heretical writers up to Isidore of Seville (d. 636) in the West and John Damascene (d. 749) in the East.22 Most, however, would not want to include as church fathers men who were deemed heretical. The dates assigned by Quasten are also somewhat arbitrary since most historians consider the seventh and eighth centuries as part of the early medieval age. For various reasons, I see a shift occurring with the death of Augustine (430) and the Council of Chalcedon (451). Therefore, I put the end of the patristic age around 451.

In 374 or 375, Basil of Caesarea included a list of church fathers that supported his argument in On the Holy Spirit.23 The appeal to previous leaders in the church was important because it represented the responsible safeguarding and handing on of the faith. Augustine did the same thing in his work against Pelagius. In about 434, a few years after the death of Augustine, a monk named Vincent of Lérins (d. before 450) wrote a document called Commonitory (meaning something like “an aid to memory”), a classic formulation of what has contributed to the main criteria by which we identify a church father.24 Building on Scriptures that appeal to the wisdom and guidance of past leaders in the church,25 he states that his purpose in this aid to memory is to “put down in writing the things which I have truthfully received from the holy Fathers.”26 It is Vincent’s conviction that the Fathers, along with Holy Scripture, are invaluable for Christians to distinguish truth from heresy. Thus, he counsels that

we hold that faith which has been believed everywhere, always, by all. . . . This rule we shall observe if we follow universality, antiquity, consent. We shall follow universality if we confess that one faith to be true, which the whole Church throughout the world confesses; antiquity, if we in no wise depart from those interpretations which it is manifest were notoriously held by our holy ancestors and fathers; consent, in like manner, if in antiquity itself we adhere to the consentient definitions and determinations of all, or at the least of almost all priests and doctors.27


Vincent’s admiration of these “holy Fathers” has influenced a set of four criteria that has emerged, wherein a church father is thought of as one who is ancient, orthodox in doctrine, holy in life, and approved by the church.28

Ancient. A Father must belong to the period of the ancient church. The difficulty discussed above concerning the closing date of the age of the Fathers need not concern us here.

Orthodox in doctrine. A church father had to be in agreement with the common teaching of the church as represented in Scripture, the rule of faith, and the creeds. Contrary to some popular belief, appeal to the Fathers does not rest in an understanding of them as inerrant: not everything they said or wrote is understood as binding. Yet there is an aspect of their body of writing that has been recognized as resting within the bounds of correct teaching.

Holy in life. Here it is important to realize that the Fathers were “intensely human”29 and therefore susceptible to the same temptations, flaws, and shortcomings as we are in our own quest for a holy life. This means that in the zeal for their deep-seated commitment to the things of God they may exhibit some aspects that are “less laudable.”30 But for all their faults, they were committed to the gospel: “They lived and breathed the Scriptures. And many willingly laid down their lives for the sake of Christ. . . . We would err if we allowed their weaknesses to blur or block the significant contributions their thoughts and lives can give the church today.”31

Approved by the church. This means that the church at large recognizes the importance of these figures. This recognition was not necessarily explicit, as in a council. Rather, it is recognition of the person and writings through reference and affirmation.




WHY SHOULD I CARE?

This is likely a much more significant issue to my intended audience than the question of who the Fathers were. Therefore, here it would be appropriate to outline the numerous ways in which the Fathers are important in Christianity, past and present.

The church fathers help us remember who we are. In the 2002 movie The Bourne Identity Matt Damon’s character Jason Bourne wakes up floating in the ocean with two gunshot wounds in his back.32 He is rescued but cannot remember anything about his past, and he soon realizes that he is fluent in several languages and capable of advanced combat skills. Bourne’s amnesia means that he has no memory of how he ended up floating in the ocean, how he received the gunshot wounds, or how he attained his advanced skills. This provides the motivation for Bourne to seek out his identity in order to understand who he is and how he attained these abilities.

Baptist theologian and patristics scholar D. H. Williams argues that many evangelicals are like Jason Bourne.33 The amnesiac has a history, but it cannot be recalled. All is present and future; there is no past. Important events, rites, experiences, and relationships are simply not available for the sufferer to relate to the present and the future. For Williams, the result in some evangelical circles has been a perspective on history and theology that views these as irrelevant for today’s Christian. Pragmatism has largely overtaken any need for thoughtful and patient reflection about how our past might affect our future, because we simply do not know our past. “It is not,” states Williams “that Christians are purposely ignoring Paul’s final words to Timothy, ‘preserve the pattern of sound teaching . . . guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you,’ it is that they are no longer sure what this ‘deposit’ consists of, or where it can be found. In some cases, finding this ‘deposit’ does not matter anymore.”34

Again, it is not that evangelicals do not have a history. Just as Jason Bourne had language and combat skills he could not explain, evangelicals hold certain essential doctrines and perform certain important rites, passed down to us from the Fathers, that they cannot explain historically and, by implication, theologically. There are remnants of the church fathers in our evangelical churches, but we fail to see them or understand their influence.

Telltale signs of the Patristic Tradition can still be found within evangelical churches: baptism in the name of the Trinity, Christ admitted as fully human yet worshipped as God, occasional acknowledgement of the Apostles’ or Nicene Creed, and, more fundamentally, the authoritative use of a collection of documents known as the New Testament. But these vestiges of the early faith are just that, vestige, i.e., footprints or tracks that speak of a doctrinal and confessional past which has been peripheral for so many evangelicals that it has ceased to guide the direction of many present-day congregations and in some cases, is forgotten. There is a shared sense that the central elements of the Christian faith must be preserved in the Church, but it is not clear why or what practical purpose they serve for the present needs of everyday ministry.35


Later, I will direct my attention to the connection of these essential elements of the Christian faith to the church fathers. Right now my focus is on recognizing that who we are as Christians requires a knowledge of where we come from—we need to remember.

Williams’s point about amnesia in evangelicalism is shown, quite ironically, in a recent and fairly positive review of his book on the internet blog of student ministries coordinator and blogger Meriah, who identifies herself as a “North American Baptist.” This locates her in the same denominational orbit as Williams and within the evangelical tradition. At several places in her review Meriah acknowledges her ignorance of history and tradition in her church and in her own thinking. In one particularly telling section, Meriah confesses the following:


As I read through Williams’ book I caught myself on the defensive side and constantly arguing with any point of contention he had with the Evangelical Church. I hated that he was commenting negatively on the way I had always practiced communion. I felt like he was personally attacking everything I have ever known about my faith. It was not until I became aware of this bias that I actually started to process what Williams was saying.

In all honesty, I do not know why Baptists believe in a symbolic form of communion instead of transubstantiation or consubstantiation. I do not know why Baptists choose to baptize believers and “dedicate” infants. I do not know why our church has a mission statement that the congregation is not even familiar with and why we do not recite or know any creeds like other denominations.36 (italics added)



Meriah confesses that this ignorance bothers her and that she actually wants to know more. But even in her self-confessed ignorance—not only of her own denomination’s history but also of broader Christian history—she asserts that there are certain early church practices she would not like to see “reinstated.” Her reason is shockingly simplistic and troubling: “I am part of a Baptist congregation for a reason. For example, although I do not know the Tradition behind it, I love that Baptists baptize believers.” There is something deeply troubling about an active minister of the gospel whose “reason” for adhering to baptism of believers is merely because she “loves it.” Even after reading a book about how the evangelical tradition is anchored in the past, this reviewer cannot understand the point Williams is making, much less appropriate that past for present ministry. It appears this amnesiac has no desire to discover who she really is as a Baptist or as a believer in Christ.

This sort of “willful amnesia,” according to Robert Wilken, is “a self-imposed affliction that would rob us of our lives of depth and direction.”37 It robs Christians of their own rich heritage of theology, worship, and devotion to Christ. Without any obligation to the past, autonomy may rule under the guise of “biblical Christianity.” The connection of appropriating the Christian past with biblical Christianity may sound strange to some, but the confusion can be cleared up in the next reason for why we should care about the church fathers.

Our New Testament is a legacy from the church fathers. It is impossible to understand the development and function of the New Testament in the early church without understanding the context in which it was set. When the church was stripped of its Jewish framework in the wake of Jerusalem’s destruction in 70 CE, it was forced to identify itself apart from the Jewish framework in which she was birthed.38 In this process of self-identification, there were several things that the church developed to help it find stability and growth in the first few tumultuous centuries of her existence. The development of church leadership, increased attention to universal creeds, and the formation of a specifically Christian canon of Scripture all evolved interdependently, and a contextual understanding of them shows us the important role the church fathers played in the formation of our New Testament.

There is an understandable desire for some in the evangelical tradition to locate the closing of the New Testament as early as possible in the church’s history. This is because of our Protestant distinctive, sola Scriptura or “Scripture alone.” If, as the reasoning goes, the Bible is as central to the Christian faith as Protestants believe (and it is!), and it is all we need (is it?), then it must have been a very early component of historic Christian orthodoxy. This is the guiding assumption with which some approach the history of assembling the New Testament. But there is a chronological problem with the guiding assumption—the closed New Testament canon was not a particularly early feature of historic Christian orthodoxy.39

Generally speaking, a canon is anything that functions as a rule or norm—a standard against which something is measured. Today, when Christians speak of “canon” it is usually in reference to that closed collection of authoritative texts. But its initial use in the church had nothing to do with texts. The apostle Paul used the term kanōn four times, and none of them is a reference to a collection of writings.40 Once he uses it to refer to the standard of Christian behavior,41 and the three other times (all in the same passage) in connection with the sphere that God has given to Paul for his missionary work.42

For Irenaeus of Lyons (130–202), canon meant the rule of faith—the content of essential Christian belief. This was also true of other early church fathers.43 The word soon moved from this more fluid usage to refer to concrete things like decisions of councils,44 monastic rules,45 clergy,46 and finally to a list, index, or table—something to which a person can orient oneself. This shows the natural growth of the category called canon to include an official list of Christian Scripture alongside these other canons in the church.

Historians of the New Testament canon often consider “criteria of canonicity,” which constitute a retrospective scheme to help us understand why some orthodox Christian documents came to be valued above other equally orthodox Christian documents. The scheme is devised through a contextual reading of the leaders of the early church and their use of these numerous documents. Although order and ranking in importance differs depending on the historian, there are four such criteria: apostolicity, orthodoxy, catholicity, and widespread use. For the purpose of this section, I will single out the criterion of orthodoxy—the congruity of a document’s content with the faith or teaching of the apostles.

If orthodoxy was a criterion for potential inclusion of documents in a closed New Testament, then there had to be an already existing standard of orthodoxy against which the documents could be measured. In many of the Christian writings that were eventually included in the New Testament, we can actually see this appeal. There is an explicit appeal to and exhortation for the believer to remain in and hold to the faith that the church had received. There is a progression of thought that moves from the teaching of Jesus, who hands it over to his apostles, who subsequently pass it on to the leaders of the church who are charged with guarding the pure teaching.

So when Paul urges the Galatian believers to avoid any gospel “contrary to what you received” (Gal 1:9), he is appealing to this process as authoritative and proper. A similar appeal is found in the exhortation to the Thessalonian church when the believers are urged to “stand firm and hold fast to the traditions” (2 Thess 2:15) taught to them and to stay away from people who do not live “according to the tradition . . . received from us” (2 Thess 3:6). What we see in these and other passages is an appeal to orthodoxy.47

Since these appeals appear in the documents that were not yet part of a New Testament, they cannot have been made to the New Testament. There existed an accepted and known standard to which these passages were referring. Similar appeals to orthodoxy occurred into the second century, using phrases like “the word of truth,” “apostolic teaching,” “tradition,” “sound doctrine,” and “the faith.” These appeals to orthodoxy can be understood as appeals to something called the rule of faith.

Scholars define the rule of faith in different ways, but even in these differences there is a remarkable similarity in content and function. One scholar calls it a “graph of the interpretation of the Bible by the Church of the second and third centuries.”48 Another defines it as “a sort of communal linguistic awareness of the faith delivered to the apostles, which sufficed the church for generations.”49 The rule of faith guided missionary proclamation, shaped teaching, identified heresy, and functioned in the life of the church whenever a brief statement of the gospel’s content was necessary.50 Generally speaking, the rule of faith is a fluid expression of orthodox Christian belief, including affirmation of one God the Creator, Jesus Christ and his coming, the Holy Spirit, and future judgment—all what we would call essentials of the faith.

Irenaeus provides a good example of how the rule of faith functioned in a symbiotic relationship with church leadership and the documents that were eventually included in the New Testament canon. Gnostic Christians in Irenaeus’s day were arguing that they had secret revelations passed on to them from the apostles themselves. Irenaeus’s response was that this is impossible because the “certain gift of truth,” taught by the apostles, is maintained and passed down through the historic leadership in the church.51 It is, he argues, known everywhere and protected in its purity by the church leaders: “For this gift of God has been entrusted to the Church, as breath was to the first created man, for this purpose, that all the members receiving it may be vivified.”52 This gift of truth is, of course, the rule of faith, of which Irenaeus gives us a typical example:

The Church, though scattered through the whole world to the ends of the earth, has received from the Apostles and their disciples the faith in one God, the Father almighty, who made the heaven and the earth, and the seas, and all that in them is; and in one Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who became flesh for our salvation; and in the Holy Ghost, who through the prophets preached the dispensations and the advent, and the birth from the Virgin, and the passion, and the resurrection from the dead, and the bodily assumption into heaven of the beloved Christ Jesus, our Lord, and his appearing from heaven in the glory of the Father, to comprehend all things under one head, and to raise up all flesh of all mankind.53


The rule of faith thus represents a certain consistency of belief, a universal acceptance that guarantees the maintenance of the true faith in contrast to the secrecy of the Gnostics.

Irenaeus shows us that the second-century church had a reliable standard (canon) of orthodoxy that had been faithfully handed down (the literal meaning of “tradition”) from the apostles and safeguarded by the leaders of the church. The term canon did not come to be used as an appellation for a collection or list of Christian writings (NT) until the mid-fourth century. Earlier in the second century the word designated what the church acknowledged as having regulative authority for its faith and life, the rule of faith. It was only after Athanasius (296–373) that the term regularly came to denote a closed collection of authoritative writings to which nothing could be added or from which nothing could be taken away.54 During the second century the church answered the Gnostic challenges with the rule of faith, which was then defended by an appeal to the apostolic writings, many of which would eventually become part of the New Testament.55

The same kind of thing occurred into the third century, as is shown by Serapion of Antioch (d. 211). Eusebius’s Church History tells us that Bishop Serapion wrote a book to refute the teachings of a document called the Gospel of Peter.56 A church under his jurisdiction in Rhossus, Syria, had received the Gospel of Peter as if it was written by the apostle Peter and was using it in their worship and teaching. Serapion had not read the book but assumed that if the church at Rhossus was using the document, they must have discerned it properly since they “held the true faith.” When Serapion actually read the document, he was led to write a book against it because of its docetic doctrine—it taught that Jesus did not have a real human nature, thus denying the “true faith.”

What is interesting and informative here is that Serapion showed little concern for what was in the New Testament and what was not. In fact, neither the church at Rhossus nor Serapion showed an awareness of a closed New Testament canon. The silence of an appeal to it is deafening. According to Serapion, the teaching that Jesus was not truly human was expressly denied in the “true faith.” Where is this true faith located? Yes, it is in the Scriptures that eventually made up our written New Testament canon, but it was also located in the rule of faith that served as the norm against which Serapion measured the Gospel of Peter before the New Testament canon existed—the rule of faith stating that Jesus “became flesh for our salvation.”57 The issue was dealt with on the basis of an appeal to orthodoxy that is represented in the rule of faith, not canonicity.58 In this way, it was functioning as guardian of doctrine and the proper interpretation of Scripture.

This does not mean that Christian writings (both canonical texts and other orthodox documents) were unimportant or irrelevant during the second and third centuries. Quite the opposite, they were a vital part of a canonical heritage. But before there was a New Testament canon, there existed a rule of faith that, along with the leaders of the early church, functioned as the guardian of proper doctrine.

Irenaeus likens the church’s guarding apostolic teaching to a rich man’s depositing money in a bank.59 Only the true church is in possession of these sacred truths in the canonical heritage. People who pervert these truths or add to them are thieves and robbers. At one point Irenaeus even claims that those who might not have access to the Christian Scriptures are still well served because the essentials of apostolic teaching are preserved and handed down by the leaders in the churches. This serves missionary efforts as well as attempts to ward off dangerous teaching.60 It was this rule of faith, safeguarded by the church fathers, against which everything was measured, even the writings of the developing New Testament. We must be careful, however, not to press this too far.61 In other words, we must not—in view of the importance of both the rule of faith and the church leadership by the Fathers—take this to mean that Christian writings were relatively unimportant in the early church. In fact, the later development of a collection of these writings speaks volumes to the contrary. But placed in proper context and chronology, we should not miss the important role played by the Fathers in this regard.

Even after the closing of the New Testament canon, the same kind of appeal was being made to the symbiotic relationship between rule of faith, church leaders, and Scripture.62 In 434 Vincent of Lérins claimed that “the canon of scripture is complete.”63 He anticipates his readers’ queries about the need for anything beyond Scripture:

“Since the canon of Scripture is complete, and sufficient of itself for everything, and more than sufficient, what need is there to join with it the authority of the Church’s interpretation?” For this reason,—because, owing to the depth of Holy Scripture, all do not accept it in one and the same sense, but one understands its words in one way, another in another; so that it seems to be capable of as many interpretations as there are interpreters.64


The appeal here to the “Church’s interpretation” is to the canonical heritage I have described above. It was needed before the closing of the canon, and it was needed after it—and that need continues today.

For Vincent, since the Scriptures are easily manipulated, a guide needs to be offered so that the faithful might be able to discern poor from proper interpretation. Heretics constantly appeal to Scripture. He states that there is “an infinite heap of instances, hardly a single page, which does not bristle with plausible quotations from the New Testament or the Old.”65 Why, Vincent asks, should we cast off the ancient faith of the church for the innovations of the heretics? The heretic would answer, “For it is written,” and proceed to offer proofs from the apostles and the prophets.66 In these cases Vincent gives an ancient and proven answer: Christians are to pursue that course which was commended to them by holy and learned men—the Fathers—and they must interpret the Bible in keeping with the canonical heritage.67

The canonical heritage contains the ways that the early church “laid down the baseline of essential Christian truths: confessions, creeds, doctrines, interpretations of the Bible, hymns, and so on.”68 The canon of Scripture was never meant to replace this canonical heritage but rather to act as an embodiment of the canonical tradition of the church. In this canonical heritage the church fathers were central.

Both Irenaeus and Vincent called on some aspect of our canonical heritage to safeguard apostolic teaching and proper interpretation. This did not happen in isolation, or alone, but within the very heart of the church with the Fathers leading the charge. This is why the proper home of the Bible is the church and why Tertullian (ca. 155–240) refused to argue Scripture with the heretic. The heretic, he insists, had no right to claim Scripture, because it was not his own—by offering his unique, individual slant on interpretation, the heretic was interpreting it outside its true home.69

The significance for this is that by accepting the Bible as authoritative we must also accept the process and means through which it came to be—we are operating within the church’s recognition of canon as operating within this broader context in which the Fathers, as leaders of the church, were major players.




ESSENTIALS OF CHRISTIANITY

The church fathers offer Christians today a “unique and privileged look at the ancient Church.”70 It is the church that emerged from the age of the apostles and began to develop what has come to be called the apostolic tradition. The historical proximity of the Fathers to the apostles leads Christopher Hall to speak of “hermeneutical proximity.”71 While this is certainly not a guarantee of infallible interpretations of the Bible, at the very least it allows us to read the Bible with the help of those who were much closer to the age of the apostles than we are. This can keep us mindful of our own culturally specific readings of Scripture and the danger of equating those with the Bible itself. Of course, the Fathers also had culturally specific readings, but that is just the point.

This is similar to the exhortation of C. S. Lewis over seventy years ago. In a wonderful little essay titled “On the Reading of Old Books,” Lewis bemoans the neglect of ancient books because they are deemed irrelevant to our own times.72 He claims that this neglect of ancient books is nowhere more prevalent than in theology, and urges his readers to avoid the mistake of preferring new books to ancient ones. Of the several reasons he offers for the reading of old books, one is particularly relevant to our appropriation of the church fathers: “Every age has its own outlook. It is especially good at seeing certain truths and especially liable to make certain mistakes. We all, therefore, need the books that will correct the characteristic mistakes of our own period. And that means the old books.”73 For Lewis this is no utopian vision of an unreachable golden age. He knows that there is nothing magical about the past—“People were no cleverer then than they are now; they made as many mistakes as we. But not the same mistakes.”74 For Lewis, a very important way of avoiding a myopic understanding of our own theories and conclusions is to examine how our forefathers in the faith understood things. Recognizing that we are not the first to struggle to read Scripture in order to live faithfully before God can open up a whole new repository of guidance. It can allow us to see ourselves as situated within an ongoing tradition that extends from the past and speaks into our own lives.75 Christopher Hall agrees: “If we rely solely on modern commentaries and systematic theologies, we might well overlook wisdom, patterns, concerns and models that can supplement and correct the insights offered by modern theological reflection.”76

Lewis’s advice is especially pertinent to those who affirm the authority of sacred Scripture, something that evangelicals hold in common with the church fathers. Understanding that we inhabit a long heritage manifested in persons who can help guide us in our Christian faith can be a tremendous help and blessing. Unfortunately, we sometimes don’t make that important connection and we intentionally cut ourselves off from our own heritage. The reason is that our own Christian history is viewed as somehow tainted or corrupt and, therefore, must be overcome in order to find “true Christianity.” This is a pattern of thinking about history called restitutionism, which

rejects traditional pre-modern history in order to restore “true history” and locates “true history” not in a tradition or the mystery of the church but in a lost yet supposedly recoverable body of “facts.” It assumes that one group or person can be closer than another (corrupted) group or person to the original Jesus or the true Jesus or the true Paul solely by studying the documents of the New Testament.77


When Protestants couple a misunderstanding of the purpose of the Reformation with a doctrine of sola Scriptura, they may easily become susceptible to a restitutionist view of their own history.78 Restitutionism construes the Protestant Reformation not as a reform of what went before but as a retrieval of a totally lost “true Christianity.” This allows people to either bypass the ages in between the apostles and the Reformers or to very selectively choose events and figures according to restitutionist presuppositions. The result is a sharp dualism between Christianity in the patristic age and that of the “true” post-Reformation church.79

Restitutionists are suspicious of institutions, and this is what they see in the church of the patristic age. But this suspicion causes problems as any movement grows.80 For the first generation of restitutionists, a movement can live in the enthusiasm of newness and the excitement of the Spirit. But the newness and excitement, not to mention mission carrying, is difficult to maintain in the second generation without institutions. It is very difficult to keep the first generation alive outside of institutions. Accepting the reality of the second generation means properly discerning the need for institutions while also recognizing their vulnerability to corruption. So rather than a restitutionist outlook on history, some call for a reform approach to history that

accepts the past all the way down to the present while at the same time calling for reform of institutions where they have become deformed. . . . It is an attitude that accepts institutions and has a basic attitude of trust toward the handing down (tradition) of institutions, even when it recognizes that institutions are deformed and in need of reform.”81


The reform approach is illustrated in Alfred the Great’s (849–899) preface to his translation of Gregory the Great’s (ca. 540–604) famous Pastoral Rule:

Our forefathers, who formerly held these places, loved wisdom, and through it they obtained wealth and left it to us. In this we can still see their tracks but we cannot follow them, and therefore we have lost both the wealth and the wisdom, because we would not bend with our minds to the track.82


The idea of “forefathers” means those who have gone before us. They have gone ahead of us even though they are behind us. Alfred uses the image of a track on which these forefathers have gone ahead. Christ is the trailblazer who is followed by the apostles and the church fathers. But, to our modern eyes, the trail leads “backward.” Alfred explains that the task of Christian leaders is to keep that path open, to keep Christ’s tracks visible. Christ, the apostles, and the Fathers, even though they lived centuries ago, are still out in front of us and leading us. We do not live in the age of the pioneer, because the trail has already been blazed.

The late Robert Webber argued passionately for the same kind of thing with his insistence that “the road to the future runs through the past.”83 To move “forward” requires looking “backward” toward Christ, the apostles, and the Fathers. This can be accomplished only by inhabiting the history that hands them over to us. When we read and study the Bible, worship in our churches, hear sermons, and participate in the rites of Communion and baptism (even as witnesses), we must recognize their foundation in our past and the institutions that have handed them on to us—the church and her leadership. This should drastically alter a rejection of the past merely because it is located in an institution. History is not understood as a sequence from beginning, through the middle, and to the end. Rather, it is a present memory, an actual recalling that retains its vital importance.84

The idea of reform rather than restitution thus changes the way we view our own past. The past is not just ages passed; rather, we inhabit it in and through our community of faith. It does not gloss over sin and corruption in our history—it believes that God has always been with his church, even when it was corrupted (“On this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it,” Mt 16:18). It does not seek to excise entire chunks of our history, because doing so would question God’s presence in his church during these times of difficulty and even unfaithfulness. The “reform attitude accepts limitations of the history of an embodied church.”85

It may appear justified to reject institutions that lapse into unfaithfulness and corruption, but it may be that the reaction itself should be reconsidered. Perhaps a better way to understand unfaithfulness in Christianity’s history is to notice that the “occasion (although not the source) of temptations is first of all the good itself.”86 Perhaps we can learn something from an event in the life of ancient Israel in Deuteronomy 6–9, which relates a temptation that arose precisely because they were God’s chosen people. Deuteronomy 8:7-17 states,


For the LORD your God is bringing you into a good land, a land with flowing streams, with springs and underground waters welling up in valleys and hills, a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive trees and honey, a land where you may eat bread without scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land whose stones are iron and from whose hills you may mine copper. You shall eat your fill and bless the LORD your God for the good land that he has given you.

Take care that you do not forget the LORD your God, by failing to keep his commandments, his ordinances, and his statutes, which I am commanding you today. When you have eaten your fill and have built fine houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks have multiplied, and your silver and gold is multiplied, and all that you have is multiplied, then do not exalt yourself, forgetting the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, who led you through the great and terrible wilderness, an arid wasteland with poisonous snakes and scorpions. He made water flow for you from flint rock, and fed you in the wilderness with manna that your ancestors did not know, to humble you and to test you, and in the end to do you good. Do not say to yourself, “My power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.”



The Deuteronomist questioned neither God’s desire to give the once oppressed people a land in which to securely prosper nor Israel’s identity as the people whom God had called into covenant. Still, this moment of God’s great gift came with a very great temptation and danger. On the day when they had fully entered the land and appropriated God’s great gift to them, they were warned not to forget the Lord and trust in their own power—a perpetual temptation for God’s people.

Derek Schlabach calls this the “Deuteronomic juncture [which] is the problem of how to receive and celebrate the blessing, the shalom, the good, or the ‘land’ that God desires to give, yet to do so without defensively and violently hoarding God’s blessing.”87 Tracing the history of Christianity in a restitutionist way and trying to find a mistake or cluster of mistakes where the early Christians began to fall into temptation neglects the basic fact that temptation and the possibility of capitulation are always there. Failure to understand this will cause us to jump to conclusions regarding faithfulness and unfaithfulness. Yes, unfaithfulness and evil may lead to further unfaithfulness, but faithfulness itself—even the good that God gives, as we have learned from Deuteronomy—may become an occasion for temptation as well.88

Recall C. S. Lewis’s counsel on the importance of reading old books. In the Christian church, Lewis’s advice should point us to the church fathers, who had a consistent and common theme of commitment to the church’s sacred Scriptures. Anyone who takes the time to read a treatise by one of them cannot miss the overwhelming presence of Scripture that is cited, alluded to, and assumed on every page. The explicit call to the centrality of Scripture is unmistakable. For example, in his Homilies on Genesis, John Chrysostom proclaims that “there is not even a syllable or even one letter contained in Scripture which does not have great treasure concealed in its depths.”89 He compares the study of Scripture to people digging for metal ore:

They don’t stop short at its first appearance; instead, when they get down to great depth and are in a position to collect nuggets of gold, they expend much effort and vigor in separating them from the soil, and despite that great labor they find only some slight consolation for their pains. Still, even though they know they will gain little return in comparison with their trouble, in many cases despite long hours and much frustration and disappointment of their hopes, they don’t give up at this stage: buoyed up by expectation they feel no effect of their efforts. So if they exhibit such zeal in regard to things that are corruptible and passing, to which is attached much uncertainty, much more should we exhibit a like, or even greater, enthusiasm in cases where the wealth is proof against theft and the treasure is not consumed nor is it possible for hopes to be disappointed, so that we may be able to have the good fortune to enjoy the object of our zeal, reap much benefit in the process, and in the knowledge of God’s ineffable love prove to be grateful to our Lord and also render ourselves immune to the devil’s wiles by winning favor from above.90


Athanasius of Alexandria, after listing the books that belong in the Christian canon of Scripture, calls these same Scriptures “fountains of salvation, that they who thirst may be satisfied with the living words they contain.”91 In his letter to Nepotian, Jerome details the way of life and the duties of a clergyman. Paramount in these duties and way of life is to “read the Scriptures constantly; never, indeed let the sacred volume be out of your hand.”92 One need not look very far in the Fathers to read similar statements throughout their writings.

Unfortunately, it is not uncommon in evangelical circles to assume that the Fathers were not concerned with Scripture or that they let unscriptural ideas dominate their thinking.93 In an ironic twist on this, I recall a frustrated student who was trying to write a paper on Irenaeus’s understanding of apostolic succession. The student’s frustration was related to the stressful time constraint of this particular assignment. She expected to turn to Irenaeus’s Against Heresies and find a systematic and concise presentation of the theology of apostolic succession. But it took her a great deal of time because she had to wade through so much scriptural material used by Irenaeus to explain the concept. Like this student, we may have heard about the important figures of early Christianity, such as Irenaeus, who articulated the idea of apostolic succession; affirmed the threefold ministry of bishop, priest, and deacon; and promoted the importance of the rule of faith.94 But, as this student realized, these ideas are “embedded in what seem endless arguments about how to read specific biblical passages.”95

Further, it becomes apparent when one reads Fathers like Athanasius, who battled those whom we call heretics, that the issue was not about doctrine in the strict sense but about how to properly read Scripture. No doubt, doctrine is important, but we get doctrine from Scripture, which subsequently shapes how we read other parts of Scripture. Although the Fathers adhered to the authority of Scripture, they also recognized that affirmations about scriptural authority did not necessarily lead to good interpretation. Seeing how the early church dealt with varying scriptural interpretations helps us see what was important.

In their reading and interpreting Scripture in the context of doctrine and heresy, the Fathers provide us with “exegetical guideposts out of which we dare not venture.”96 It was the church fathers who faced head-on the onslaught of objections leveled against Christianity. It was these same church fathers who met controversies and issues within the church. Their responses are classic expressions that are still important and relevant for us today. Of all the evangelicals today exhorting us to return to the Fathers, not one of them claims that we return to everything they discussed or taught. After all, there are significant differences even among the Fathers themselves. The call for a return is prefaced on an understanding that some things in Christian orthodoxy are essential, while others are nonessential. The Fathers help us in this important distinction.

Roger Olson gives an explanation of the difference from our own Protestant history. During the Reformation some Protestants began using the term adiaphora (Greek for “indifferent things”) to indicate that some things in Christianity matter more than others.97 In the words of Olson, “A well-balanced Christianity recognizes that some beliefs matter more than others; some truths are worth dividing over if necessary and others are not.”98 To show the differences in greater detail, he distinguishes between three categories of Christian belief: dogmas, doctrine, and opinions.99 Dogmas are beliefs that center on the heart of Christian identity, and their denial constitutes outright heresy. Doctrines are beliefs important to a particular community of believers or denomination but are not at the very heart of Christian identity. While they are derived from Scripture, there is the recognition that there are other ways of interpreting given passages. Opinions are often speculative in nature because Scripture does not address the issues in question. As long as they do not impinge on the essentials, Christians are free to speculate on these issues.

We need not express this in the same way as Olson, but as I often tell my first-year theology classes, it is foundational to the theological task to recognize that some Christian beliefs matter more than others. Failure to make this recognition can make enemies out of friends and divide Christians over matters of relatively minor importance.

Christopher Hall offers a very good summary of the main issues that the Fathers, as leaders of the church, had to think through and resolve. The questions and answers have a continuing significance for the church today because they form the backbone of orthodoxy, or essential Christian faith. Hall writes of the responses of the Fathers as coalescing around central theological loci:


	The question of authority: To what should the church look for its guiding authority? What is the relation between Scripture and the apostolic tradition, and how do these two relate to one another in the formation of doctrine?


	The question of the Trinity: Is Christ genuinely divine? If so, how is the divinity of Christ to be understood in relationship to the Father and the Spirit?


	The question of the incarnation: What is the relationship between Christ’s deity and humanity? If Jesus was truly divine, was he also truly human? How can he simultaneously be both?


	The question of Christ’s work: How has Jesus’ ministry, death and resurrection overcome sin and introduced the life of the age to come into this present evil age?


	The question of humanity: What is a human being? What does the Scripture mean when it states that human beings have been created in the image of God? How and to what extent has sin affected and infected human nature?


	The question of the church: What is the church? How is the church related to Christ? What is the church’s task on earth? How does one enter the church? What are the church’s marks? How is the life of the church nourished and strengthened? What are the dangers the church can expect to encounter in its mission and ministry on earth?


	The question of the future: What will happen in the future? When will Christ return? What is the resurrection of the dead? What will occur at the last judgment?100




While the Fathers did not offer the same answers to all of these issues, they are remarkably united on the essentials, or what Ramsay calls “the rudiments of Christian confession.” He states that we can confidently affirm that the Fathers agree among themselves and with us on these essentials—belief in a triune God; in a Christ who is at once divine and human and who exercises a salvific role with respect to the human race; in the infallibility of Scripture; in the fallen condition of the human race and its need for salvation; in certain important rites, chief among them being baptism and Communion; in the church, in which unity must be preserved; and in the value of prayer.101




CONNECTION TO THE CHURCH

The context within which theology is done today is different from the context of the church fathers. Today, the vast majority of those writing theology books are located in universities, Bible schools, and seminaries, while the majority of the Fathers were pastors in the church. The context of each will inevitably affect what theologians emphasize. Today a theologian can go about his or her business without reference or preference to the church if he or she chooses. This would have been impossible in the age of the Fathers, and thus their theological reflection and biblical exegesis have a “marked pastoral emphasis and concern that is immensely practical.”102

The interesting thing, however, is that their pastoral and practical focus did not lead them to downplay the need for deep theological reflection. The Nicene Creed (381), which expresses the foundational Christian doctrine of the relationship of the Father, Son, and Spirit (the Trinity), was forged during the age of the Fathers. The Definition of Chalcedon (451), which articulates the vital doctrine of the relationship of the human and the divine in Jesus Christ, was also formed during this time. It is important to recognize that these statements of essentials came about as the leaders of the church wrestled with these difficult theological issues. Today we tend to assume that these principal doctrines are clear and plain to see in the Bible. But what we fail to understand is that these classic formulations took many years to work out as church leaders wrestled with the biblical texts. This took place in the context of the church because the Fathers saw it as vitally important to the spiritual well-being of all Christians.

The location of theological reflection in the church meant that the Fathers had it in the forefront of their theologizing. For us, this communicates two main things. First, the Fathers show that deep theological thought and reflection are not antithetical to a deep spiritual life—in fact they are required. Second, theological study done for the church has significance for Christian believers. The Fathers show us that the theologian can “blend profundity and practicality” because as pastors their ultimate concern was for the spiritual well-being of their congregations.103 We should not, therefore, let the perceived remoteness of the theological discussion done by the Fathers keep us from recognizing their vital importance to the church.

If we take the ecumenical (universal) councils as examples of the connection of the church (and therefore the Fathers) to theology, we see that they were inspired by the very practical issue of human salvation.104 The central message of the Christian faith is that humanity is separated from God by sin. Solo efforts to break the wall of separation are impossible, so the initiative is taken by God to remedy the situation. God becomes man, is crucified, and rises from the dead, thereby redeeming sinful humanity from its bondage. This is the foundational message that the church councils and creeds sought to safeguard and hand on. The reason heresies were taken so seriously and required condemnation at these councils was because they undermined this central message of the Scriptures and, in doing so, erected a new barrier between humanity and God. In other words, they undermined the very message of salvation.

The councils addressed foundational issues pertaining to our salvation. No one less than God can save humanity, so if Christ is to save, he must be God. But in order for humanity to participate in God’s redemption for us through Christ, he must be truly human as we are. Each heresy confronted by the councils addressed some aspect of this foundational affirmation. According to Timothy Ware,

The first two, held in the fourth century, concentrated upon the earlier part (that Christ must be fully God) and formulated the doctrine of the Trinity. The next four, during the fifth, sixth, and seventh centuries, turned to the second part (the fullness of Christ’s humanity) and also sought to explain how humanity and Godhead could be united in a single person. The seventh council, in defence of the Holy Icons, seems at first to stand somewhat apart, but like the first six, it was ultimately concerned with the Incarnation and with human salvation.105


But it is not only through the councils that the Fathers’ profundity and practicality can be seen. They also show us how to unite heart and mind in theology.106 In this they have something to teach those of us in the evangelical tradition who might tend toward an understanding of theology that is overly rationalistic. The Fathers show us that mere intellectual assent to a list of doctrines is an impoverished Christianity and one that needs correction and supplement.

A good example is found in Gregory of Nazianzus’s (329–390) emphasis on mystery as a correction to an overemphasis on reason. Gregory argues in his First Theological Oration that those whose focus on theological propositions to which one should or should not intellectually assent run the risk of making “our Great Mystery . . . a thing of little moment.”107 Theology, he states, can go to excess when we go beyond our intellectual bounds and assume we understand the mystery. Reason has its place, but it also has its limits. This is why the theologian should be affected by the subject of theology. Gregory thus exhorts theologians to “look to ourselves, and polish our theological self to beauty like a statue.”108 This is done through things like commending hospitality, showing love, feeding the poor, singing psalms, fasting, and praying, and through mastering our passions, pride, greed, thoughts, and the like.109

Gregory explicitly builds on this line of thought in his Second Theological Oration.110 The character of theologians matters as they enter the theological task. But it does not end there. In a beautiful section Gregory compares the theological task with the Exodus account of Moses on Mount Sinai. With the proper character, one may “go up eagerly into the Mount.”111 But this approach to “hold converse with God” is done simultaneously with longing and fear because of the limitations inherent in our material existence and humanity. This is why, on Sinai, Moses was not permitted to see God’s face, only his back.112 God’s essence or being is signified for Gregory by his face, while God’s actions or operations are signified by his back:

For these are the Back Parts of God, which He leaves behind Him, as tokens of Himself like the shadows and reflection of the sun in the water, which shew the sun to our weak eyes, because we cannot look at the sun himself, for by his unmixed light he is too strong for our power of perception. In this way then shalt thou discourse of God.113


The Fathers’ recognition that our talk about the divine is limited by our finitude and God’s eternality gives them a view of theology that we would do well to consider and even seek to emulate. I pointed out above that Gregory of Nazianzus believes an overconfidence in our ability to reason about God trivializes “our Great Mystery.” This may sound counterintuitive to those who have read the Fathers, especially given their penchant for deep theological thought. But their theological task was always understood within the context of mystery and qualified by humanity’s limits.

Many people could probably point to the first book that sparked their love for reading. For me it was an Agatha Christie book assigned in my grade seven year called And Then There Were None.114 Published in 1939, it is considered Christie’s masterpiece in the genre of mystery. In the novel, ten people are enticed to go to an island under varying pretexts, whether it be an offer of employment or to reacquaint with old friends. All ten have, in some way, been complicit in the deaths of other people but have escaped punishment for their crimes. After the dinner on the first night of their arrival all the guests are charged with their “crimes” through a gramophone recording and informed that they have been brought to the island to pay for their crimes. Escape is impossible due to the island’s distance from the mainland and inclement weather. They are the only people on the island, and one by one each is killed in a manner parallel to ten deaths in a nursery rhyme called “Ten Little Indians.” After the last death, nobody else appears to be left on the island. But in a postscript at the end of the novel, a confession reveals who was responsible for the killings and how they took place. As someone reads the novel, he or she plays the part of detective, investigating the mystery in order to solve it. This is what captured my imagination as a child. My task was set—solve the mystery and find the killer!

Today when we speak of mystery, what we usually mean is something like what I have just described. Our tendency is to think of a mystery as something that is solved through careful investigation. We could call this “investigative mystery.” But this was not the kind of mystery Gregory or other church fathers had in mind. Mystery, for them, “does not so much confront me, as envelop me, draw me into itself; it is not a temporary barrier, but a permanent focus of my attention.”115 In this approach to mystery we don’t seek to solve it as much as we seek to participate in it. The Fathers did turn to Scripture to “know” God, but this knowledge was not discerned through an “investigative mystery” approach. As we saw in Gregory of Nazianzus’s appeal to Moses on Sinai as an analogy to our approach to God, God is not a problem to be investigated and solved as a result of investigation. For the Fathers, theology is not a matter of solving a mystery but of participating in it.

Steven Boyer and Christopher Hall call this “revelational mystery” and argue that it is already well established in the New Testament.116 In Mark 4:11 Jesus describes the apostles as those who have “been given the [mystery] of the kingdom of God.”117 Jesus was not saying that he had given the apostles the key to a puzzle that needed solving. The purpose of the mystery is not for the apostles to be “in the know” when the secret is given. If this were the case, the mystery would no longer be mysterious to them. We know this is not the case simply because of the times in the Gospels when the apostles express confusion about some of the things that occur.

Similarly, Paul sought to make known “the mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages and generations but has now been revealed to his saints.”118 He insists that “the mystery was made known to me by revelation,”119 but still confesses, “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!”120 For Paul, the plan of God is not an investigative mystery that, once communicated, is solved. Rather, it is communicated as a mystery. This is how the term mystery is used throughout the New Testament:


	The hardening of Israel is a mystery (Rom 11:25).


	The final resurrection of the dead is a mystery (1 Cor 15:51).


	The summing up of all things in Christ is a mystery (Eph 1:9-10).


	The inclusion of the Gentiles in the church is a mystery (Eph 3:9).


	The union of husband and wife as a picture of Christ and the church is a mystery (Eph 5:31-32).


	“Christ in you, the hope of glory” is a mystery (Col 1:27).


	“Christ himself, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” is “God’s mystery” (Col 2:2-3).




In these examples the link of mystery to revelation—its being made known—is clear, but even here the mystery does not cease being a mystery. This is why a “revelational mystery” is different from an “investigative mystery.” An investigative mystery seeks a solution, but a revelational mystery remains a mystery even after it is revealed. In fact, “It is precisely in its revelation that its distinctive character as mystery is displayed.”121

Mystery as problem solving (investigative) is concerned with what is known and able to be grasped. But revelational mystery revolves around what is unknown and ungraspable—this is why it always remains mystery even though it is revealed. Because of the Fathers’ insistence on revelational mystery, they can show us where we may just miss the point in theological study. If the purpose of proper Bible study is verifiable data, then the proper function of theology is the systematic organization of that data with which we can speak with certainty to the world.122 The Bible would then be treated merely as a source book of information for theology and other things. Once the information is mined from the Bible we would then have our system, and the mystery is solved. Not only does this run the risk of making the Bible superfluous, it seeks to remove “our Great mystery,” and we may just think we have “solved” God. Then he must fit into our categories and he becomes the God we think he should be. The Fathers encourage us to let God be God.

In this chapter I have attempted to communicate the importance of these early leaders of the Christian church for believers today. Truly understanding this may take time and deliberation. In a culture of instant gratification, it will require discipline not to think of them as another quick fix to the things that ail the church or as icing on top of the creation science cake. But this is my point in commending the Fathers to evangelicals today. The Fathers offer us a window into an age where some of the most foundational Christian ideas, doctrines, and practices were discovered and developed. The cure for our amnesia is not ignoring them.
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