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  Dedication


  To Deb, Nathan, Nathalie and Joshua


  Preface




  



  I remember preparing to visit London for the first time. I skimmed the famed city’s history, glanced at maps, highlighted sites and imagined how each location would appear in person. When I actually visited London I was not disappointed. It wasmuch as I had imagined it to be on the basis of my limited research. Still, occasional letdowns did occur. For example, I was surprised to discover that Big Ben was so small. The photographs I had seen of Big Ben, perhaps because of camera angle and lighting, portrayed a striking structure dominating its surroundings. The actual clock, impressive though it was, did not compare well with the photographs I had seen. The result for this tourist was a mild sense of disappointment.


  I mention this because the same sense of disappointment or even disillusionment can ripple through a reader encountering the church fathers for the first time, particularly if expectations are unrealistic, ill-informed or unfair to the subject at hand. So from the beginning let me tell you what to expect and not to expect in the following pages. This is a book about how Christians, in particular Christians in the first seven centuries of the church’s history, have read and interpreted the Bible. It is specifically designed to meet the needs and questions of people who are interested in entering the world of patristic exegesis and need a road map to guide them.


  Significant new commentary series devoted to early Christian biblical interpretation, such as the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACCS, published by InterVarsity Press), are appearing and provoking much interest. Many people using a series such as the ACCS will find that a guide is helpful as they begin to study the exegesis of the fathers. This is the role I have attempted to assume in this book. My goal is to present as clearly, simply and accurately as possible the methodology and content of patristic biblical interpretation. Why should we bother reading the church fathers? What is a church father? How do the fathers read the Bible? What methodologies and techniques do they employ? What biblical emphases, themes and characters do they tend to notice that modern readers might overlook? How was their reading of Scripture influenced by their own linguistic, political, social and philosophical environment? Where do they shine in their interpretation? Where might they occasionally stumble? How can the fathers help us to read the Bible well today? These and other relevant questions—and hopefully reasonable answers—will occupy much of the text.


  Scholars already familiar with the fathers will find little new in this book and perhaps be surprised at what has been omitted. Why, some will ask, are certain fathers absent from the text and others included? My answer is that both space and purpose have limited my discussion and analysis. Some figures that one would listen to carefully in a detailed patristic study will remain largely silent in this introductory text. I have not written in detail, for example, about the contributions of exegetes such as Ambrosiaster and Tyconius, unknown figures for people just beginning to study patristic biblical interpretation but old friends to those who have thoroughly explored the field. Other readers might ask why I have detailed discussion of fathers who did not produce extended line by line commentaries, such as Gregory of Nazianzus, while I largely overlook the riches of the Syriac and Coptic traditions.


  My main desire was to introduce and analyze patristic figures whom the church, both East and West, has recognized as illustrating how to read the Bible well and to apply its riches to a variety of needs, issues and circumstances. Thus, my focus will be on the eight great doctors or preeminent teachers of the church: Athanasius, Gregory of Nazianzus, Basil the Great and John Chrysostom in the East; Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine and Gregory the Great in the West.


  Some of these fathers wrote extensive biblical commentaries. Others did not. All, however, possessed minds saturated in the biblical narrative. All interpreted the Scripture within and to a wide variety of circumstances and people. At times a father such as Jerome will exegete a biblical text in response to a question posed in a letter by a friend or, occasionally, by an enemy. In addition, Jerome left behind many significant biblical commentaries. Fathers such as Athanasius and Gregory of Nazianzus interpret the Bible within a wider context of theological controversy. Theological treatises rather than biblical commentaries offer the best entrance to their exegesis. As I attempt to show in my discussion of Athanasius, some of the “black dwarf’s” best exegesis occurs as he reacts to a specific theological position he views as a threat to the gospel—that of Arius and his followers.


  Other significant fathers such as Gregory the Great and John Chrysostom were gifted pastors, interpreting the Bible as they preached faithfully to their congregations in Rome, Antioch and Constantinople. Because their exegesis arises within the context of pastoral issues and concerns it possesses an especially practical character. Neither Gregory nor Chrysostom will allow their audience to study the Scripture at arm’s length. Indeed, all the fathers insist that the study of the Bible is not an esoteric, intellectual exercise practiced by the isolated academic.


  Instead, the fathers argue that biblical interpretation is an ecclesiastical activity to be practiced in the church and for the church within the context of prayer and worship. It is a communal act rather than a private, individualistic endeavor. The ecclesiastical, communal and devotional nature of patristic exegesis will come as a surprise to many modern students of the Bible, particularly for those trained in the hermeneutical techniquesof the modern academy. The fathers are united in their insistence that the text of Scripture opens itself to those who approach it reverently and receptively. In short, the fathers consistently treat the Bible as a holy book whose riches can be mined adequately only by those prepared to honor and obey the message the Scripture contains.


  And yet, some will ask, can the insights and interpretive methodology of Christians living hundreds of years in the past remain relevant for the Christian living on the cusp of the second millenium? Can a bridge be built to the world of the fathers? Obviously I believe such a construction project to be a genuine possibility. The first step in bringing these two interpretive worlds together—that of the fathers and of the modern Christian—is to ask how modern Christians tend to read and interpret the Bible. After this preliminary task is completed, the rest of the book will explore the hermeneutical outlook and methodology of the fathers, an interpretive perspective that will readily supplement, support and periodically criticize modern hermeneutical approaches.


  1

   

  Why Read the Fathers?


  



  Jerome, Augustine, Basil, Gregory of Nazianzus, John Chrysostom, Gregory of Nyssa, Athanasius, Origen, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Cyril of Alexandria, Clement of Alexandria, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Ambrose, Gregory the Great. For some of us the names are familiar. Perhaps memories of a past Western civilization or church history course come to mind. We have read Augustine’s Confessions or sections of The City of God. Yet the passage of time has blurred our memory or dampened our enthusiasm for the personalities and world of the early church.


  Maybe our recollection of past attempts to understand a church father’s writing discourages us. We recall the desire to explore an early Christian text, yet remember the terrible dullness of plowing through translations that obscured more than opened patristic perspectives to us. On the one hand, we say to ourselves, surely there is a reason why Augustine’s name keeps turning up in print. On the other hand, too often Augustine’s writing and world remain hidden to us, veiled behind cultural barriers, hermeneutical idiosyncrasies, incomprehensible translations and confusing theological controversies. The same could be said of lesser-known personalities such as Jerome or Basil.


  For others, the church fathers represent a vast unknown, unexplored territory. Questions proliferate. What is a church father? Did all early Christian leaders receive this designation? If not, how did one qualify to be called a father? Why should we take the time to read them? Were they not all wild allegorizers? Did they really understand the gospel? Or did their Greek and Roman background distort the gospel beyond recognition?


  Can the Fathers Be Trusted?


  Protestant readers might be particularly suspicious at this point. Can the fathers be trusted? Weren’t most of them Roman Catholic or Orthodox? Didn’t they believe in salvation by works? Isn’t their understanding of the gospel more Greek or Roman than Christian? For many inquirers, the image of wild-eyed, legalistic, imbalanced ascetics quickly surfaces, fomenting suspicions.


  Indeed, the trustworthiness of the fathers remains a fundamental question for Christians from many different backgrounds. Will the fathers lead us astray? Did they read the Bible well? Or did their own cultural and religious blind spots prevent them from clearly comprehending the heart of the gospel? For many Protestant Christians there is a deep suspicion that the abuses of late medieval Roman Catholicism find their seeds in the thoughts of the fathers themselves. Does not Martin Luther himself question “what good it does to rely on the venerable old Fathers, who have been approved through such a long succession of ages. Were not they too all equally blind, or rather, did they not simply overlook the clearest and most explicit statements of Paul?”1


  And yet the same Luther who seems ready to discard the fathers consistently interacts with them throughout his work, particularly relying on the insights of Augustine. Perhaps we are more faithful to Luther if we examine carefully his own methodology in reading the Scripture with the fathers. He is not reluctant to criticize them when he feels they are in error. Simultaneously, though, Luther listens carefully to their voices and praises them when he feels they interpret Scripture correctly.


  Sola Scriptura?


  Many view the church’s history from the second to the sixteenth century as a succession of mistakes upon mistakes. For many Protestants much of church history remains a barren wasteland, a desert of error strikingly characterized by the absence of the Holy Spirit’s guidance and discernment. Only with the arrival of Luther, Melanchthon, Calvin, Zwingli and Simons was a clear, undiluted, biblically based understanding of the gospel retrieved and revitalized. Does not the Reformers’ insistence upon sola Scriptura cast grave doubt on the church fathers’ marked tendency to read Scripture in light of the church’s tradition? Are the Reformers’ doubts, on the other hand, centered on the fathers themselves or on how others have interpreted or misinterpreted their teaching?


  Take, for example, Luther’s comments on 2 Corinthians 3:6 in his treatise Concerning the Letter and the Spirit. Paul writes of God, “who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of letter but of spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.” Luther contends that Origen, Jerome and other “fathers have stretched and misused this passage,” while acknowledging they did so “to fend off Jews and heretics, as everyone well knows or is able to know.” Hence, they should be excused for their faulty exegesis, but surely not followed in their error. What more particularly seems to aggravate Luther, however, is the inability of his Roman Catholic opponents, such as the theologian Emser, to distinguish between the good the fathers have to offer and the errors they sometimes commit. In Luther’s view, Emser and others


  have no judgment with regard to the work and teaching of the fathers; they gobble up everything they find until they obey the fathers only in those things in which the dear fathers slipped as men. And they drop them when they did well, as I could easily prove with regard to all the teachings and lives now held to be the very best.2


  Luther consistently insists that it “is necessary to compare the fathers’ books with Scripture and to judge them according to its light.”3


  The slogan sola Scriptura, then, is the frank assertion and admission, as Anthony Lane puts it, “that the church can err.”4 The fathers themselves insisted that the church be held accountable to Scripture. At the same time, sola Scriptura has never meant that the only resources the Christian needs to understand God’s Word well are the Bible and the Holy Spirit. The ideal of the autonomous interpreter can more easily be laid at the steps of the Enlightenment than the Reformation. Rather, Reformers such as Luther and Calvin wisely considered the history, councils, creeds and tradition of the church, including the fathers’ writings, as a rich resource ignored only by the foolish or arrogant.5


  Indeed, have Christians at any time and in any place ever read the Scripture in a vacuum, hermetically sealed from all historical, linguistic and cultural influences that potentially blur or skew the Bible’s message? Is it possible or preferable to follow the advice of Alexander Campbell to “open the New Testament as if mortal man had never seen it before”?6 Can we so easily escape from the interpretive culture and community in which we have learned to read the Bible? Is the stance of the objective, autonomous observer and interpreter truly attainable? One wonders. And yet many modern people seem instinctively to assume that an objective, highly individualistic interpretive stance and methodology are laudable goals and realistic possibilities. Not infrequently modern Christians, liberal and conservative, view their own interpretive environments as hermeneutical shells in which the air has been systematically filtered from the corrupting influences of the past and present. Exactly how and what one would identify as potential corrupting influences, though, differs for the modern liberal and pietistic Christian mind. Both groups, however, demonstrate a deep wariness of the Christian past. Too often for the Christian liberal the past extends to the emergence of the Enlightenment. Frequently for the Christian pietist it reaches only to the eruption of the Reformation.


  The Absence of Memory


  Robert Wilken cogently argues that many modern theologians and Christian laypeople find themselves rootless and drifting in a barren secular and ecclesiastical landscape, largely because they have forgotten their Christian past.7 The modern mind, Wilken believes, has lost any sense of obligation to the past. Instead, many modern thinkers have purposely limited their reliance upon past ideas and traditions, choosing to view autonomous reflection as the heart of rationality. One discovers truth only by purposefully separating oneself from the object of knowledge. For the modern Christian, Wilken contends, this autonomous stance has spawned an unrelenting suspicion of tradition.


  Wilken identifies Roman Catholic theologian David Tracy as a case in point. For Tracy,


  The traditional Christian theologian of whatever tradition, preached and practiced a morality of belief in and obedience to the tradition and a fundamental loyalty to the church-community’s beliefs. The modern historian and scientist—whether in natural or social sciences—preaches and practices an exactly contrary morality. For him, one cannot investigate a cognitive claim with intellectual integrity if one insists simultaneously that the claim is believable because tradition has believed it. For the new scientific morality, one’s fundamental loyalty as an analyst of any and all cognitive claims is solely to those methodological procedures which the particular scientific community of inquiry in question has developed.8


  The result, Wilken contends, is a tendency to produce theology in a context (the university) and with a stance (Tracy’s autonomous inquiry) that ironically and unnecessarily divorces the theologian from the very religious community in which theological exploration and reflection finds its roots. Wilken observes that while “Christian faith has always been a critical and rational enterprise, and at its best has welcomed the wisdom of the world into the household of faith,” the wisest Christian thinkers also recognized they were “bearers of tradition,” a tradition founded on Scripture, subjected to critical examination, tested in the lives of “countless men and women,” defended against critics, and “elaborated in myriad social and cultural settings.”


  It is this broader interpretive community that Tracy views with marked suspicion in his quest for autonomous inquiry. Why, Wilken fairly asks, should “one assume, as Tracy apparently does, that reason is to be found only outside of tradition, and that genuine rationality requires ‘autonomy.’ This premise seems to invite a willful amnesia, a self-imposed affliction that would rob our lives of depth and direction.”9


  A Long Journey Home


  Thomas Oden, editor of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (InterVarsity Press), has written extensively of the tendency of modern people to underestimate the contributions of the past and exaggerate the wisdom of the present. Oden himself, a theologianfirmly ensconced in the classical liberal tradition for many years, increasingly recognized in the late sixties that his disrespect for and ignorance of the Christian past had severely warped his own theological, philosophical, historical and political perspective. Oden’s spiritual pilgrimage over the past twenty-five years is in many ways an apt illustration of a theologian reawakening from Wilken’s “self-imposed amnesia” and is worth examining in some detail.


  Thomas Oden grew up in a home that was deeply rooted in the pietistic tradition and the political ideals of the Democratic Party.10 Oden’s parents combined a devotion to the Scripture and to a deeply personal faith with a commitment to liberal political philosophy and the union movement. Oden took this upbringing seriously, especially the idea that genuine faith always demonstrates itself in concrete action. In high school Oden organized students in the United World Federalist movement, and in his college days gravitated to quasi-socialist philosophy as he worked ardently for the Students for Democratic Action at the University of Oklahoma. When Oden decided to attend Perkins School of Theology in Dallas, he based his choice on the hope that the church could effectively serve as a change agent in society, rather than on a strong personal commitment to the biblical message.


  At Perkins, Joseph Matthews exposed Oden to secular and religious existentialist thought. Oden devoured the works of Sartre, Camus and Marcel. Rudolf Bultmann, however, best symbolizes the direction of Oden’s thought. Bultmann’s existentialist categories resurrected the Bible’s relevance for Oden. Once again Oden could read the Bible, although through the interpretive lenses of what Oden was later to label “modernity.”


  As Oden left Perkins for graduate study at Yale under the guidance of H. Richard Niebuhr, a specific theological vocation crystallized within him. Oden’s conception of this vocation, however, was itself shaped by his idealization of the new. As he was later to describe these early years, Oden as a young theologian believed his peers and students would judge his contribution to the academy and church by the criterion of innovativeness. The call to create and innovate superseded Oden’s appreciation and appropriation of the church’s own tradition and self-understanding. He continued to be avidly attracted to existentialism throughout the late fifties and early sixties, a fascination followed and complemented by an interest in post-Freudian psychology.


  Novel experimentation, combined with a deep mistrust and disdain for the past, marked Oden’s thought and work during this initial period. His interaction with Scripture and other theological texts was less a dialogue than a “filtering process” where he allowed sources to speak to him “only insofar as they could meet” his “conditions,” “worldview” and “assumptions as a modern man.”


  I was determined not to accept any reports that could not be fitted into my modern worldview. . . . Furthermore, I was mentored (especially by Bultmann, Tillich, Heidegger and Rogers) to understand that what it meant to be a theologian was to struggle to create something new, to develop a new theology, to see things differently than any others had seen things before and thereby to offer my personal skill and subjective experience as a theologian to the emergent world.11


  Some fruit spawned by the freewheeling sixties led Oden to question seriously his theological presuppositions and methodology. “By 1968 I could see the tremendous harm caused by sexual experimentation—even among my friends. I could also see their lives being torn up by family disintegration and mind-altering drugs. The wonderful world they thought they were creating was simply turning to dust, ashes, and pain—enormous pain.”12


  As Oden reexamined the direction his theological methodology had taken him, he understood he had come to a dead end. Where was he to turn? Modernity’s well had run dry for Oden. Soon he would find himself drinking from unexpected sources.


  Oden began teaching at Drew University in the early seventies and encountered there the Jewish philosopher and true renaissance man Will Herberg. Interestingly enough, it was Herberg who in no uncertain terms warned Oden that his overall understanding and theological perspective would remain grossly misshapen unless he supplemented his immersion in modern theological sources with a concentrated exposure to the world of the church fathers. Oden followed Herberg’s advice and for the next five years devoted himself to an attentive study of patristic texts. During this time his understanding of how to do theology changed dramatically. As a result, Oden radically reshaped his theological agenda for the coming years.


  His previous interpretive community had trained Oden to assume that theologians must be creative and novel in their work if they were to fulfill and validate their vocations in the church, seminary, university and broader intellectual community. The fathers challenged these fundamental assumptions. The more Oden read them, the more he realized how much of what he had assumed was new was as old as the apostolic tradition itself. The early Christian writers had intuited many ideas Oden had considered modern contributions.


  As Oden studied patristic thought he increasingly realized that theology could be, indeed, must be done in the context of the worshiping community of the church, a fellowship that stretched across a vast expanse of years, cultures and languages. Yet Oden discerned themes and practices that remained constant in the church’s life and reflection, a central “consensual” understanding of God’s entrance into history in Jesus Christ. In the community of the church and its accumulated history and tradition Oden found a corrective to his tendency to idealize the “new” as inherently superior. The call to listen superseded the need to innovate.


  Then while reading Nemesius something clicked. I realized that I must listen intently, actively, without reservation. Listen in such a way that my whole life depended upon hearing. Listen in such a way that I could see telescopically beyond my modern myopia, to break through the walls of my modern prison, and actually hear voices from the past with different assumptions entirely about the world and time and human culture. Only then in my forties did I begin to become a theologian. Up to that time I had been teaching theology without having sufficiently met the patristic mentors who could teach me theology.13


  Oden had experienced a “redirection,” “a hermeneutical reversal” in which he “learned to listen to premodern texts.” Oden came to understand that hermeneutics could not be severed from character, disposition and obedience, a patristic emphasis we will explore in future pages. Listening to a text and obedience to a text became for Oden “the most important single lesson I have learned hermeneutically. . . . Carl Rogers taught me to trust my experience. The ancient Christian writers taught me to trust that Scripture and tradition would transmute my experience.”14


  Oden’s journey from modern theology to “paleo-orthodoxy” is remarkable. A number of other theologians and biblical scholars, many of them relatively young, are moving in the same direction. Why this swelling group of “young fogeys,” as Oden calls them? Why have many become dissatisfied with modern ways of reading and interpreting Scripture? Only a closer look at how modern Christians read the Bible can answer these important questions.


  2

   

  The Modern Mind & Biblical Interpretation


  



  In a telling article in The Reformed Journal, William J. Abraham comments, “Any consensus in theology today begins with the rejection of the classical Christian tradition as this is generally known in Western Culture.”1


  Abraham particularly observes the strongly reductionistic flavor of much modern theology, a scientific reductionism he relates to the acceptance by modern theologians of the “canons of science” and “critical history” as normative criteria. Will the biblical narrative of God’s saving work fit within reductionist boundaries? Not well, Abraham fears. Once theologians begin writing within the reductionist framework, they have little choice but to “reinterpret the tradition in terms that will speak, as they say, ‘meaningfully’ to the modern age.”2


  Abraham also describes and analyzes other characteristics of the modern worldview. A modern person is “one informed by the canons of rationality developed in the European Enlightenment.” For some, Enlightenment rationality leads to a rejection of the possibility of special divine revelation and belief in miracles, largely because the possibility of divine intervention in history is no longer considered a valid option.


  The unfortunate result is the isolation of the secularized person and theologian, “no longer shaped in any profound way by the institutions of Christianity but . . . cut loose and alone in a sea of individualism and autonomy.”3 In effect, Abraham argues, many modern theologians have endorsed secular values “as more Christian than those of the traditional believer and . . . seek to join the secular person in his or her quest for authenticity, community, peace, and justice.” The result is theology that looks suspiciously like a reworking and expansion of the politics and ethics of the Enlightenment.4


  Interestingly, Abraham’s recommendations for regaining and maintaining theological health in the modern world focus on issues of character formation. That is, spiritually ill theologians produce sick theology. How can they get well?


  For one thing, Abraham recommends a cultivation of the virtue of humility. Modern theologians have been tempted by their own hubris to think they can achieve more than is reasonably or humbly possible. A more humble and self-aware approach, Abraham advises, would cultivate “a sense of inadequacy in the face of the utter complexity and mystery of the divine order.” Modern theology, however, has too often failed to acknowledge “the limitation of the human intellect in its attempts to unravel the mystery of God’s action in the world.” The modern theologian needs to be reminded that


  a true and truly Christian theology will surely be deeply rooted in revelation and tradition, in worship and prayer in the Christian community, in compassion and service in the world, in fear and trembling before the wonder of the Christian gospel, and in humble dependence on the grace and agency of the Holy Spirit. Yet precisely these notes are the ones missing from the prevailing canons of theological discourse.5


  Revelation, worship and tradition are the “fundamental womb” in which theology is conceived, develops and flourishes. Yet ironically, too many seminaries have deserted these sources in a misguided attempt to communicate the gospel more effectively to their surrounding culture. As a sad result many seminary graduates feel compelled to construct their own theology out of whole cloth. Abraham acerbically describes the ludicrous expectation on many seminary campuses “that each theological student must, in the space of a semester or so and after a short period of study, develop his or her own creed and shortly thereafter be licensed to inflict this creed on the church at large.”6


  Tracy, Wilken, Oden and Abraham agree that the Enlightenment has significantly influenced how modern theologians go about their business and how modern Christians tend to read the Bible. Most, if not all, Western theologians—whether they be conservative or liberal—are children of the Enlightenment. Some, such as Tracy, welcome this family heritage, while Wilken, Oden and Abraham are much more guarded in their response to this development. If we are to understand how the church fathers read Scripture and to effectively enter their world, it is particularly important for us to examine carefully our own modern Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment background.


  Positively, many Enlightenment thinkers, horrified and repulsed by years of religious warfare, championed religious toleration, freedom of conscience, the expansion of political liberty, democratic principles and philosophy, legal reform and humane punishment. Peter Gay rightly reminds us that Enlightenment leaders were in the forefront of expanding freedom on a number of important fronts: “freedom from arbitrary power, freedom of speech, freedom of trade, freedom to realize one’s talents, freedom of aesthetic response . . .”7


  Less positive was the drift among many of the Enlightenment’s leading lights to question increasingly the coherence, significance and moral stance of Christian doctrine and authority. Stubborn adherence to theological and ecclesiastical tradition and perspective always ended, it seemed to many, with someone getting tried, tortured or killed.


  This is not to say that the majority of Enlightenment thinkers immediately deserted belief in God. Voltaire argued that belief in God was a necessary support for a rational, moral life for all but the most advanced philosophers. “I want my attorney, my tailor, my servants, even my wife to believe in God, and I think that then I shall be robbed and cuckolded less often.”8 And yet the theology underpinning the religious belief advocated by Voltaire and others was a drastically pared down faith; fine theological distinctions and ecclesiastical dogmas would continue to be subjected to the grid of Enlightenment rationality and viewed with ever increasing suspicion.


  Not only the behavior but the proliferation of Christian groups, each with their own doctrinal or cultural distinctives, seemed to undercut the plausibility of understanding Christian truth as a comprehensive, logically coherent whole. Voltaire gently pokes fun at such an idea.


  I know to be sure that the Church is infallible; but is it the Greek Church, or the Latin Church, or the Church of England, or that of Denmark and of Sweden, or that of the proud city of Neuchatel, or that of the primitives called Quakers, or that of the Anabaptists, or that of the Moravians? The Turkish Church has its points, too, but they say that the Chinese Church is much more ancient.9


  Was it not more honest to admit that the horrors of the past one hundred years were the result of religious pride and a colossal loss of intellectual nerve, an unwillingness to embrace the possibilities human reason itself offered? Foggy thinking, it appeared, led directly to injustice. Voltaire had seen firsthand the horrific results of unbridled religious zeal. He warned, “Once your faith . . . persuades you to believe what your intelligence declares to be absurd, beware lest you likewise sacrifice your reason in the conduct of your life.”10


  Religious bloodletting and tyranny, however, were not the only factors raising doubt in the value of the church’s heritage and authority. Key developments in science, mathematics and philosophy indicated that human reason was capable of astounding feats. The work of Bacon, Galileo, Descartes, Newton and Kepler opened up new vistas for the Western mind. Unrecognized and unexpected worlds appeared overnight and begged for exploration. For too long religious superstition and oppressive tradition had shackled reason and stifled its potential.”11


  For many, the principle of reason promised to free Europe from its religiously troubled past. Perhaps, on the basis of reason itself, humanity could delineate a way of thinking and living religiously that could avoid past mistakes and open up new horizons for the future. Freeing the mind from past superstitions and restraints could only facilitate this process. Possibilities seemed endless for the autonomous, reasoning individual.


  The initial optimism that Enlightenment rationality and Christian faith were reconcilable, indeed allies, proved difficult to maintain. Some interpreters, such as Richard Tarnas, posit an inherent incongruence between the Enlightenment model of the universe as a mechanism with its own “mechanical forces, its material heavens, and its planetary Earth,” and “traditional” Christian cosmology. How long would thinkers perceive the Earth and humanity as the center of God’s purposes if the Sun and Earth were perceived “as merely two bodies among countless others moving through a boundless neutral void”?12 Even a deeply committed Christian thinker such as Pascal appeared to shiver before the dimensions and implications of the new universe. “I am terrified by the eternal silence of these infinite spaces.”13


  With the increasing incongruity of the Enlightenment and Christian worldviews, would God long remain a necessary hypothesis in a world where human reason possessed the necessary keys to unlock life’s deepest mysteries? As the years passed a palpable drift away from classical Christian orthodoxy rippled through Western culture.


  For the first time in its long history European culture freed itself from its Christian parentage. While Enlightenment thinkers increasingly discounted the claims of revealed religion as reliable sources of truth and guidance, natural religion—founded upon universal principles and laws available to all people through the exercise of reason—promised to be a rich resource of insight for a new world breaking free from its past. “What was truly important had been written by the Creator in the great book of nature left open for all to read.”14


  Some attempted to retain Christianity as the most reliable interpreter of nature’s religion. For many the Enlightenment’s deep skepticism regarding the possibility of a supernaturally revealed interpretation in an authoritative text undercut the openness of the universe to God’s intervention. Before long many Western thinkers bred on Enlightenment presuppositions would comprehend the world as a closed system of cause and effect, with little room left for God to operate. As Clark Pinnock observes, “The conception of a unified world, everywhere subject to the inexorable sequence of natural causes and effects, became the dominant mentality. The biblical history of salvation could only be regarded as myth.”15


  With astonishing speed, the progeny of early Enlightenment thinkers were soon to cast aside the necessity of a Christian framework for interpreting reality. Atheism became a widely accepted philosophical option for the first time in Western history. Ludwig Feuerbach interpreted God as the projection of humanity’s deepest hopes and concerns. Karl Marx portrayed religious belief as a narcotic designed to sedate the proletariat from rebelling against the injustices of the moneyed upper classes. Freud linked religious belief to deep inner neuroses in the human psyche, a reflection of an infantile search for security and unwillingness to mature. And Nietzsche, a philosopher whose system wore too heavily on his own psyche, clearly perceived that in a godless world all values become relative and truth merely a linguistic and cultural convention.


  Post-Enlightenment theology demonstrates repeatedly that it is tone-deaf to divine wavelengths beyond those resonating from general or natural revelation. As Pinnock puts it, the “extreme this-worldliness” of modern theology is “unnerving.” Within its self-imposed perimeters the


  setting of human life shifts away from its context within God’s purposes to an environment of meaninglessness, to nothing more ultimate than the ever-changing and relative arrangements of the human enterprise itself. Moderns now want to see themselves as creators of their own destinies, to live lives in no way undergirded by God or directed by any sacred rules but set within the realm of blind matter running its heedless course. What is real for such people are the profane, contingent, and blind causes that produced them and the artifacts and social institutions they have created for themselves. Life begins with birth and ends with death—there is literally no other meaning than the meaning they create for themselves.16


  In retrospect, the philosophical and theological optimism of the Enlightenment shocks our sensibilities. Yes, certain Enlightenment principles have led to significant political reforms and technological advances. What is most striking and troubling in the Enlightenment perspective, though, is its naive confidence that reason operates autonomously, largely free from the effects of personal disposition, social context, cultural background and religious community. Not only does postmodern philosophy and hermeneutics challenge this assertion, but classical Christianity doubts its fundamental viability.


  A primary dictum of the Western theological tradition, channeled through the conduit of Augustine and Anselm, had been that faith led to understanding. This was a faith in Christ grounded in personal self-awareness of sin and cognizant of the continual lure to self-deception, rooted in the intrinsic authority of Scripture and the divinely inspired revelation it communicated, and nurtured by the church’s history of reflection on the meaning of God’s word to humanity.


  The Enlightenment perspective stood this approach on its head. Understanding would lead to a mature faith, rather than the reverse. Hence, those aspects of the Christian tradition that failed to meet the standards of human reason—liberated, autonomous reason—were regarded with suspicion and for many ultimately discarded. Is it surprising that the resurrection, incarnation, Trinity, miracles and other revelatory gifts soon became negotiables?


  While one might hope that conservative Christians had escaped from the Enlightenment’s crippling theological methodology, evangelical hermeneutics, particularly in the United States, has been particularly shaped by certain key Enlightenment presuppositions. Mark Noll, for example, has chronicled the attempt of conservative evangelical scholars to interpret the Bible by means of key Enlightenment categories.17 Evangelical scholars assented to the Enlightenment’s deep suspicion of tradition and proceeded to produce a traditionless hermeneutic. The “Bible alone” survived the Enlightenment assault against tradition, but only by becoming a timeless text filled with facts to be scientifically identified, analyzed and categorized.


  To use Noll’s words, “the ‘Bible alone’ (in both senses of the term—as the supreme religious authority but also as the only hereditary authority) survived the assault on tradition that characterized the era.”18 As Nathan Hatch observes, the Bible “very easily became . . . ‘a book dropped from the skies for all sorts of men to use in their own way.’ ”19


  Noll explains that conservative Christians widely expected that as they exercised their renewed reason under the guidance of the Holy Spirit they could both understand the Bible and restore the church to its New Testament purity. The church’s history of exegesis, its tradition of reading the Bible since the founding of the initial Christian community in Jerusalem, now became an enemy to be avoided if one was to read the Bible correctly and safely. Alexander Campbell, a leading light in the Restorationist movement, set the tone for many others: “I have endeavored to read the Scriptures as though no one had read them before me.”20


  The Enlightenment’s imprint left its mark as many evangelicals treated the Bible as a scientific text to be inductively studied through renewed reason alone. “The Scriptures admit of being studied and expounded upon the principles of the inductive method,” James S. Lamar wrote in 1859 in his Organon of Scripture; or, The Inductive Method of Biblical Interpretation, “and . . . when thus interpreted they speak to us in a voice as certain and unmistakable as the language of nature heard in the experiments and observations of science.”21


  Noll contends that Lewis Sperry Chafer, one of the great founding lights of Dallas Theological Seminary, clearly based his own dispensational approach to the Bible and systematic theology on this seemingly scientific approach to reading Scripture well.


  Systematic Theology is the collecting, scientifically arranging, comparing, exhibiting, and defending of all facts from any and every source concerning God and His work. . . . The student of the Scriptures . . . will discover that God’s great time-periods, characterized as they are by specific divine purposes, fall into a well-defined order. . . . God’s program is as important to the theologian as the blueprint to the builder or the chart to the mariner. . . . Theology, as a science, has neglected this great field of revelation [typology]. . . . Contemplation of the doctrine of human conduct belongs properly to a science which purports to discover, classify, and exhibit the great doctrines of the Bible. . . . [T]he science of interpretation [is] usually designated hermeneutics. . . . [L]ogical procedure and scientific method [are the keys to hermeneutics].22


  Chafer’s interest in typology resonates well with many church fathers’ interest in the same subject. How surprising, then, to see the common Enlightenment deprecation of tradition’s possible contributions as a hermeneutical plank in Chafer’s methodology. Indeed, Noll observes a self-confidence in Protestant fundamentalism “bordering on hubris, manifested by an extreme antitraditionalism that casually discounted the possibility of wisdom from earlier generations.”23 Noll notes that Chafer felt that his lack of formal theological training was actually an advantage, protecting him from past errors that might influence his own reading of the Bible. In Chafer’s words, “The very fact that I did not study a prescribed course in theology made it possible for me to approach the subject with an unprejudiced mind and to be concerned only with what the Bible actually teaches.”24


  Noll contrasts Craig Blaising, a contemporary dispensationalist, who rightly critiques Chafer for his blithe disregard of historical context and its affect upon the biblical interpreter. Chafer, Blaising writes,


  possessed no methodological awareness of the historicity of interpretation. . . . Furthermore, this hermeneutical deficiency was structured into the very meaning of dispensational thought and practice in its advocacy of clear, plain, normal, or literal interpretation. . . . We have, then, a generation of theologians who find identity in a self-conscious hermeneutic that lacks methodological awareness of the historical nature of interpretation.25


  Blaising correctly contends that “all theological thought, including one’s own theological thought, is historically conditioned by the tradition to which that theologian belongs as well as personal and cultural factors such as education or experience.”26 The question “which tradition?” must then replace the ephemeral hope of sidestepping tradition all together.


  Escape from Tradition?


  Recent developments indicate the Enlightenment attempt to sidestep all authority and tradition outside of the autonomous reasoning individual represents simply another intellectual and cultural tradition, “a tradition of disparaging the value of tradition.”27 While thinkers rooted in the Enlightenment’s optimistic understanding of “history as progress” tend to keep their eyes forward, Roger Lundin is closer to the truth in arguing that “truth might reside in traditions that have been repressed, neglected, or forgotten and that stand in need of recuperation.”28


  Robert Wilken claims that the Enlightenment’s exaggerated suspicion of tradition has led to the astonishing modern incapacity to “accept with gratitude what has come before it and what has been done on its behalf.” He reminds us that human reason refuses to function within a vacuum. Rather, it is “found within rather than outside of things; it is not an abstract quality that exists independently in the human mind.” If so, it is inherently and immensely reasonable to “allow one’s hands to be guided by a master, and foolish to go it alone, as though one could learn to play the violin or sculpt a statue by studying a set of instructions.”29


  In many fields of creative work, immersion in tradition is the presupposition for excellence and originality. Think, for example, of music. On Saturday mornings I often listen to a jazz show on National Public Radio that features interviews with famous and not-so-famous jazz pianists, saxophonists, drummers, trumpeters, etc., and I am regularly struck at how they speak with such respect of teachers and masters, and how to a person they learned to play the piano by first playing in someone else’s style or learned to blow the trumpet by imitating Louis Armstrong or someone else. Similarly, one is impressed with how often a performer like folk singer Jean Redpath speaks about tradition as the necessary condition for making and singing folk music. How often we are admonished not to let the old traditions be forgotten. Why? Surely not for historical or archaeological reasons, but because musicians, like painters and writers and sculptors, know in their fingertips or vocal cords or ears that imitation is the way to excellence and originality.30


  The same can be said for the intellectual life and theological work. As Thomas Oden puts it, watching the church fathers “play theology is like watching Willie Mays play center field or Duke Ellington play ‘Sophisticated Lady.’”31 If, as Wilken argues, the “way we learn to think is by reading good thinkers and letting their thoughts form our thoughts,” it is best to submit oneself to learn from those writers who have demonstrated their trustworthiness over time, those who have been tested by the years and found to be reliable interpreters of God’s redeeming act in Christ. Wilken reminds us with Augustine that authority can designate trustworthiness rather than power, a trust established “through teaching with truthfulness,” residing “in a person who by actions as well as words invites trust and confidence. . . . The student’s trust is won not simply by words but also by actions, by the kind of person the teacher is—in short, by character.”32


  Wilken’s perspective, one shaped by years of immersion in the writings of the church fathers, offers a sound alternative to the exaggerated epistemological and theological individualism prevalent today. Christians, Wilken insists, will find their identity only by recalling an unimagined world, a world that pursued truth “with the mind in the heart”—a community that insisted that how and what one thinks, who one is, and how one lives are an inseparable whole—facilitating a holistic reading of reality frequently reflected in the writings of the church fathers.


  Postmodernism: Insights and Evasions


  In reaction and response to the Enlightenment elevation of autonomous reason, postmodern hermeneutics insists that it is impossible to separate the interpretation of a text from the gender, culture, language and social location of the interpreter. In various ways the postmodern perspective is a helpful correction to the Enlightenment’s exaggerated individualism in which each individual, on the basis of reason alone, interprets not only the biblical text but the universe. Postmodern hermeneutics has helped us to see that our cultural, historical and social environment affects and conditions what we see and understand of another’s text and world.


  The danger of the postmodern corrective lies in its tendency to collapse ontology, epistemology and ethics into interpretation itself. As Richard Rorty states, “Hermeneutics . . . is what we get when we are no longer epistemological.” Postmodern interpreters, then, are “interested not so much in what is out there in the world, or in what happened in history, as in what we can get out of nature and history for our own uses.” Roger Lundin argues that many have lost faith in the power of language to mirror truth. Instead, we employ language as a “therapeutic” tool “to help us get what we desire.”33 The result is Lundin’s “culture of interpretation” in which the isolated, expressive, autonomous self runs wild across a subjective landscape. Or, as Alasdair MacIntyre observes, “subjective perspectivism” triumphs because the postmodernist assumes the only alternative to the Enlightenment confidence in autonomous rationality is postmodern subjectivism.34 Lundin describes this development:


  At a time when confidence in epistemology has eroded significantly, perspectivism appears to afford an opportunity for the isolated self—which has been at the center of Western science, philosophy, and art for more than three centuries—to sustain its faith in its own powers. Even though we may no longer believe in the ability of the self to achieve moral perfection or to acquire indubitable knowledge, we are still able, through our contemporary theories of interpretation, to sustain faith in that self ’s ability to find satisfaction through the exercise of its creative powers.35


  Lundin highlights the questions of postmodern philosophers such as Stanley Fish who ask, “Can we any longer speak of absolute values or authorities outside of ourselves?” And what of tradition? Can the past reach us and teach us? Or are its riches forever hidden behind an impenetrable interpretive wall? If so, the result is what Nicholas Wolterstorff calls “interpretation-universalism,” in which, as C. Stephen Evans writes, “reality cannot be known as it is in itself, but only as it appears to us humans. We only know things relative to our human conceptual systems, and such systems are irreducibly plural and contingent. . . . It’s all interpretation.”36
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