
[image: Cover picture]


[image: Logo graphic]LOCAL and UNIVERSAL

A Free Church Account of
Ecclesial Catholicity[image: ]

C. Ryan Fields

Foreword by
Kevin Vanhoozer

[image: Logo AI_IVP_Academic]

This work is dedicated to my parents, Ernie and Pat,
whose continual support has enabled me to come this far;

to my daughters, Penelope, Amelie, and Madeline,
whose vibrant life fills me with joy each day;

to my wife, Emily, whose matchless love
has made this dream come true;

and to my God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,
whose grace has made it possible for me to offer this
sacrifice of praise unto Him; Soli Deo Gloria.


Foreword

KEVIN VANHOOZER


THERE IS NO USE MINCING WORDS. This book is about the catholicity of the Christian church. It is a controversial and often misunderstood term. Ryan had entitled an earlier version of this book (his doctoral dissertation, which it was my privilege to supervise) “Locating Catholicity.” Why is a Protestant pastor who belongs to the Evangelical Free Church of America writing a book on catholicity? Doesn’t that term belong to another tradition (viz., Roman Catholic)? Well, some Protestants may want to ask, as Luther did when he wondered why the devil should have all the good (bar) tunes, why one church should have exclusive rights to all the good descriptors.

In fact, a good case can be made (and Ryan makes it) for seeing the church’s catholicity as an aspect of the gospel message itself: “For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility” (Eph 2:14 ESV). In Christ, there is a new humanity, in which old divisions, such as Jew and Greek, or master and slave, are no more. Catholicity is a characteristic of this new humanity, this new people of God that the apostle Peter calls a “holy nation” (1 Pet 2:9). Ethnic and social distinctions that divide have passed away, yet differences that enrich remain.

Local and Universal helps us better understand how the church—the people of God, body of Christ, and fellowship of the Holy Spirit—is a result of the gospel by delving deeper into the meaning of catholicity, and explaining why no one denomination can monopolize it. All Christians confess the oneness of the church, but catholicity involves more than unity. As Ryan helpfully points out, universality means something different from uniformity. We must ascribe both unity and diversity to the church if we are to do justice to the biblical teaching that it includes those “from every tribe and language and people and nation” (Rev 5:9). One way of thinking about the book you are about to read, then, is to see it as a fresh reflection on the ancient problem of “the one and the many,” insofar as the latter relates to the question of the unity and diversity that make up the church.

The popular “church growth” movement of the 1970s encouraged evangelists and missionaries to direct their energies to “homogeneous people groups,” communities that shared common cultural and ethnic characteristics. It was a pragmatic strategy that often proved successful: like attracts like. However, as a description of the church, homogeneity connotes sameness, not difference, and falls short of the picture of the church that we see in the New Testament, which is not merely provincial but worldwide.

Before diversity became a requirement of the academy—a mandate to reflect the various people groups and perspectives of students and faculty—it was an imperative of the gospel. The one body of Christ is made up of many members. Local and Universal is a biblically grounded, historically informed, and pastorally sensitive theological reflection on the kind of diversity that should characterize the body of Christ. The one church may be invisible in some respects, but Christians are called to make visible their unity-in-diversity—not the dull monochrome of homogeneity, but the multichromatic glory of catholicity.

Ryan’s book calls for and clarifies catholicity, then goes on to specify what it means in his Free Church tradition. In so doing, he practices what he preaches, for the way in which he relates the universality of the church to its many localities contributes not only to his own Free Church tradition but, fittingly enough, to the church as a whole.

For me, Ryan’s first reader, there were three main takeaways. I learned, first, that there is historical precedent in the Free Church tradition for confessing catholicity. Second, though I already knew that catholicity refers to God’s people in all times and places, I appreciated the way Ryan highlighted the importance of place, indeed, multiple places. He even made me wonder if locality should count as a fifth mark of the church, in addition to “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic.” Third, I was struck by Ryan’s argument that, precisely because Free Church ecclesiology emphasizes the completeness of local congregations (rather than locating unity and authority in bishops, as churches in Episcopal traditions tend to do), Free Churches are in a better position to provide a theologically robust account of the church’s catholicity.

Saint Ignatius of Antioch famously said millennia ago that the presence of a bishop is a unifying factor for the church. However, bishops alone do not make for diversity. Ryan’s book thus raises an important question: Where is the one catholic church, the unity-in-diversity of the people of God, to be found? Can there be catholicity where only two or three are gathered in Christ’s name?

In a post-pandemic age in which various cultural forces foster increasing polarization, threatening to split the church into diverse homogeneous people groups rather than exhibiting a peaceful unity-in-diversity, this reflection on the church’s multifarious wholeness may be just the tonic Christians need.
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Series Introduction

Studies in Christian Doctrine and Scripture (SCDS)

DANIEL J. TREIER AND KEVIN VANHOOZER


THE STUDIES IN CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE and Scripture (SCDS) series attempts to reconcile two disciplines that should never have been divided: the study of Christian Scripture and the study of Christian doctrine. Old walls of disciplinary hostility are beginning to come down, a development that we hope will better serve the church. To that end, books in this series affirm the supreme authority of Scripture, seeking to read it faithfully and creatively as they develop fresh articulations of Christian doctrine. This agenda can be spelled out further in five claims.

1. We aim to publish constructive contributions to systematic theology rather than merely descriptive rehearsals of biblical theology, historical retrievals of classic or contemporary theologians, or hermeneutical reflections on theological method—volumes that are plentifully and expertly published elsewhere.

The initial impetus for the SCDS series came from supervising evangelical graduate students and seeking to encourage their pursuit of constructive theological projects shaped by the supremacy of Scripture. Existing publication venues demonstrate how rarely biblical scholars and systematic theologians trespass into each other’s fields. Synthetic treatments of biblical theology garner publication in monograph series for biblical studies or evangelical biblical theology. A notable example is a companion series from IVP Academic, New Studies in Biblical Theology. Many of its volumes have theological significance, yet most are written by biblical scholars. Meanwhile, historical retrievals of theological figures garner publication in monograph series for historical and systematic theology. For instance, there have been entire series devoted to figures such as Karl Barth or the patristic era, and even series named for systematic theology tend to contain figure-oriented monographs.

The reason for providing an alternative publication venue is not to denigrate these valuable enterprises. Instead, the rationale for encouraging constructively evangelical projects is twofold and practical: The church needs such projects, and they form the theologians undertaking them. The church needs such projects, both addressing new challenges for her life in the world (such as contemporary political theology) and retrieving neglected concepts (such as the classic doctrine of God) in fresh ways. The church also needs her theologians not merely to develop detailed intellectual skills but also ultimately to wrestle with the whole counsel of God in the Scriptures.

2. We aim to promote evangelical contributions, neither retreating from broader dialogue into a narrow version of this identity on the one hand, nor running away from the biblical preoccupation of our heritage on the other hand.

In our initial volume, Theology and the Mirror of Scripture, we articulate this pursuit of evangelical renewal. We take up the well-known metaphor of mere Christianity as a hallway, with particular church traditions as the rooms in a house. Many people believe that the evangelical hallway is crumbling, an impression that current events only exacerbate. Our inspection highlights a few fragmenting factors such as more robust academic engagement, increased awareness of the Great Christian Tradition and the variety of evangelical subtraditions, interest in global Christianity, and interfaces with emergent Christianity and culture. Looking more deeply, we find historical-theological debates about the very definition of evangelical and whether it reflects—still, or ever—a shared gospel, a shared doctrine of God, and a theological method that can operationalize our shared commitment to Scripture’s authority.

In response, prompted by James 1:22-25, our proposal develops the metaphor of a mirror for clarifying evangelical theology’s relation to Scripture. The reality behind the mirror is the gospel of God and the God of the gospel: what is revealed in Christ. In disputes about whether to focus on a center or boundaries, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no doctrinal core. But we propose treating what is revealed in Christ—the triune God and the cross of Christ, viewed in the mirror of Scripture—as an evangelical anchor, a center with a certain range of motion. Still, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no hermeneutical coherence, as if interpretive anarchy nullifies biblical authority. But we propose treating Scripture as canonical testimony, a God-given mirror of truth that enables the church to reflect the wisdom that is in Christ. The holistic and contextual character of such wisdom gives theology a dialogic character, which requires an evangelical account of the church’s catholicity. We need the wisdom to know the difference between church-destroying heresy, church-dividing disagreements that still permit evangelical fellowship, and intrachurch differences that require mutual admonition as well as forbearance.

Volumes in the SCDS series will not necessarily reflect the views of any particular editor, advisory board member, or the publisher—not even concerning “evangelical” boundaries. Volumes may approach perceived boundaries if their excellent engagement with Scripture deserves a hearing. But we are not seeking reform for reform’s sake; we are more likely to publish volumes containing new explorations or presentations of traditional positions than radically revisionist proposals. Valuing the historic evangelical commitment to a deeply scriptural theology, we often find that perceived boundaries are appropriate—reflecting positions’ biblical plausibility or lack thereof.

3. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine through creatively faithful engagement with Scripture. To some fellow evangelicals and interested others today, we commend the classic evangelical commitment of engaging Scripture. To other fellow evangelicals today, we commend a contemporary aim to engage Scripture with creative fidelity. The church is to be always reforming—but always reforming according to the Word of God.

It is possible to acknowledge sola Scriptura in principle—Scripture as the final authority, the norming norm—without treating Scripture as theology’s primary source. It is also possible to approach Scripture as theology’s primary source in practice without doing that well.

The classic evangelical aspiration has been to mirror the form, not just the content, of Scripture as closely as possible in our theology. That aspiration has potential drawbacks: It can foster naive prooftexting, flatten biblical diversity, and stifle creative cultural engagement with a biblicist idiom. But we should not overreact to these drawbacks, falling prey to the temptation of paying mere lip service to sola Scriptura and replacing the Bible’s primacy with the secondary idiom of the theologians’ guild.

Thus in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we propose a rubric for applying biblical theology to doctrinal judgments in a way that preserves evangelical freedom yet promotes the primacy of Scripture. At the ends of the spectrum, biblical theology can (1) rule out theological proposals that contradict scriptural judgments or cohere poorly with other concepts, and it can (5) require proposals that appeal to what is clear and central in Scripture. In between, it can (2) permit proposals that do not contradict Scripture, (3) support proposals that appeal creatively although indirectly or implicitly to Scripture, and (4) relate theological teaching to church life by using familiar scriptural language as much as possible. This spectrum offers considerable freedom for evangelical theology to mirror the biblical wisdom found in Christ with contextual creativity. Yet it simultaneously encourages evangelical theologians to reflect biblical wisdom not just in their judgments but also in the very idioms of their teaching.

4. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. We do not promote a singular method; we welcome proposals appealing to biblical theology, the history of interpretation, theological interpretation of Scripture, or still other approaches. We welcome projects that engage in detailed exegesis as well as those that appropriate broader biblical themes and patterns. Ultimately, we hope to promote relating Scripture to doctrinal understanding in material, not just formal, ways.

As noted above, the fresh understanding we seek may not involve altogether novel claims—which might well land in heresy! Again, in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we offer an illustrative, nonexhaustive rubric for encouraging various forms of evangelical theological scholarship: projects shaped primarily by (1) hermeneutics, (2) integrative biblical theology, (3) stewardship of the Great Tradition, (4) church dogmatics, (5) intellectual history, (6) analytic theism, (7) living witness, and (8) healing resistance. While some of these scholarly shapes probably fit the present series better than others, all of them reflect practices that can help evangelical theologians to make more faithfully biblical judgments and to generate more creatively constructive scholarship.

The volumes in the SCDS series will therefore reflect quite varied approaches. They will be similar in engaging one or more biblical texts as a key aspect of their contributions while going beyond exegetical recital or descriptive biblical theology, yet those biblical contributions themselves will be manifold.

5. We promote scriptural engagement in dialogue with catholic tradition(s). A periodic evangelical weakness is relative lack of interest in the church’s shared creedal heritage, in churches’ particular confessions, and more generally in the history of dogmatic reflection. Beyond existing efforts to enhance understanding of themes and corpora in biblical theology, then, we hope to foster engagement with Scripture that bears on and learns from loci, themes, or crucial questions in classic dogmatics and contemporary systematic theology.

Series authors and editors will reflect several church affiliations and doctrinal backgrounds. Our goal is that such commitments would play a productive but not decisive hermeneutical role. Series volumes may focus on more generically evangelical approaches, or they may operate from within a particular tradition while engaging internal challenges or external objections.

We hope that both the diversity of our contributor list and the catholic engagement of our projects will continually expand. As important as those contextual factors are, though, these are most fundamentally studies in Christian doctrine and Scripture. Our goal is to promote and to publish constructive evangelical projects that study Scripture with creative fidelity and thereby offer fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. Various contexts and perspectives can help us to study Scripture in that lively way, but they must remain secondary to theology’s primary source and soul.

We do not study the mirror of Scripture for its own sake. Finding all the treasures of wisdom in Christ to be reflected there with the help of Christian doctrine, we come to know God and ourselves more truly. Thus encountering God’s perfect instruction, we find the true freedom that is ours in the gospel, and we joyfully commend it to others through our own ministry of Scripture’s teaching.






Introduction

Free Church Catholicity?


THIS BOOK SEEKS TO REMEDY the issue Miroslav Volf identified when he said that when it comes to reflecting on the catholicity of the local church from a Free Church perspective: “Free church theologians have barely studied this problem.”1 And though we can say that there has been more reflection on the church’s catholicity from a Free Church vantage point since Volf’s writing, his observation remains largely and lamentably true. Curtis Freeman, a Free Church theologian from the Baptist tradition, can cite as the impetus for his study of “contesting catholicity” the fact that “it is fair to note that ‘catholic’ is not a term with which Baptists readily identify.”2 Volf goes further, noting that it is easily (though mistakenly, in his view) concluded that “a catholic Free Church is a contradiction in terms—it understands itself as free precisely with regard to those relationships that would tie it to the whole and thus make it catholic in the first place.”3 Herman Bavinck observed that “the free churches undoubtedly have the promise of the future,” but held that this would only be true if “they preserve the catholicity of the Christian faith and the Christian church.”4 Many believe that global Christianity has substantiated Bavinck’s prediction and thus raised the stakes of his proviso even higher.5 Indeed, the critical question for the burgeoning Free Church tradition is this: Can it not only account for the church’s catholicity, but also preserve and enact the doctrine of ecclesial catholicity, even contributing to its fullness? In other words, can the Free Church tradition truly hold that the church is both local and universal?

So we must ask the critical question, Is the notion of a catholic Free Church a contradiction in terms? Does the fact that Free Church folk don’t readily identify as catholic preclude the possibility of ever doing so (or ever having done so)? Is the underdeveloped sense of catholicity in the tradition due more to its defining characteristics undercutting catholicity (e.g., “the autonomy of the local church” demonstrating inevitably anticatholic “DNA”) or to the reality Volf observed that Free Church theologians have not given sufficient attention to this particular creedal attribute from their distinctive ecclesiological vantage point? If the latter, what sort of retrieval and appropriation of catholicity is possible within the Free Church tradition if theologians were to give due attention to this lacuna? And what distinctive (and currently untapped) contribution would the Free Church tradition make to the doctrine of catholicity such that not only the Free Church but also the universal church would stand to benefit?

It is to this set of interconnected questions that we turn in this book, arguing ultimately that the biblical basis for the church’s catholicity, the parameters of the doctrine’s development through church history, the oversights and unresolved issues within Episcopal accounts of catholicity, and certain manifestations of a “catholic sensibility” within Free Church history prompt us to articulate a distinctively Free Church account of the church’s catholicity. This book also seeks to demonstrate the vital contribution such an account can make to a fuller-orbed doctrine of ecclesial catholicity, one that is informed by the insights of the Free Church tradition, which have remained largely underleveraged. Indeed, such a contribution is important not only for the health of the Free Church tradition but also for the vitality of the universal church, especially given the claim that the Free Church might be “the church of the future,” globally speaking.

It is important to clarify at this point my usage of a few key terms. For this project, catholic (lower-case c) will indicate association with the creedal attribute, while Catholic (upper-case C) will indicate identification with the Roman Catholic tradition. Though the Free Church tradition has been characterized at times as being both “anticatholic” and “anti-Catholic,” it is the former that I seek to address in this work. By Episcopal here I mean the larger ecclesial tradition that sees the constitution of the church as bound up with the oversight of bishops participating in apostolic succession. This includes Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Anglican, and certain Lutheran communions. Volf is right to recognize that the vast majority of theological reflection that has been done on the doctrine of catholicity to date has been done from within this larger Episcopal tradition.

I will be arguing that though catholicity has indeed been oft-neglected in the Free Church tradition, this is not because the two are mutually exclusive. On the contrary, I will make the case that certain streams of the larger Free Church tradition have articulated a vision for the church’s catholicity consistent with church tradition and grounded in the witness of Scripture. Thus we can say that the Free Church tradition not only has the theological resources to account for the church’s catholicity, but actually stands to make a substantial contribution to the catholic church’s understanding of the nature of the catholicity that we confess. In other words, I believe that the Free Church tradition can, and indeed must, contribute to positive doctrinal development by bringing its distinctive yet neglected theological resources to bear in constructing a richer doctrine of ecclesial catholicity.

My thesis is that the Free Church tradition provides the most consistent account of the local dimension of the church and the corresponding pattern of ecclesial authority that finds its proper locus in a gathered church; such an account is necessary for any confession of the church’s catholicity to be sufficiently robust and faithful to the biblical vision of the church’s nature as one of unified diversity manifesting through the multifarious whole. This Free Church account brings a necessary complement to the insights of the Episcopal tradition by insisting that because the church’s catholicity involves the church of all times, peoples, and places, the catholicity of the church is best understood as a local catholicity. By locating catholicity where even just two or three gather ecclesially in Christ’s name (see Mt 18:20), the church’s catholic nature is guarded, spotlighted, and maximized because the one church is properly understood as manifesting amid an ever-increasing, localized diversity. In short, we adhere to this doctrinal rule: no fulsome catholicity without sufficient locality and no fulsome locality without sufficient catholicity.


OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS


My work seeks to clarify the nature of our creedal confession that the church is catholic by assessing its biblical warrant, its doctrinal development, its content as understood by various ecclesial traditions, and its precedent and possibility within the Free Church tradition. To do this will require an appeal to multiple theological authorities, but always with Scripture as preeminent. Thus in chapter one, “Biblical Warrant for the Doctrine of Catholicity,” I seek to demonstrate the biblical basis for our confession of the church’s catholicity. This chapter is all-important in seeking to provide an evangelical account of catholicity under the Protestant principle of sola Scriptura, especially because the term catholic is never applied to the church in the biblical witness and is often viewed suspiciously by many Free Church folk (particularly because of its historical association with the Roman Catholic Church). In asking how the doctrine of the church’s catholicity might be founded in the witness of Scripture, I propose that biblical warrant for the doctrine can be found by exploring how the scope of God’s covenant people develops over the course of redemptive history, and particularly by seeing how this scope expands to include all times, peoples, and places, enabling God’s people to be increasingly marked by a unified diversity. It will be concluded that the witness of Scripture provides us both sufficient warrant and orienting content for the doctrine of ecclesial catholicity.

In chapter two, “Catholicity: The Development of a Doctrine,” I survey the major contours of the doctrine of catholicity as it develops from the apostolic era to the contemporary period, seeking to consolidate a taxonomy of catholicity and offer concluding evaluations of the various conceptions that emerge over the course of church history. Important stages in the doctrine’s development we will examine include the following: (1) the early fathers, (2) the creeds and later fathers, (3) medieval “consensus,” (4) Reformational developments, and (5) modern contributions. Special attention will be given to notions of catholicity that emerge with the Reformation, which served as the first real test of catholicity (at least in the West) and became the fountainhead for diverging Free Church versus Episcopal notions of the church’s catholicity.

In chapter three, “Engaging Anglican Accounts of Catholicity,” I enter into dialogue with Episcopal accounts of catholicity by interacting with one representative tradition: Anglicanism. Anglicanism offers us a via media between Rome and Geneva, one that largely maintains the Episcopal conception of catholicity from above (that is, via a bishop in apostolic succession) and has a long track record of interaction with the Free Church tradition. Historic and contemporary Anglican voices will be probed to elucidate the nature of the church’s catholicity according to this tradition. I will consolidate the best of what Anglicanism has to offer in developing a full-orbed doctrine of catholicity while simultaneously noting oversights and unresolved issues that lead me to conclude that its contribution is ultimately insufficient. This comparative vantage point is vital as I move to the second half of the book and seek to articulate what is distinctive and necessary in the Free Church understanding of catholicity.

In chapter four, “Free Church Catholicity Explored: Examining Reformational Manifestations,” I seek to answer a critical question regarding Free Church catholicity: Have there been manifestations of the Free Church tradition that have affirmed and offered a robust understanding of the church’s catholicity? In answering this question I will argue that certain sixteenth-century Anabaptists and seventeeth-century English Baptists and Congregationalists exhibit a substantial doctrine of catholicity and a catholicity of doctrine and practice. This bolsters the claims that the Free Church isn’t inherently anticatholic (and thus that the neglect of catholicity downstream is historically contingent) and that the tradition has significant theological resources to contribute toward a fuller-orbed doctrine of ecclesial catholicity.

In chapter five, “Free Church Catholicity Expounded: Assessing Contemporary Proposals,” I examine current proposals of Free Church catholicity and consolidate the insights of the Free Church tradition regarding catholicity to date. I engage both “broad” and “Baptist” Free Church theologians, identifying their strengths but also noting where their proposals are insufficient for setting forth either a robust enough vision of Free Church catholicity or a faithful enough picture of a distinctly Free Church catholicity (one that is fully consistent with Free Church ecclesial distinctives). I then distill insights from the trajectory explored in chapters four and five into a proposal of Free Church catholicity as local catholicity, one that builds on biblical emphases, is in continuity with church tradition, and offers a robust understanding of catholicity while being faithful to both the biblical witness and Free Church ecclesial convictions.

In chapter six, “Free Church Catholicity Embodied: Locating Catholicity,” I set out to consolidate all that has come before by answering this question: What contribution to a fuller-orbed doctrine of catholicity could be made from a distinctly Free Church ecclesial vantage point, one that complements the insights of the Episcopal tradition? The answer, in sum, is that because the Free Church tradition provides the most consistent account of the local dimension of the church and its corresponding pattern of ecclesial authority that finds its proper locus in a gathered church, it stands to provide a more theologically robust account of the church’s catholicity than the Episcopal tradition alone can provide by insisting that this catholicity is always a “local catholicity.” Indeed, the work of “locating catholicity” asks the question, Where is the catholic church we confess to be found? The answer, to the Free Church mind, is that it is to be found in local churches of even just two or three manifesting at all times, among all peoples, and in all places. This emphasis on the gathered church as the proper locus of catholicity allows us to maintain the tension inherent in confessing the church’s unity alongside its catholicity by holding that the church is best understood as having a unified-yet-diverse nature that manifests through the multifarious whole of all times, peoples, and places; in other words, its unity is in tandem with an ever-increasing, localized diversity. Indeed, in light of the witness of Scripture, we hold that there is no fulsome catholicity without sufficient locality, for catholicity comes into its fullness only amid a diverse whole made up of many parts, and local churches, as the smallest catholic “units,” maximize that diverse wholeness.

After this chapter, I provide a brief conclusion reflecting on some implications of my research for the Free Church tradition, especially reflecting on the corollary that there is no fulsome locality without sufficient catholicity, meaning that one cannot represent Christ locally without connection to the rest of his body, manifest in innumerable other local churches. I close with a call for Free Church folk to see their freedom as a freedom to embrace catholicity and a call for those in every ecclesial tradition to continue to work out the implications of our confession that the church is catholic.




DEFINING CATHOLICITY


But before we can proceed, we must provisionally define our terms, especially what is meant by catholicity and the Free Church tradition. Beginning with the former, we start by recognizing that the term is extremely significant in church tradition as one of four ecclesial attributes confessed in the ecumenical creeds. Churches across the globe and through the centuries have taken up the language of the Apostles’ Creed in confessing their belief in “the holy, catholic church” (alongside belief in “the communion of saints”). This twofold confession of the church’s nature becomes fourfold in the Nicene Creed: we believe in “one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.” Considering the abundance of ecclesial images provided in the New Testament, the four creedal attributes nicely summarize what we believe about the church based ultimately on the testimony of Scripture.6 We insist that the creeds are best understood as providing ancient, ecumenical summaries of the biblical narrative (providing a rule of faith outlining redemptive history) and biblical doctrine (providing the groundwork for church dogmatics), summaries that serve the church by distinguishing orthodox from heterodox interpretations of the gospel.7

Among the many things we could say about this creedal content, one of the most important is that each of these attributes is interdependent with, yet distinct from, the others. We can thus begin delineating our understanding of catholicity by exploring its interrelationship with, and distinction from, the other creedal attributes.

We begin with the church’s oneness. The unity of the church is emphasized in many places in the New Testament, but perhaps is nowhere more clearly expressed than in Ephesians 4:3-6. There the oneness of the church derives from the oneness of our common Spirit, Lord, and God (thus exhibiting a trinitarian basis) as well as our common faith and baptism (thus exhibiting a twofold emphasis on orthodoxy and orthopraxy; Paul also sees a similar oneness expressed in the Eucharist in 1 Cor 10). In John 17 Jesus’ prayer demonstrates a distinct theme of ecclesial unity, one that mirrors the unity that exists between Father and Son. This New Testament emphasis on the church’s oneness is important to see because often unity and catholicity are conflated rather than properly distinguished (even as we recognize that they are closely related). Minimally this means that in confessing the church’s catholicity we are confessing something other than its oneness; we are confessing an attribute that, while interconnected with unity, is not equivalent to it.

The next attribute is holiness. That the church is “set apart” or “sanctified” for a particular purpose is perhaps the most frequent creedal attribute attested in Scripture. Jesus prays for this very thing in John 17:17-19, and Paul mentions it multiple times in Ephesians 1 as he describes the blessedness of the church. Peter can both exhort the church to be holy (1 Pet 1) and remind them, based on their identification with Israel and promises made in Exodus 19, that they are holy (1 Pet 2). But perhaps most dramatically, the infamous Corinthians vividly portray the fact that a church that exhibits disunity, litigation, sexual scandal, abuse of the Lord’s Supper, and wrong doctrine can still be said to be “sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be his holy people” (1 Cor 1:2) and identified as a temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 3:17).8 Here we simply note that catholicity involves something distinct from but related to this holiness.

Next is apostolicity. This attribute draws attention to the connection between the church and the apostles along with their witness; the church is both derived from, and is called to be faithful to, the apostolic message, the gospel. Again we see this attribute emerge in John 17, where we hear Jesus praying for “those who will believe [the apostles’] message” (Jn 17:20). We recall the significant image of the church Paul provides in Ephesians 2:20 where he identifies it as “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets.” Indeed, the earliest church community in Jerusalem was characterized by, among other things, a dedication to the apostles’ teaching (Acts 2:42). Paul sees the apostles and their witness to the resurrection as part of the gospel message that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures (1 Cor 15:1-5). Thus we recognize that catholicity is distinct from apostolicity; whatever we confess when we say the church is catholic, it is something different from yet interconnected with its apostolic foundation and calling.

In light of these other three attributes, we can now offer a preliminary orientation to what we mean by the church’s catholicity. Significantly, the term itself is never applied to the church in the New Testament; it is first used in this way by Ignatius in the early second century.9 But before this identification of the church as catholic, the term simply meant something to the effect of “wide-ranging” or “general” or “universal in scope”; in this sense it can be directly contrasted with “provincial” or “bounded.”

This initial starting point opens up avenues for glimpsing the biblical basis for the church’s catholicity as well as its interrelationship with the other creedal attributes. For instance, we see the catholicity of the church affirmed in Jesus’ prayer that the disciples would be sent out “into the world” (Jn 17:18), connecting with apostolicity by marking out the universal scope of the church’s mission. We see the catholicity of the church manifest in the fact that God’s new covenant people, in stark contrast to the old covenant centering on ethnic Israel, is composed of “persons from every tribe and language and people and nation” (Rev 5:9), connecting with holiness by identifying that it is this multifarious people who have been set apart “to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God” (Rev 5:10). And we see the catholicity of the church testified to in the stunning reality that the one body of Christ is made up of many parts with distinctive functions that cannot be conflated or minimized (Rom 12:3-8).10 Catholicity thus connects most centrally to the church’s unity, with Ephesians 4 providing compelling evidence on this score. There we see that the church is defined by a deep unity as one body, indwelled by one Spirit, unto one hope, under one Lord, professing one faith, undergoing one baptism, looking to one Father (Eph 4:4-6). And yet this unity is matched with a corresponding diversity as Christ apportioned it (Eph 4:7-16), such that the unity is perfected only through the work of every distinct office and member, a work of “build[ing] [the church] up in love, as each part does its work” (Eph 4:16). Here Douglas Koskela’s observation is apt: Catholicity “reflects, in many ways, a theologically robust account of diversity.”11

Now, we must acknowledge that the nature of ecclesial catholicity is, along with every creedal attribute, highly contested. In fact, just here we find an initial difficulty: to begin the work we must define catholicity, and yet in defining catholicity in a certain way we have revealed a confessional bias. But if we fail to recognize the complexities involved in confessing that the church is catholic, we ignore the obvious: incredibly varied interpretations of this attribute have been offered across the ecclesial spectrum, and stunningly diverse notions of catholicity have emerged over the course of church history and are still on offer today.

The challenge of ecclesial disagreement exists across the various loci of systematic theology but is particularly acute in ecclesiology and especially pointed when dealing with catholicity. This is because, as Volf has noted, “the content of the concept of catholicity always depends on the respective understanding of the church. The dispute concerning catholicity . . . is always a struggle to come to a correct understanding of the church.”12 This observation helps explain not only why there exists a multiplicity of conceptions of catholicity across ecclesial traditions (and even within the same), but also what is at stake in the debates over catholicity: a determination regarding the content of catholicity implies a certain understanding of the church’s nature, determines a proper pattern of ecclesial authority, and ultimately makes evaluative judgments regarding what groups are (and are not) a part of the catholic “whole.” To say that the ecclesiological stakes of how catholicity is conceived are quite high is no overstatement.

Thus, we must proceed with a definition that is as confessionally neutral as possible, moving slowly but surely toward greater conceptual clarification by returning to the biblical and church-historical sources while continually seeking theological synthesis. In offering a provisional definition of catholicity, then, we do well to remain close to the etymology of the word: to be “catholic” (from the Greek katholikos, kata “with respect to” + holos “whole”) is to be in keeping with the whole, to be universal in orientation. One can thus speak of individuals, churches, and even church traditions demonstrating a “catholic spirit,” by which we mean an irenic mood that seeks to be in constructive dialogue with the whole, that is, with other parts of the universal church that is one in Christ by faith.

But to speak of the church as catholic is specifically to signify “the church as the whole people of God, spread out over space, across cultures, and through time.”13 Thus to believe that the church is catholic is to “recognize the Spirit’s work in the church’s reception of the gospel over the centuries and across cultures.”14 Appropriately this insight connects catholicity with the Holy Spirit (the ecclesial attributes come in the third article of the creed) and with the church’s belief of the gospel and ongoing effort to live in light of it (for the creed summarizes biblical narrative and doctrine that makes the gospel understandable). We thus hold that the catholic church manifests wherever, whenever, and among whomever the gospel is received by faith as enabled by the Spirit and verified by the apostolic witness of Scripture, for the gospel is set forth in Scripture, and only a church that brings its message (apostolicity) and life (holiness) into conformity to Christ by the Spirit as revealed in the Scriptures is part of the unified (one), universal (catholic) church of God.15

Another important issue is the extent to which we should understand catholicity as not just quantitative (marking out the scope of the church), but also qualitative (marking out a substantial characteristic of the church). With Avery Dulles, whose The Catholicity of the Church provides one of the most significant contributions to the contemporary doctrine of ecclesial catholicity, I hold that catholicity is a complex attribute that can only be understood multidimensionally and must be assessed in terms of both quantitative and qualitative categories.16 The previously discussed distinction-yet-interconnectedness between the church’s unity (oneness) and its universality (catholicity) is particularly important to register here. Kevin Vanhoozer rightly insists that “the evangelical unity of the church is compatible with a catholic diversity.”17 But here we seek to build on that insight by arguing that quantitative catholicity speaks to the church’s unity being increasingly diversified as the missional scope of redemptive history expands all the way to glory, while qualitative catholicity speaks to the church’s diversity being properly unified in Christ by faith according to the gospel.

Quantitative catholicity increases as redemptive history marches on; qualitative catholicity belongs to the church in equal measure from Pentecost to parousia. Quantitative catholicity increases as the church inhabits a greater plurality of contexts and cultures; qualitative catholicity is more fully displayed as the unity of Christ’s body is exhibited amid greater and greater degrees of diversity. Both are necessary for a full-orbed confession of the church’s catholicity, and both are integrally connected to the creedal attribute of unity. I thus follow Volf in understanding catholicity as involving “the fundamental question of the relationship between unity and multiplicity”18 and Vanhoozer in understanding catholicity as the church’s participation in “a differentiated unity, a fulsome wholeness.”19 For this work, then, I demarcate catholicity as a unified diversity through the whole of all times, peoples, and places, which particularly distinguishes the concept from uniformity (for what is unified is a diversity), pluralism (for the diversity is unified) and sectarianism, exclusionism, and provincialism (for it is through the whole of all times, peoples, and places). In short, ecclesial catholicity indicates the unified-yet-diverse nature of the church as it manifests universally.




DEFINING THE FREE CHURCH TRADITION


In defining what we mean by the Free Church tradition for this project, we must recognize that this, too, is a much-contested notion (perhaps even more so). Kevin Bidwell rightly observes that when it comes to the Free Church, “the defining boundaries have historically been somewhat fluid . . . therefore, a measure of caution should be exercised in any strict usage of this expression.”20 Indeed, the difficultly of defining this ecclesial tradition is heightened by the fact that the Free Church banner attempts to group churches that often exhibit a deep commitment to the autonomy of the local church and a degree of skepticism regarding the existence of any earthly ecclesial entity beyond the local congregation. Those who have attempted to delineate the contours of the Free Church have often offered starkly different pictures of the tradition, with some asking whether we can characterize it as a cohesive tradition at all. For his part, Donald Durnbaugh seeks to bring clarity by identifying the Free Church through five marks: (1) an adherence to congregational polity, (2) an implementation of “low” liturgy (often through the nomenclature of “nonliturgical”), (3) an eschewing of formal adherence to creeds (often through the nomenclature of “noncreedal”), (4) a high value on individual conscience and religious liberty, and (5) an insistence on the separation of church and state.21 Volf believes he can get the list down to two primary characteristics: “[The Free Church] designates first those churches with a congregationalist church constitution, and second those churches affirming a consistent separation of church and state.”22 Meanwhile, Yoder is content, at least in one place, to simply mark out the tradition as encompassing any churches shaped by evangelical nonconformity to the Constantinian model of the church.23 Of the making of lists of Free Church defining marks there is, it seems, no end. Nonetheless, this project will require our own articulation of the tradition’s most central characteristics in due course.

But beyond a list of marks, how might we arrive at a proper definition of the Free Church tradition? Yoder assists us here by pointing out two false paths for this task. The first attempts to mark out the tradition too broadly by following the designation that emerges largely out of the twentieth-century British context, where “free churches” designate everything but the national church (thus including Presbyterian and Methodist churches in the Free Church fold, full stop). Such a “formal and non-evaluative” definition is clearly insufficient, as exhibited by the fact that by this definition every church in America (Anglican, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic included) could technically be designated a “free church.”24 But Yoder insists there is also an opposite error of drawing the Free Church lines much too narrowly by defining the term according to a purity of “vision that even the ‘radical reformation’ groups . . . do not fully live up to”; this indicates a sectarian, rather than an ecclesial, spirit.25 A proper definition of the tradition, according to Yoder, would combine a formal description (such as voluntary membership and institutional independence from civil authorities) with a normative claim that “those differentiae . . . are also important, biblically warranted testimonies.”26 This desideratum is duly noted.

Franklin Littell, for his part, agrees that the first of Yoder’s false paths (“too broad”) is indeed of very little help, and yet is the one quite often taken. To define the Free Church tradition simply in terms of nonestablishment and separation from state interference, Littell insists, is to mark out the tradition negatively rather than establish what it is positively. Taking the positive route would require a theological account of “the disciplined community witness[ing] to the work of the Holy Spirit.”27 In another place he elaborates that “to begin the discussion of the Free Church at the wrong point, e.g., with the question of relations with the state, will prejudice every issue in the wrong way. . . . The place to begin is with the view of the church and her mission.”28 Similarly Yoder has observed that “‘Freedom’ [for this tradition] is not only a descriptive trait but also a theological value. Behind those formal ways in which it has been tested or stated in the past lie deeper concerns regarding the faithfulness of the individual and the Body, their mission and their renewal.”29 In light of Littell’s and Yoder’s guidance, we believe that a proper identification of the Free Church tradition must go beyond a formal description to an articulation of what normative ecclesiological claims are made by its churches; this means that the tradition should be defined in a fully theological, rather than in a narrowly political, manner.

Another avenue for properly marking out the “Free Church” tradition comes by comparing it with its conceptual alternatives. One oft-touted possibility is the label of the “Believers’ Church” tradition, first used by Max Weber in more narrowly describing the Anabaptist and Quaker ecclesial impulses.30 Since then the concept has been broadened out, perhaps most famously at the “Concept of the Believers’ Church Conference” held at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in 1968. At that time around 150 participants from communions as diverse as the Assemblies of God, the Brethren Church, the Churches of Christ, the Presbyterian Church of Japan, the Mennonite Church, the Southern Baptist Convention, the United Church of Christ, and the United Methodist Church came together to discuss one central question: “What [is] the meaning and the contemporary significance of the Believers’ Church?”31 In his introduction to the conference proceedings, James Leo Garrett offered an apologetic of sorts for this label over alternatives like “free church,” “gathered church,” “pilgrim church,” “pure church,” or “antipaedobaptist church” because, to his mind, “believers’ church” more properly “fashion[s] an instrument of identification, however imperfect, for that segment of the Protestant Christian heritage which is distinct from Classical Protestant and from Catholic—Roman, Eastern, Anglican, et al—understandings of the church by its insistence on the indispensability of voluntary churchmanship with its many implications.”32 Garrett rightly understands the tradition as within the broader Protestant family, one that he labels “Radical Protestantism” as distinguished from classical (i.e., magisterial) Protestantism.33

But even more to the point, we agree with Yoder’s insistence, registered amid the Louisville conference, that the labels Free Church and Believers’ Church, while largely signifying the same terrain, should not ultimately be understood as interchangeable because the former is more comprehensive than the latter.34 This observation is borne out by reflection on the trajectory of subsequent Believers’ Church conferences, which have been convened intermittently since the inaugural 1968 conference.35 As the particular participants and topics of these conferences made clearer as they progressed, the Believers’ Church label seems to always entail the practice of credobaptism and often connotes a more direct association with the stream of “peace churches” than the broader Free Church label does. The insistence on believer’s baptism unnecessarily excludes Congregational, Wesleyan, and Evangelical Free/Covenant traditions despite their “family resemblance” with the other churches in view.36 It seems best, then, to follow Yoder’s lead in insisting that if we want to speak of “Radical Protestantism” in the broadest sense (which is the aspiration of this work), the label Free Church, while not without its drawbacks, is the best option currently available.

Thus to mark out the Free Church in its broadest conception means, as Michael Cartwright has observed, grouping continental Anabaptists of the sixteenth century with separatist Puritans of the seventeenth century with certain Lutheran Pietists and Wesleyan Revivalists of the eighteenth century with Disciples of Christ of the nineteenth century with the German Confessing Church of the twentieth century with global Pentecostals of the twenty-first century.37 Of course there is much that distinguishes these various groups and their churches. But to speak of them under the Free Church label is to discern that they can be understood as ecclesial streams within a common tradition. These streams would include what we might label “Peace churches” (Mennonite, Brethren), “Holiness churches” (Pentecostal, Wesleyan), “Radical/Separatist Puritan churches” (Congregational, Baptist), “Restorationist churches” (Churches of Christ, Disciples of Christ), and “Pietist churches” (Evangelical Free Church, Evangelical Covenant), among others.

The similarities of these streams in terms of a Free Church family resemblance come into particular focus when questions of the church’s constitution and the nature of its authority are raised. This is because the Free Church tradition is best understood, and its distinctive ecclesiological convictions and theological contributions best glimpsed, when it is placed alongside its ecclesiological opposite: the broader “Episcopal tradition” with its particular ecclesial streams: Eastern Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism, Anglicanism, and, to a lesser extent, Lutheranism.38 Volf particularly makes this clear by highlighting two ecclesial convictions of the Episcopal tradition that directly contrast with the Free Church conception of the church: (1) the church’s constitution is via a bishop in apostolic succession (vs. being congregationally constituted), and (2) the church’s ministry is objectively effective regardless of subjective conditions such as faith or holiness (vs. understanding the church’s ministry effectiveness as to some extent dependent on certain subjective conditions, such as the presence of saving faith).39 In many ways these convictions stem from understanding ordained ministers, particularly bishops, as belonging to the esse of the church. The Free Church rejection of these convictions reveals a deep fault line that runs between the two traditions, especially in their differentiation of a “bottom up” versus “top down” pattern of ecclesial authority and in their attendant conceptions of catholicity as “from below” versus “from above.”40

It is important to observe that the issues I have in mind here in defining the Free Church tradition in relationship to the Episcopal tradition are not limited to questions of congregational or Episcopal polity alone; rather, I am seeking to offer what might be summarized as a theological account of the Free Church tradition and the pattern of ecclesial authority it entails. The Free Church tradition has often been identified simply in terms of an expressed polity, specifically that of congregationalism: the church is governed under the authority of Christ by the collective congregational membership of regenerate persons (who appoint leaders, vote on propositions, etc.). But I believe to do so ultimately confuses a form of polity (congregationalism) with an ecclesial tradition that enacts a form of polity to organize its affairs (the Free Church tradition). Paul Harrison rightly notes that an ecclesial tradition derives from a distinctive doctrine of the church (“the beliefs Christians hold about the nature of the church, its relation to God, and its purpose in the world”) and only enacts a polity (“the administration and government of the church”) to work out its ecclesial convictions by organizing and regulating church life in a particular way.41 Ecclesial tradition (focused on the church’s nature) and ecclesial polity (focused on the church’s order) are interrelated but not to be conflated, following John Owen’s insistence that “the church is considered either as it is essential[ly], with respect unto its nature and being, or as it is organical[ly], with respect unto its order.”42 Here we focus primarily on the former while tracing out potential implications for the latter, holding that the Free Church tradition is concerned fundamentally with ecclesiality (what makes the church the church, what are the conditions of being a church, etc.) and only secondarily with working out the implications of its ecclesial convictions in terms of the church’s mission and polity.43

We must now draw the strands together. Beginning with a delineation of defining criteria, I hold that the churches of the Free Church tradition exhibit three interrelated marks. (1) Free Churches are congregationally constituted; that is, they hold that their ecclesiality is established “from below” in the Spirit-enabled, voluntary gathering around Christ of God’s faith-filled, priestly people rather than “from above” in the acts of a bishop or monarch. (2) Free Churches are conscientiously nonconformist; that is, they emphasize the necessary holiness and “otherness” of the church and reject Constantinian arrangements out of a conviction that the church’s distinctiveness is best preserved when it is nonestablished, kept from state interference, and identified with the corpus Christi (the body of Christ) rather than the corpus Christianum (the body of Christendom). (3) Free Churches are corporately local; that is, they insist on the primacy of the local, gathered church (vs. the church as a translocal institution or an invisible aggregate of the elect) as the proper manifestation of the catholic church, convening under the authority of Christ by the power of the Spirit for covenanted fellowship marked by word, sacrament, and oversight while seeking conformity to the pattern of Scripture and God’s greater glory.

In sum, we understand the Free Church tradition as an ecclesial tradition, one that views the church in a particular way, namely as congregationally constituted (dealing with the establishment of the church in the world), conscientiously nonconformist (dealing with the way of the church in the world), and corporately local (dealing with the locus of the church in the world). Stated theologically, we might say that the Free Church ecclesial tradition holds that the church has its life from first to last fully and completely in and by the triune God, gathered together around the Son by the Spirit unto the Father as the new covenant people of God called to offer a distinctive witness to the world everywhere it assembles. Such life in God rightly expresses itself in a congregational pattern of ecclesial authority, one that recognizes the freedom that has been won for and ought to be exercised by all of God’s gospel-liberated people to act as priest-kings who believe, guard, and live out the gospel in gathered assemblies of even just two or three. So understood, we recognize that there is broad ecclesial expression within the Free Church tradition: churches from Brethren to Baptist to Congregational to Disciples to Evangelical Covenant to Evangelical Free to Mennonite to Pentecostal, along with the broad spectrum of nondenominational and independent churches, can be placed under this banner, even as they represent distinctive streams within it.44










ONE

Biblical Warrant for the
Doctrine of Catholicity


HERE WE TAKE UP the foundational enterprise of determining whether there is biblical warrant for the creedal confession of the church’s catholicity. To show that the church’s catholicity is grounded not only in tradition but ultimately in Scripture is not only proper according to the Protestant principle of sola Scriptura; it is also wise given the contested nature of the doctrinal content down church-historical stream. This chapter thus seeks to heed, first and foremost, God’s very own words in Scripture as the norma normans of theology. To do so is nothing less than an attempt to do theology “according to the Scriptures” (1 Cor 15:3).


THE NEED FOR BIBLICAL WARRANT


Though every exercise in systematic theology ought to begin (and end) with the Word of God, it is all the more critical when it comes to the doctrine of the church’s catholicity and the parameters of this book. This is for three primary reasons. The first, as we have already mentioned, is the contested nature of the doctrine. Catholicity could represent the quintessential case study of ecclesial division and doctrinal disagreement, quite ironic given the fact that catholicity concerns the whole church and justifies an understanding of the church as having a diversified nature. Due to conflicting claims regarding the content of catholicity, each ecclesial tradition is obligated to account for its understanding of the doctrine, be open to the insights of other traditions, and be willing to have its account evaluated in light of Scripture.

The second reason is that, simply put, the biblical basis for this creedal attribute is vastly understudied. That studies of the church’s catholicity abound, especially post–Vatican II and amid the rise of the ecumenical movement, is clear. But a closer examination of these studies reveals one key oversight: biblical warrant is rarely a primary concern. In fact, very little work has been done developing a biblical notion of the church’s catholicity.1 Clowney can say “the burning issues of church unity or division, apostolicity or apostasy, holiness or worldliness, universality or sectarianism—all hinge on an understanding of the biblical doctrine of the church. . . . Only as the church stands under the Word of God can it discover its own nature and calling.”2 We thus need to better articulate the biblical warrant for, and content of, catholicity.

Third, establishing biblical support for the doctrine is especially important for the Free Church tradition. Indeed, if large swaths of this tradition are to retrieve catholicity and even contribute toward a fuller-orbed expression of the doctrine, we must make clear that such a doctrine has biblical support.3 This is particularly true of the tradition’s more evangelical manifestations, which have been characterized (not without basis) as often being apathetic, suspicious, or even outright hostile regarding any notion of the church’s catholicity. Indeed, Timothy George’s observation regarding evangelicals at large is perhaps even truer of Free Church evangelicals. He notes that “most evangelicals are happy to confess that the church is one, holy, and apostolic. These are, after all, not only biblical concepts but also New Testament terms. But . . . many contemporary evangelical churches have long abandoned the word ‘Catholic,’ and would even consider it an insult to be called such.”4 If we are seeking to spur those in the Free Church tradition on in retrieving the doctrine of the church’s catholicity and contributing to its fullness, we must demonstrate Clowney’s affirmation to be true: catholicity “flow[s] from the more fundamental teaching of the Bible regarding the nature of the church.”5




THE PROCESS OF ESTABLISHING BIBLICAL WARRANT


But we also must ask, How do we go about establishing this all-important biblical warrant? It is one thing to want to “be biblical” in establishing a doctrine of the church’s catholicity; it is quite another to actually demonstrate that biblical basis, especially given the fact that there is no passage we can turn to for a face-value exposition of the church’s catholicity. Graham Cole helps us face this challenge by reminding us that proper interpretation of Scripture requires moving from micro to macro, examining specific texts within their immediate contexts within their distinctive literary units within their particular books within the larger canon and in light of the entire flow of redemptive history from Genesis to Revelation.6 We thus approach the biblical text less as a storehouse to be mined for propositional content (in this case, propositions affirming the church as catholic) and more as a unified narrative of God’s redemptive-historical ways with and for his people, looking for distinctive themes and motifs that emerge across the entire canon. In this case we’ll explore the biblical warrant for catholicity by examining how the nature of God’s people as a unified diversity and the scope of that people through the whole of all times, peoples, and places develop over the course of the whole redemptive narrative.

But before we proceed, we must also deal with one other concern: Should we really use the term catholic to describe the church if the Bible never does so? Two comments can be made here. First, we must recognize that terms such as catholic or catholicity are not required to speak about the church’s universal scope and nature; other nouns such as fullness and wholeness and other adjectives such as all and whole function in much the same way. But second, we must remember that catholicity is not alone in this regard. Many of the great terms of the Christian tradition, including Trinity and homoousios (“of the same substance,” used to defend the claim that Christ was equally divine with the Father), are not found in Scripture. It is important, as David Yeago has claimed, to distinguish between judgments and the conceptual terms in which those judgments are rendered. In his “The New Testament and the Nicene Dogma,” Yeago argues convincingly that Nicaea’s judgment that the Son was homoousios says “the same thing” as Paul’s judgment that Jesus had “equality with God” in Philippians 2:6.7

Here we follow a similar line of argumentation regarding the creedal confession that the church is catholic, namely that the creeds synthesize and express the same judgment as Scripture, but in slightly different terms. Specifically we will follow and adjust Yeago’s argumentation to insist that the term catholic “is neither imposed on the New Testament texts, nor distantly deduced from the texts, but rather describes a pattern of judgements present in the texts, in the texture of scriptural discourse.”8 The present chapter is thus an attempt to discern the pattern of judgments in the text of Scripture that warrants and orients our confession that the church is catholic. It is an attempt to show, in the words of Jason Hallig, that “the story of the catholic church is a biblical story. . . . It is a story of God’s redemptive history—rescuing men and women from sin . . . [and intending] to create a people for himself—a community not only of one nation but of many nations, who would serve as the kingdom people . . . [and as] a catholic community.”9 The warrant for the doctrine is thus derived from one of the most central themes of Scripture: God’s covenantal intention to call a people to himself.10 An inquiry regarding the biblical basis for the doctrine of the church’s catholicity is thus an inquiry into a particular characteristic of this people, especially as it manifests in God’s new covenant people, the church.




REDEMPTIVE-HISTORICAL CONTEXT: GENESIS 1–11


In inquiring about the catholicity of God’s people, we might ask why we should begin by examining Genesis 1–11, long before the covenant made with Abram and ages before the New Testament speaks of the ecclesia? We might answer that this is because, as Cornelius Plantinga has argued, these foundational chapters on creation and the story of humanity prior to Abraham are vital to properly understanding the redemptive-historical narrative that follows them. Particularly, it is important to grasp God’s design and intention for creation and for humanity set forth in Genesis 1–11 in order for the remainder of the biblical narrative to make sense.11 Properly understanding the biblical story that flows from creation to new creation also requires understanding why our world is now “not the way it’s supposed to be” due to sin’s devastating effects and the creational context for God’s solution to this problem: calling a covenant people to himself ultimately by the work of a promised redeemer (Gen 3:15).

Here we seek to apply Karl Barth’s insight that “creation is the external basis of the covenant” while “covenant is the internal basis of the creation.”12 Specifically we should see that there is no covenantal content (in this case, the catholicity of God’s people) without creational context (in this case, the unified diversity of the created order). Because catholicity relates more directly to God’s covenantal purposes, we look to Genesis 1–11 to establish the creational context that will give covenantal catholicity meaning. That is to say, because catholicity is properly an ecclesiological category, one that describes the nature of God’s redeemed people, it belongs to the realm of soteriology rather than protology. But soteriology presupposes protology; we can’t speak of humanity redeemed without first speaking of humanity created (and fallen). Here we seek to isolate the part of the creational context most relevant to the covenantal content of catholicity, namely that the created order exhibits an inherent unity-in-diversity and has the capacity to demonstrate increasing amounts of unified diversity as time goes on.13 Recognizing this allows us to see how God’s creational design of unified diversity sets the stage for the covenantal catholicity of God’s people displayed in redemptive history; particularly we see Genesis 1–11 set forth creational “raw material” that develops into the catholicity of God’s people according to God’s wisdom and grace in his administration of the gospel (Eph 3:1-11).14

Genesis 1–3. We can only offer here the briefest of surveys of this creational context. In this survey we must not neglect the fact that it is God’s own life that is the fount for this creational unified diversity. There is a unity, a oneness, that characterizes God’s being.15 In Genesis 1 this is seen in the way God implements a well-ordered creation with no hint of challenge or inner division. What God wills comes to pass with nothing to hinder his plan: God creates the heavens and the earth (Gen 1:1); God sees that his creation is good (Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31); God orders his creation (Gen 1:4, 7); God names portions of his creation (Gen 1:5, 8, 10); God commissions elements of his creation (Gen 1:6, 14-18, 26, 28); and God delights in his completed creation (Gen 1:31–2:2).

And yet even within the first chapter of the Bible there are hints that this unity of God’s being is of a diversified type. The Christian tradition (based on NT witness) will come to identify this using the language of triunity or Trinity, and here it manifests most clearly in a delineation of roles in the act of creating. So while in Genesis 1:1 we are told that “in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth,” in only the next verse we hear that “the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.” And then in Genesis 1:3 we are introduced to the means of God’s creating: his word, which will eventually be identified as the Word of God (who is also the Son of God, Jn 1:1-14; Col 1:16), distinct from and yet one with both God (the Father) and the (Holy) Spirit of God. The significance of this trinitarian fount from which all unified diversity in the created order flows should not be overlooked.16 God’s trinitarian life, marked by a unified diversity, is the source of all; that unity-in-diversity shows up in every aspect of creation and in the very nature of the church in God’s redemptive program should be no surprise.

Indeed, Genesis 1 goes on to showcase a unified diversity in the created order itself: all the things God creates are united in their creatureliness and God-glorifying capacity, and yet there is manifold diversity in what is created. Each day of creation unfurls new and varied forms of being, each of which contains the seed for seemingly infinite variety. Again and again we are told that God created “according to their kinds”: seed-bearing plants (Gen 1:12), fruit-bearing trees (Gen 1:12), sea-dwelling creatures (Gen 1:21), flying animals (Gen 1:21), beasts of the earth (Gen 1:25), livestock (Gen 1:25), and even “creeping things” (Gen 1:25). We are told that when God surveyed all of what he had made, the heavens and the earth “in all their vast array,” (Gen 2:1) he concluded that it was all very good (Gen 1:31).17 God rejoices in creational diversity unified under his creative provision and care. David Smith thus doesn’t exaggerate when he proclaims, “At the very outset of the biblical narrative we are presented with a God who revels in diversity, in rich creativity.”18

But there is a particular segment of God’s creation where we see unified diversity particularly manifest, and that is in human beings, who alone are made in the image of the triune God (Gen 1:26-27). There are many dimensions of unified diversity found in humans. The earliest mentioned, and the one given the most emphasis in Genesis 1–2, is the fact that we image God in distinct yet complementary ways as male and female. Genesis 2 fleshes this out by drawing attention to the fact that uniformity of the male form was incomplete, the first “not good” arising in the created order (Gen 2:18). God then moves to remedy the insufficiency by creating the woman out of the man, demonstrating their unified status as equally imaging the divine (Gen 2:22). Adam’s poetic celebration of God’s goodness in creating the woman recognizes both her similarity to, and distinctness from, him (Gen 2:23).

Other forms of unified diversity within human beings are visible here, one of which surrounds geographical expansion: human beings will always dwell on the earth (unity, established in Gen 1:26) and yet will inhabit a myriad of places and climates within it (diversity, hinted at in Gen 2:10-14). Again Smith is helpful here, noting that in the commission to be fruitful and increase in number, filling the earth and subduing it (Gen 1:28), “the command to subdue is preceded by a command to fill. The move out of the garden which follows the fall is already implicit in the dynamic initiated by this command. The garden is a place from which . . . people are to spread, bringing blessing. . . . Spreading, like diversity, is rooted in creation prior to the fall.”19 In short, we see a multifaceted unity-in-diversity at the beginning, in seed form; unified diversity, particularly in God’s image bearers, is being prepared to go through the whole (earth).

But the creational unity-in-diversity that marks the shalom of God’s good creation is shattered in the account of humanity’s fall and its aftermath set forth in Genesis 3 and following. Indeed, the rebellion of human beings manifests in their alienation from God, one another, and the created order (seen in God’s rebuke and curse of Gen 3:14-19). The unified diversity that once defined the created order in terms of manifold expressions of God-glorifying creatureliness is now broken. The unity of the human race has now splintered into blame shifting and resentment (Gen 3:12-13); the diversity once so beautiful is now a primary source of division, marginalization, and abuse (Gen 3:16).20 Mysteriously God promises to address the tragedy by initiating a plan of redemption (hinted at in Gen 3:15, 21). Even as Adam and Eve are banished “east of Eden,” the creational pattern of unified diversity remains, with humans still united in dependence on God while continuing to demonstrate greater degrees of diversity.

Genesis 10–11. But the portion of Genesis 1–11 that does the most to highlight how God’s creational design of unified diversity lays the foundations for the glories of covenantal catholicity in redemptive history is undoubtedly Genesis 10–11; indeed, it is the material known as the “Table of Nations” (Gen 10) and the “Tower of Babel” (Gen 11:1-9) that most directly sets the context for the catholic nature of God’s covenant people. This is seen when we recognize that Genesis 10–11 has been designed with a “deliberate dischronologization,” which Smith explains by saying, “[The] linguistic uniformity in Genesis 11:1 is [not] in conflict with the references to the [prior] linguistic diversity in Gen 10:5, 18 and perhaps 25. . . . [And thus] it is quite clear that Gen 10–11 are not arranged chronologically. Genesis 10 presents three successive historical sweeps with vague time-scales before returning in summary to the time of Noah in verse 32 (and again in 11:10!).”21 In other words, it makes sense to understand Genesis 11 as preceding Genesis 10 chronologically (providing an explanation for the cultural/linguistic diversity on display in the previous chapter) even as it follows Genesis 10 in the narrative. This raises an important question: What motivated this chronological reversal? Answering this question will go a long way in helping us see the unified diversity of God’s creational order affirmed within.

We begin with the Tower of Babel narrative. While there are multiple interpretations of the account,22 here we will briefly engage the interpretation offered by Theodore Hiebert.23 On his reading the primary issue that Yahweh responds to is not a swelling hubris but rather a commitment to homogeneity and permanence of locale as a source of safety in the postdiluvian world. Hiebert says, “The story of Babel . . . [describes] the human longing for homogeneity in conflict with the divine plan for cultural diversity. The human problem is not pride but the fear of spreading out into a multicultural world. And God’s response . . . [enacts] a divine plan that the world after the flood be filled with diverse languages and peoples and cultures.”24 On this reading Babel marks the auspicious advance of human diversity, especially in language and geographical distribution, despite human effort to the contrary.

Hiebert’s reading helps us further grasp the creational context for the church’s catholicity down redemptive-historical stream when we return to our question: Why did the author of Genesis 1–11 reverse the chronological order of the Tower of Babel (Gen 11) and Table of Nations (Gen 10)? Clines’s answer has tremendous payoff:

If the material of chap. 10 had followed the Babel story, the whole Table of Nations would have to be read under the sign of judgment; where it stands it functions as the fulfillment of the divine command of 9:1 “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth,” which looks back in its turn to 1:28. All this means that the final author of the primeval history understands that the dispersal of the nations may be evaluated both positively (as in chap. 10) and negatively (as in chap. 11).25


That is, according to Clines the author decided to reverse the order so that continuity with what preceded in Genesis is evident: God’s creational intention for and blessing on increasing degrees of diversity precede its corruption by human sin and remain despite that corruption.

Indeed, when we look back at Genesis 10 from this perspective we recognize that the Table of Nations is framed not as consequence of human sin but rather as an outworking of God’s good creational design for increasing degrees of diversity among human beings united in their common image bearing. This is the first place we get a large-scale picture of humanity as exhibiting a unified diversity through the whole (earth).

While the Table of Nations is difficult to interpret,26 we know that the chapter provides us with an account of how seventy “nations” relate to Noah’s three sons after the flood. Daniel Hays helpfully orients us to four significant terms in the chapter, noting that “Genesis 10 described the division of the world according to the family/tribe/clan, language, land/country/territory, and nation (Gen 10:5, 20, 31).”27 B. Oded points to these same verses and concludes that the table is thus a conglomerate of “ethnopolitical (after their families, nations), linguistic (after their tongues) and geographic (in their countries)” divisions.28 The layers of diversity on display in light of this recognition are staggering. But Elizabeth Sung helpfully observes that the table does just as much to emphasize unity, reminding us that “Genesis 10 begins by reaffirming that humankind in the postdiluvian era fundamentally comprises a single extended family that stems from Noah and his household (v. 1; cf. 9:18-19).”29 It thus portrays humanity as a unified diversity through the whole. The fact that this is on display prior to Babel enables us to see, in Bill Arnold’s words, that “the Table of Nations in its current location fulfills the divine command to ‘be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth’ (9:1, reflecting also 1:28), and is therefore predominantly a positive appraisal of human dispersion. . . . Had it been placed after 11.1-9, the Table of Nations in Gen 10 would of necessity be transformed into a sign of God’s judgment.”30 As it stands, it is a sign of God’s blessing on the cultural, linguistic, political, geographic, and familial diversity that is nevertheless united by a common lineage and a common calling to bear God’s image and to live in conformity to his creational intentions. The Babel narrative drives home that things have gone awry and that a much deeper remedy than even a worldwide flood will be required. But for now we see that the foundational chapters of Genesis 1–11, far from being irrelevant to developing a biblical theology of catholicity, are actually quite significant in setting the covenantal scene by portraying (1) God’s design that humans exhibit a God-glorifying unified diversity through the whole of creation and (2) how such a design was corrupted (but not eradicated) by human sin.
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