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  Introduction


  Timothy, guard the deposit entrusted to you.


  1 TIMOTHY 6:20 (ESV)


  The past tense is essential to our language of faith; without it our conversation is limited and thin—and growing thinner all the time.


  MARGARET BENDROTH1
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  LIKE EVERY FACET OF THE CHURCH’S LIFE, theology always begins already in the middle. It is caught in the middle of God’s reconciling activity, drawn along by its current, part of its history. In this sense, Christian theology is a normed practice. Its cadence and grammar are given by the revelation of God in Christ received by the apostles and witnessed in Holy Scripture. What was true for the apostles is thus true for the church today: the initial movement of theological reflection is the astonished response of encountering God’s grace. Indeed, theology springs out from worship and, when healthy, turns us back toward it.


  There is a second sense in which theology begins already in the middle. The church’s work of sanctified reason takes shape in the middle of particular cultures, times and communities. The truth of the Gospel is timeless, but it is always known and expressed within an actual place, time and people. Such particularity includes, perhaps most importantly, the church. In the church, theological reflection is carried out within the fellowship of Christ’s body, ­located within a tradition characterized by unique emphases and traits, and it simultaneously draws on and contributes to the church’s worship.2 There, in worship, theology is reminded that the risen and exalted Christ is gloriously present in the church through the transforming work of his Spirit. Thus the church, and by extension the theologian, does not merely act but is acted upon. The kinds of theologians who seek to be faithful both to the givenness of Christianity and the present moment require the skill best described as discernment.


  Theology as a task or craft requires discernment—a form of discernment that is as much art as science. That theology requires discernment is true for every sort of theologian: a Christian confronted with a perplexing cultural challenge, a pastor exegeting a difficult text in the lectionary, or a professional theologian teaching university students or training ministers in the seminary. In each case theological discernment operates in various modes and with a range of overlapping practices. Some Christians manage primarily in a biblical mode, relying heavily on passages committed to memory or the embedded theology of their church. A pastor may interpret a text in an historical mode, inviting congregants into the world “behind” the text. A university professor may adopt a conceptual mode, challenging students to consider unexamined mental frameworks. For each, methodological modes and preferences are in play. One such mode of theological discernment is retrieval.3


  As we use the term, “retrieval” names a mode or style of theological discernment that looks back in order to move forward. It is a particular way of carrying out theological work—what John Webster calls “an attitude of mind”4—in which resources from the past are found distinctly advantageous for the present situation. Such resources might include doctrines, practices, a metaphysic or ontology, traditions or the Great Tradition more generally. Theologies of retrieval seek to recover these resources in order to seize an opportunity or respond to a particular challenge.


  It is in this mode of theological discernment that the theologian most transparently shows her awareness that her place is always already in the middle. It was Martin Heidegger who argued that our existence (Dasein) always finds itself already in the middle of the world and language (immer schon),5 and in his wake this insight has often been refracted and developed by others.6 We want to make it clear that the strings of our remarks about theology’s in-the-middleness are not tied to Heidegger but to the doctrines of God, salvation and ecclesiology. God’s triune ever-initiating presence in creation, redemption and consummation locates Christian existence, and therefore theology, in the position of response to God’s prior, gracious agency. That theology is always performed already in the middle is a feature of its captivation to God’s redeeming activity in Son and Spirit and thus its essentially graced, responsive character as God works within history.


  Thus, while the moment at hand faces the theologian with challenges and opportunities, her response is generated by unembarrassed recourse to the doctrinal, liturgical, and spiritual assets of the Christian tradition. Such recourse is many times not uncritical, but it is nonetheless caused by the theologian’s mindfulness of her place in the middle of a tradition of faith from which forgotten, lost or unappreciated resources wait to be recruited. And more importantly, she is aware of her place in the middle of a community founded by Christ and enlivened by the Holy Spirit whose action to redeem and renew is both ongoing and generative of the theologian’s own work. That being said, there are varying reasons why the Christian past is deemed advantageous, a range of factors that contribute to it functioning as an “authority,” and a variety of ways those resources are recovered in practice. The chapters in this book will draw out how this is so.


  Our purpose is to uncover the logic of retrieval in six areas of contemporary theological reflection in order to cultivate discernment about the use of tradition in Christian theology today.7 The areas are Holy Scripture, doctrine, worship, spirituality, mission, and engagement with culture. By examining the actual use of tradition in these six areas, certain insights about the function of Christian tradition become available. Specific instances of retrieval hold our attention in order to avoid abstraction. We desire to keep the study running “as close to the ground” as possible, for it is there, “along the ground” and in the middle of history, that theological discernment is developed and practiced. Developing a theory of retrieval will be less useful than dialogue with actual instances of it, so we press specific examples in order to see how tradition functions in practice.


  The value of our study is tied to a long-standing posture of Christian identity that makes retrieval an organic mode of theological discernment: reception and transmission. (Dynamics within modern theology in the West that have made it difficult to maintain will be sketched in what follows.) The theologies of retrieval found in the following chapters are ideal candidates for cultivating discernment about the use of tradition. They are so precisely because they fall into the cadence of reception and transmission—even though they do so in a variety of ways. That is to say, they remind in myriad ways that Christian theology is rooted in, and is therefore always receiving from, her past. By examining them we find that certain insights rise to the surface about the function of tradition in theology; placing our finger on these insights and drawing out their significance will be our task. By considering “retrieval” as a mode of theological reflection—an intensification of the cadence of receiving and passing on—our book aims at growth in discernment, that we would mature in our ability to deliberate well about the beliefs, values and commitments operative in our reception and transmission of the deposit of faith.8


  Before entering that discussion, however, a brief account of retrieval is in order. We begin by considering the character of theological retrieval as an intensification of that which is basic to the fabric of Christianity: the reception and transmission of the deposit of faith.


  Receiving and Transmitting the Deposit of Faith


  Theological retrieval is an organic expression of Christianity’s long-standing posture of reception and transmission.9 Christian identity is tied to canonical texts, locates itself in relation to particular historical events (e.g., the history of Israel, the life of Jesus Christ, the mission of the apostles) and is embodied in a wide range of shared practices carried on through history (e.g., prayers, community, mission, worship). What precisely Christians receive and pass on is the deposit of faith: the belief and proclamation that the promised Messiah is the crucified, resurrected and ascended Jesus, the Son of God, the fulfillment of the covenant and the hope of the world. And in every historical context the people of God seek to think and live faithfully in relation to this faith.


  From the earliest days of the Christian movement, Christian identity was maintained and measured—liturgically, ethically and doctrinally—by the reception and transmission of the deposit of faith. While this dynamic is most prevalent in Paul’s letters, it is apparent in the Gospels as well. The opening verses of the Gospel of Luke, for example, indicate that its subject matter is the life and significance of Jesus the Messiah. The Gospel’s account of this did not arise directly with its author (presumably Luke) but was “handed down” (paradidōmi) by eyewitnesses. The inception of this Gospel’s witness is forthrightly laid out as a delivered account of Jesus’ life that, in turn, is being conserved through passing it on again.


  In the same spirit, the apostle Paul repeatedly exhorts the recipients of his letters to respect the deposit of faith. There are three different senses in which he does so. First, Paul meant to hand on certain communal practices that would characterize the Christian community. The celebration of the meal Jesus instituted was the most central. Sharing a meal in the memory of Jesus was instituted by Jesus himself, and Paul sees himself as simply “passing on” (paradidōmi) what he had “received” (paralambanō) (1 Cor 11:23; cf. 1 Cor 11:2). There is a sense in Paul’s writings that passing on the traditions of worship, behavior and belief were fundamental to the formation of Christian identity. Edith Humphrey coins a verb to describe the gist of this: “traditioning.”10 Second, there is an ethical shape to the Christian life, and Paul exhorts his readers to conform themselves to it by conforming to the traditions they had received from him. Such forms of life were based on Paul’s teaching, but there is also a sense in which they were modeled for them through the presence of Paul and the apostles: “As you received [paralambanō] from us instruction as to how you ought to walk and please God (just as you actually do walk)” (1 Thess 4:1 NASB; see also 2 Thess 3:6).


  Third, Paul refers most frequently to receiving the actual content of the Gospel delivered, content composed not merely of ideas or even actions but of Christ Jesus himself. “Him we proclaim,” Paul writes to the Colossians, the “word of God” and the “mystery” of God (Col 1:28, 25, 26 ESV; see also Rom 5:15-17; 1 Cor 4:7; Col 3:16; Gal 1:16). In some cases proclaiming “the gospel” and “preaching Christ” seem to be synonymous for Paul (cf. 1 Cor 1:17 and 1 Cor 1:23; 1 Cor 15:1, 11 and 1 Cor 15:12; 2 Cor 4:3 and 2 Cor 4:4). To receive the gospel was not fundamentally about intellectual assent or the adoption of its ethic, although both of these were involved. Rather, to receive the message was to receive “Christ Jesus as Lord” (Col 2:6). It was the reception of the work of God through Christ actualized in their midst through the work of the Spirit. “God in Christ is both the source and the content of the gospel.”11 For Paul, the gospel is not exhausted by whatever intellectual content it might contain. Rather, the gospel message itself “is the divinely powerful instrumentality through which God’s salvation and righteousness are presently revealed.”12 The intellectual content of the gospel cannot therefore be separated from the personal presence of God in Christ that accompanies its proclamation, its reception and the union with Christ’s person that the Spirit effects through faith.


  Thus, and this is crucially important, the gospel’s authority transcended the apostles who delivered it. In the preaching of the gospel Jesus himself spoke—and speaks still today—as Lord: “And we also thank God continually because, when you received (paralambanō) the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as a human word, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is indeed at work in you who believe” (1 Thess 2:13). The gospel is Jesus Christ, not an inert collection of ideas or practices but the mystery of God brought to life in those who believe through the work of Christ’s Spirit. The grace of God spoken of in the gospel message is “none other than the risen Christ who confronts men through the word of his Gospel.”13 Naturally, then, receiving the deposit of faith entails more than intellectual assent alone, but also action; and, indeed, the gospel brings forth action from within those who receive it as the Spirit of God births new life. Having been traditioned in the ways of the gospel, those who receive it are to “guard” it (1 Tim 6:20), “hold fast” to it (2 Thess 2:15) and “contend for” it (Jude 3; see also 1 Cor 1:3).


  Just as competing gospels confronted those who received the letters of the apostles, Christians in the ensuing centuries faced challenges as well. Even though their historical and theological cultures differed, at the root of each challenge regarding the deposit of faith a similar dynamic was in play: reception and transmission. For example, at the close of the first century the unknown author of 1 Clement exhorted the Corinthian church much in the spirit of Paul: “Therefore let us abandon empty and futile thinking, and conform ourselves to the glorious and holy canon of our tradition. Indeed, let us note what is good and what is pleasing and what is acceptable in the sight of him who made us” (1 Clement 7.2–3). Likewise, around 178 A.D. Irenaeus echoed Paul’s language of reception and preservation: “The church, having received this preaching and this faith, although scattered throughout the whole world, yet, as if occupying but one house, carefully preserves it” (Against Heresies 1.10.2). Competing interpretations of Scripture and new cultural settings have always challenged the preservation of what Irenaeus termed “this faith,” yet the church has consistently sought to identify and maintain the essence of Christian identity. Early in the third century Hippolytus of Rome spoke of an “essence of the tradition which is proper to all the churches” and expounded it through a liturgy and prayer.14 And later, around 425, Augustine exhorted the catechumens to receive the rule of faith, which is “scattered up and down” in Holy Scripture, write it on their hearts, and arm themselves with it.15 It was this essence of the tradition that the ecumenical councils would later seek to guard through creedal formulations.16 But even then the task of receiving and passing on the deposit of faith remained. Fresh cultural environments and the passage of time would present fresh opportunities for and challenges to fulfilling Paul’s basic injunction to Timothy: “Guard what has been entrusted to your care” (1 Tim 6:20).


  Examples from every era to the present could illustrate the dynamics of reception and handing on, guarding and delivering. And if we looked more closely we would see that this dynamic is characterized by the ever-present tension of continuity and change, stability and development. Christian teaching developed even from the time of the apostles, and surely into the period of the ecumenical councils, and the tension was always whether such development was consistent with the essence of the deposit. Vincent of Lérins (fifth century) spoke of this tension in terms of biological growth: “The understanding, knowledge, and wisdom of each and all—and of the whole Church—ought to grow and progress greatly and eagerly through the course of ages and centuries, provided the advance be within its own lines, in the same sphere of doctrine, the same feeling, the same sentiment.”17 As the apostolic tradition was transmitted in new settings among fresh challenges and opportunities, Vincent sought to navigate the same challenge that Paul’s injunction to Timothy presents the church: “guard what has been entrusted to your care.” In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, John Henry Newman described the tension between stability and development in terms of the growth of an idea; Hans-Georg Gadamer viewed it through the idiom of legal precedent; and Jaroslav Pelikan cast it in terms of the rule of prayer—lex orandi.18 Examples could be multiplied, but it is enough to say that receiving the deposit of faith and delivering it in new times and places is, as it always has been, basic to Christianity.19


  The point to be noted here is simply this: the theologies of retrieval we consider can only be undertaken and flourish because of this dynamic of reception and transmission, marked by the inherent tension between stability and development. “Conservation” is thus part of Christianity’s DNA as it receives the deposit of faith entrusted to the apostles and delivers it to a world that God is “reconciling to himself in Christ” (2 Cor 5:19). The portrait of the New Testament is clear that receiving the deposit of faith entails more than merely assenting to a particular set of ideas. As we saw just from examples in Paul’s corpus, the intellectual content of the gospel does not exhaust its real content. Rather, the gospel proclaimed, received and passed on again is Christ Jesus himself. Restoration to God is not effected by an idea or set of ideas but by the person of the Son active and present through the agency of the Holy Spirit.20


  Receiving and passing on the faith, therefore, entails more than transmitting ideas, or for that matter an ethical program or cultic regimen.21 Christians have reduced the gospel to each of these at various times and places. No, in receiving the gospel the church receives the personal presence of the triune God in the person of Christ as his presence is made actual by the work of the Spirit. The antecedents of Christ’s presence in the gospel are found in Israel’s experience of God in covenant, tabernacle and temple, and further back still in the act of creation itself as divine gift. Christ fulfills the foretastes of God’s presence in each as the true Son of Abraham (Mt 1:1), the true Son called out of Egypt (Mt 2:15) and the true temple of God (Jn 2:19-21). Pentecost does not alter this christological centering, but further establishes it; the Spirit of Christ is the one given, and it is the same Spirit who unites us to Christ (Eph 3:14-19; 1 Jn 3:24). God’s self-giving presence both orients his people toward the God who descends, Emmanuel, and conditions our understanding of the gospel we proclaim, receive and pass along. Nonetheless, the intensely relational, trinitarian nature of the gospel in which God is present in Christ is always at risk of being shorn down to a set of ideas.


  There is a sense, therefore, in which the receiving-and-passing-on posture of Christian identity entails the making of people in every time and place in some way contemporary with Jesus. We might even say this is the work the church performs as she “receives” Christ. Rowan Williams puts it this way:


  Churches have always been “conserving” communities: that is, they have always been concerned about the past and about whether they were in some sense doing the same thing as the previous generation had done. . . . The Christian Church has the added concern of making sure those habits are a way of bringing believers truthfully and effectively in the presence of a specific past, the incarnate reality of Jesus. What the Church conserves is seen as important because of this concept of becoming contemporary with Jesus. . . . Without this encounter with Jesus in the days of his flesh and in his life in his corporate Body in history, the believing self remains untouched by transforming grace.22


  If this is the case, then Christianity, including its theology, is always looking back in order to move forward. In the course of the church’s worship, mission and work of sanctified reason (theology), part of her calling is to receive the deposit of faith and faithfully pass it on in whatever contemporary milieu the church finds herself. Theologies of retrieval intensify this dynamic by adopting a mode of theology that recovers from sites in the Christian past deemed useful (on some accounts, “authoritative”) for the contemporary situation. In this way, theologies of retrieval are not doing anything fundamentally novel; rather they intensify an element of Christian theological method present from its inception.23


  If, as we suggest, retrieval is an organic expression of Christian reception and transmission, then looking to Scripture is rightly regarded as the fundamental, archetypal Christian retrieval.24 Reading Scripture is a form of retrieval. This is true whether the person looking back is a professional biblical scholar, a pastor or a Christian businessperson; and it is true whether the reading is done with a view toward technical exegesis, sermon preparation or personal devotion (or all of the above). Holy Scripture in its canonical whole was written in distant times and places by people whom we will never meet on earth. Thus to turn to Scripture is to look back. There is no other way it can be; there is no other way it needs to be. Just as the Scriptures came into existence and have been transmitted within the space-and-time of history, so too our reading of the Scriptures occurs within that same realm of space-and-time. Reading Scripture is an exercise in bridging two (or more) horizons—the “home” horizon of the reader, and the “foreign” horizons of the authors and settings of the Scriptures.25 Much discussion in biblical hermeneutics over recent years has been devoted to the need for bridging these two horizons and to the means and methods for responsibly doing so.26 Thus because of the unique status and authoritative role Scripture holds in Christianity, it is the fundamental, archetypal Christian retrieval, one that is defining of Christianity and Christian theology.


  Throughout this section we have attempted to anchor theological retrieval to the fundamental Christian impulse to receive and pass along the deposit of faith. Theological retrieval is, as such, an intensification of this basic pattern, an organic expression of Christianity’s posture toward the reception and transmission of the deposit. Thus, although the retrievals we consider in this book are highly diverse, they hold this in common: they believe the future of the church hangs in some sense not on our ability to innovate (or, at the very least, not only to innovate) but in our capacity to creatively and critically retrieve from the church’s past. For theologies of retrieval, immersion in the texts, thought forms and forms of life of the Christian past—whether distant or more recent—are believed to open up fresh opportunities for Christian faithfulness in the present. Such faithfulness is pursued in many different areas, and the chapters of this book consider six of them in turn: Scripture, doctrine, worship, spirituality, mission, and engagement with culture.


  The Shape of Theological Retrieval: Resemblances, Models and Authority


  Genealogies of modernity abound these days.27 Depending on how the story of modernity’s origins is told, the explanation of what makes tradition a problematic source within the modern mindset of the West varies. This is not the place for rehearsing different configurations to the question of tradition and its place within the modern age, nor does this book attempt to answer this question. Rather, it is enough to simply note what is widely accepted, fill out our sketch of theological retrieval and allow the rest of the book to paint a more nuanced picture.


  It is widely accepted that chief among Enlightenment ideals are the power of human reason (rationalism) and, of particular significance here, freedom from constraint (emancipationism): emancipation from authority, from transcendence, from prejudgments and naturally then from tradition.28 “Modernity is above all things convinced,” Michael Allen Gillespie writes, “that it owes nothing to the past, that it has made itself, that what matters most is what is happening right now. Indeed, this is the meaning of the freedom, power, and progress that we all prize.”29 Generally speaking, the attitude of the modern age found the past a hindrance to overcome rather than a resource from which to draw. It is assumed among Enlightenment thinkers, Wilken writes, that “the mark of rationality . . . is autonomy. Unless a thinker is freed from the constraints of inherited beliefs and institutions, he or she cannot engage in the spirit of free inquiry that leads to truth.” The scholar can only properly carry out their work of “research, scholarship and original thinking” when they free themselves “from the claims of tradition and becomes independent of external constraints (i.e., tradition).”30 Tradition is problematic if it functions in a way that constrains free thinking, progress, and development toward the future. The modern age is “permanently inured against one thing,” Louis Dupré writes: “the willingness to accept authority uncritically.”31 History according to modernity’s self-­understanding is progress, forever moving forward through the power of “free human willing” toward a future of our own making.32


  Modernity’s progressive view of history and its confidence in unencumbered rationality closed off a host of resources, but these assumptions rapidly came under fire in the twentieth century.33 And with the priorities of modernity in doubt, a raft of diverse theological retrieval movements arose looking for resources in the church’s past. These included the nouvelle théologie initiated by Henri de Lubac, Jean Daniélou and Maurice Blondel (Catholic); postliberalism, which began through the influence of Hans Frei and George Lindbeck (initially mainline Protestant); the ancient-future movement begun by Robert Webber (evangelical Protestant); and paleo-orthodoxy spearheaded by Thomas Oden (evangelical Protestant). These retrievals compose something like a wide river delta: though confessionally “wide,” they flowed in the same direction, from the past into the present toward the future.34 Each of the retrievals studied in this book are within that delta, just farther downstream.


  It is obvious from just those listed above that late twentieth-century theologies of retrieval are diverse. No less is true of the retrievals found in the following pages. Beyond the obvious confessional differences, their diagnosis of the contemporary situation varies widely, as does the view of history that underlies their use of tradition. Further, when theologies of retrieval draw on the past it becomes clear that other (most often implicit) factors are in play that influence how the past actually functions as an authority. It is clear, then, that in order to approach the retrievals which follow we need some means for doing so. We need vantage points from which to name and explore similarities and differences among retrievals, as well as the influential factors operating beneath the surface. The following three dimensions of retrieval provide just such vantage points: resemblances (what they hold in common), models of history (historiography) and “authority.”


  First, concerning what contemporary retrievals hold in common, John Webster identifies a rough set of six “resemblances” among later twentieth-century examples.35 First, theologies of retrieval are “objectivist” or “realist.” They “consider Christian faith and theology to be a response to a self-­bestowing divine reality which precedes and overcomes the limited reach of rational intention.” By this he means that theologies of retrieval grant that God’s revelation precedes and conditions theological perspectives on the world rather than things going the other way around (it is “responsive” in this way). In other words, they share the conviction that human rationality does not ultimately set the terms for theological reflection, practice or worship.


  The second, third and fourth resemblances follow from and are closely related to the first. Second, the creedal resources of the ecumenical councils are a ready resource: “Their material accounts of this divine reality are heavily indebted to the trinitarian and incarnational teaching of the classical Christianity of the ecumenical councils.” Third, “They consider that the governing norms of theological inquiry are established by the object by which theology is brought into being (the source of theology is thus its norm).” Fourth, “They do not accord final weight to external criteria or to the methods and procedures which enjoy prestige outside theology.”36


  The fifth and sixth resemblances involve the setting and context of theological retrieval. Fifth, “Their accounts of the location, audience, and ends of Christian doctrine are generally governed by the relation of theology to the community of faith as its primary sphere.” And sixth, “In their judgments about the historical setting of systematic theology they tend to deploy a theological (rather than socio-cultural) understanding of the tradition which outbids the view that modernity has imposed a new and inescapable set of conditions on theological work.” That is, while the modern age has a largely negative view of tradition, the church’s view should be determined by its own theological criteria and norms (e.g., doctrines, practices, liturgies).


  Webster’s resemblances provide handles for grasping what late twentieth-century retrievals hold in common. Yet, on its own, the resemblance ­approach risks oversimplifying and at worst eliding their doctrinal, philosophical and historiographical diversity.37 A second dimension of studying theological retrieval is to ask about the approach to history that lies ­beneath the actual retrieval. What is the historiographical model that ­underlies retrieval?


  Morwenna Ludlow argues for three broad historiographical models that lie beneath approaches to Christian tradition: static, reformatory and adaptive. The “static” model views “both theology and the Church as basically unchanging,” and the development of doctrine is an unfolding or “working out of the logical implications” of what was implicitly present from the original revelation.38 Theology’s task is thus to “maintain the truth in as pure a form as possible.”39 Ludlow’s examples are extremely conservative versions of Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox theology (though she emphatically grants that both traditions include exceptions). According to this model, even though it has high regard for the past as an authority, the motivation for retrieval (in theory) is lessened because the church’s doctrine is understood to be a “constant deposit . . . passed from age to age.”40 In contrast, the second model, “reformatory,” prizes the original revelation of divine truth but identifies a degradation of original revelation. It assumes that “theological rot” set in at some point in the Christian tradition and that return to an original healthy state requires treatment. The model can motivate retrieval because the purpose of theology is, in part, to “recover” the original truth of Christian faith for today.41 Ludlow’s examples include, not surprisingly, Protestant ­theology, the ressourcement movement among Roman Catholics and, surprisingly perhaps, many feminist theologians who seek to recover the original message of Jesus before it was corrupted by a patriarchal society.42 According to the third model, “adaptive,” change is inherent to Christianity but not according to the pattern of original truth-fall-reform.43 The role of theology is to be in dialogue with previous eras of Christian faith in order to allow the past to be in conversation with the present. Theology helps the church to adapt to the present by enabling her to be interrogated by the past.44 Ludlow’s models are useful precisely because they suggest approaches to history that open up the actual use of tradition in theologies of retrieval.


  Third, beyond resemblances and historiography, another dimension of retrieval is the rationale(s) for affording the Christian past “authority.” In other words, what makes the past a norm for theology? As we will see, tradition takes its place as an authority or norm for different reasons and it functions as such in different ways. Historiography may provide clues in these matters, but it does so only to point us toward other influential factors. In some cases doctrinal influences are in play—such as the doctrines of God, revelation and Scripture, Christology and ecclesiology. In other cases the factors are more sociological—experiences that press on the church in its time and place, political, economic or otherwise. Or more specifically ecclesial factors—perceived deficiencies in the areas of spirituality, liturgy and mission; or broader matters of denominational particularity or ecumenism. And in other cases the factors that contribute to tradition’s status as norm are more straightforwardly scriptural—resources from the Christian past are found to uniquely illuminate the biblical text or correct misdirections in the history of interpretation. It becomes increasingly clear that while retrievals may share a common historiographical view, other factors such as these lead to different ways in which the past is understood to be an authority.45 Toward uncovering these factors we apply a range of interpretive angles, from social theory to jazz improvisation, from architecture to learning theory.


  These three dimensions of studying theological retrieval—resemblances, historiography and authority—intertwine in the following chapters. Specific attention to historiography will be largely implicit, but the factors that contribute to views of authority will receive greater attention. And although the resemblance approach risks oversimplification if used by itself, it is nonetheless useful for orienting ourselves at the outset. Our list of resemblances takes its cue from Webster’s, but with an important distinction. Although he framed retrieval specifically in terms of the discipline of systematic theology, our study considers theological retrieval more broadly. We use the term retrieval to describe a mode or style of theological reasoning that transcends its deployment in the field of systematic theology. In positing his resemblances Webster has in mind a set of problems to which retrieval is an antidote, specifically the epistemological posture of modernity and the attending neglect of classically Christian modes of thought and inquiry. Similarly, the theologies of retrieval we selected for this study in one way or another are attempting to respond to both of these issues: (1) the corrosiveness of modernity for genuinely Christian faith and practice and (2) their unapologetic dependence on ways of thinking and living they believe are native to Christianity.


  Looking across the spectrum of just the retrievals in the following chapters, we detect the following set of resemblances. Identifying them at the outset will keep the reader attentive for their appearance.


  (1) The theologies of retrieval considered here turn to the past because they survey the resources available in the present and find them wanting, inadequate for meeting contemporary needs and opportunities. As John Webster observes, late modern practitioners of retrieval have studied the history of Christian belief “as a diagnostic to identify what are taken to be misdirections in modern theology, and then the deployment of history as a resource to overcome them.”46 Andrew Walker and Robin Parry suggest that the church exists in the midst of “its third and most serious schism.”47 The present needs help from the past.


  William J. Abraham situates a proposal for a collaborative and wide-ranging project of retrieval by taking inventory of the contemporary state of affairs. He introduces Canonical Theism: A Proposal for Theology and the Church by listing the failures and inadequacies that mark contemporary theology, philosophy, culture, politics and churches.


  Liberal Protestants are still trying to hold on to some crucial academic centers of power, but they are at the end of the line. . . . Evangelicals are looking for deeper roots and wider commitments, but they are currently hitting out in all directions, and not least at each other. . . . Roman Catholicism is taking stock after Vatican II, but it is internally divided. . . . Orthodoxy is searching for its own voice after the cruelty of oppression, but it is sorely tempted to withdraw from debate. . . . Pentecostalism is coming of age intellectually, but it is unsure if it will really find a hearing in the church as a whole. Liberation theology has lifted up the plight of the poor and oppressed . . . but it has fallen into shrill moralism and for the most part exhausted its resources. Karl Barth is making a comeback, but his disciples are in danger of falling into a barren scholasticism.48


  If a theologian is interested in doing constructive theological work today and this or something similar is the gist of her assessment of the contemporary theological landscape, how likely would she be to regard contemporary theologies as her first or primary resource? That is, how likely would she be to cast about within present day resources for the work of giving articulation to the gospel? For all the abundance of resources and our supposed sophistication, we may have, as Oliver Crisp suggests, “a far poorer grasp” of the glories of God and his grace-filled work in this world, now and into the future, than many of those who have gone before us.49 Thus the retrievals considered here seek to open contemporary theological reflection to the lines of sight that may have become obscured or clouded by the biases, blinders or prejudices of our own historical and cultural settings. For these theologies of retrieval, the resources of language, concepts and practices found in the past chasten and correct—and in some cases outbid—those of our own time and place. The difference and even strangeness of the past “decenters” the priority of the present.50


  This is not to say that theological retrieval looks to the past and casts about just anywhere. Theologies of retrieval discern specific, appropriate “locations” that are believed to hold the resources needed for contemporary challenges and opportunities. In other words, it is often the case that theologies of retrieval focus on specific historical periods during which particular biblical and theological issues were explored at great intensity and depth.51 For example, the sixteenth-century period of Reformation and Counter Reformation is a fitting era from which to retrieve theologies of union with Christ, whereas the fourth century is suited for seeking wisdom on the Trinity. Wolfhart Pannenberg illustrates the latter. When developing his doctrine of the Trinity Pannenberg looked to Scripture and church fathers such as Athanasius to address what he saw as modern distortions of the relations between the divine persons. However, he moved out of the retrieval mode when developing his doctrines of the Spirit and the God-world relation; there he drew heavily from contemporary scientific field theory.52 The point is, Pannenberg’s retrieval was not ad hoc, nor did he always operate in that mode. Rather, with a specific, contemporary theological challenge in mind—the divine persons and their relations—he sought figures from an era in which this topic was explored at great depth because they held theological relevance for the need at hand.


  The theologies of retrieval considered in this book share this same resemblance. For instance, to redress deficiencies in biblical interpretation, some advocates of theological interpretation of Scripture (TIS) receive patristic and medieval exegetes (chap. 1); and new monastics, in order to redirect the church’s mission, recover forms of life present in past monastic and ­monastic-like movements (chap. 5). Neither casts about randomly; rather, they carefully select and seek to wisely employ resources from particular locations because of the alien relevance they are believed to hold for today.53


  (2) Each retrieval holds the view that history is a field of divine action. Modernity had the effect of largely removing God from the realm of history, or at least of making it problematic for how to think about the use of human reason and agency in relation to God’s action in the world. “Ineffable in being and inscrutable in his designs,” Louis Dupré observes, “God withdrew from the original synthesis altogether.”54 These theologies of retrieval, however, explicitly or implicitly trade on the common confession that history is the realm of divine operation and, therefore, that resources from the Christian past are serviceable for the present. That is, history is not merely the eminent domain of creaturely activity but the space in which God’s providential care and preservation are carried out. A view of history such as this does not baptize the developments and theology of every era of the church’s history; it is not as if the Christian tradition is devoid of missteps and error. Rather, such a view of history trains the contemporary theologian’s attention onto the Christian past in order to discern the Spirit’s presence in spite of human frailties and mistakes. In doing so, the theologian falls into the cadence of receiving and passing on.


  Retrieving the view of history as a field of divine action is at least partly due to renewed confidence in Christianity’s own conceptual and linguistic resources. The articulation of what history “is” and how one conceives the nature of the interactions between divine and human agency takes a particular shape under the influence of formative doctrines such as the Trinity, providence and pneumatology. This leads us to the next resemblance.


  (3) These theologies of retrieval display confidence in the language and conceptual resources of Christianity. Rather than seeking to correlate with the accepted norms and practices of our era, the problems at hand can be “corrected by skillful deployment of the intellectual and spiritual capital of Christianity.”55 In other words, the grammar or logic of Christian belief and its practices are unapologetically taken as ready resources for the work of theology. Such grammar, or “capital,” is drawn from within Christianity’s canonical Scriptures, ecumenical creeds, the doctrinal matrices of particular traditions of Christian faith, the formative and influential figures within various ecclesial traditions (e.g., Catholic, post-Reformation, monastic), and liturgical practices and forms of life. Though Enlightenment sensibilities prized versions of objective neutrality—the attempt to remove ourselves from bias or particularity—these theologies of retrieval seek to embody, climb within and work out from the particularity of Christian belief and life.


  (4) From the perspective of retrieval, theology is rightly understood as a churchly endeavor; that is, theology is to be done primarily—not exclusively, but primarily—with and for the church. This does not mean that theology operates without reference to or significance for the world beyond the church. Rather, theology informed by retrieval is, in John Webster’s words, “generally governed by the relation of theology to the community of faith as its primary sphere.”56 This community of faith has a history, and that history’s Lord is the risen and exalted Christ. Theologies of retrieval are grounded in the confidence that God has been at work in the world in and through the ebb and flow of history, including the centuries since the New Testament era. This community of faith embodied in the church has a past, a present and a future, and this history informs both the motives and substance of retrieval in at least two ways.


  First, the church-in-history is the community of faith in which resources of retrieval are sought and from which they are drawn. It is not just toward some generic “past” that retrieval looks, but to the history of Christianity. The church of Christ did not begin with the founding of today’s local churches. Rather, God’s work and witness in the world through the church has been present since the time of the New Testament. Retrieval turns to this work and witness in its search for resources for contemporary use. From their investigation of the Nicene Creed to the Anglican Book of Common Prayer, from the Rule of St. Benedict to the hymns of Charles Wesley, the practitioners of retrieval considered in this study look for resources within the history of Christianity, the history of the church.57


  Second, the church constitutes not only the context from which resources of retrieval are drawn but also the primary arena in which they are brought to bear today. Retrieval entails the church of yesterday helping the church of today to think, speak and act rightly. At its best, retrieval is not “mere restoration” of a theological formulation or liturgical practice “but a deep, profound, and passionate engagement with truth” in word and deed.58 For example, the retrievals we selected include those that serve reading the Bible, formulating Christian belief, participating in corporate worship in the church, pursuing personal Christian formation and undertaking Christian mission in the world—today.


  An important effect of their churchly orientation is that theologies of retrieval are characterized by two types of ecumenicity: ecumenicity across time and ecumenicity across Christian traditions. First, practitioners of retrieval believe a profound continuity exists in the church across time. In The Genesis of Christian Doctrine, Alister McGrath notes that there is “a common factor of central importance to the reappropriation of the past: communal continuity with the past.”59 This continuity does not consist in unthinking reiteration of theological formulas or attempts simply to reproduce behaviors of the past. Nor does it consist in commonalities shared by two churches—the church of the past and the church of the present. Rather, this continuity is ontological. The “church of the past” and the “church of the present” are, in fact, one church. Thus Bryan Litfin writes, “Our focus on the future must take into account the grand story of which we all are a part. . . . We are small figures inevitably carried forward by the weight of the holy catholic church, whose sails are filled by the mighty wind of the Holy Spirit. The church of the Lord Jesus Christ is indeed a divine work.”60 There is a “continuous heritage in the faith,” which means that “all the centuries of Christian history” are the “rightful possession” of the church today.61


  Second, many retrievals are marked by highlighting continuities across traditions of Christianity. In addition to a more extensive chronological reach, retrieval often expresses and advances a more catholic ecclesiastical reach. Many theologians who employ retrieval turn to people and resources beyond their own usual ecclesial-theological frame of reference. This is perhaps most noticeable among Protestants. For example, some Protestants from within historically nonliturgical and nonsacramental ecclesial traditions are adapting principles and practices from liturgical and sacramental traditions. Reaching a bit further, some are drawing from people, resources and streams of Christianity that their own tradition has often categorized as “Eastern Orthodox” or “Roman Catholic”—and has thereby neglected. George Kalantzis summarizes a perspective that both prompts and informs many retrievals when he writes that “the history and tradition of the church is not the birthright of any one Christian communion but a shared heritage that has been, is, and must continue to be integral to all Christian communions. . . . We all, Protestant, Catholic, or Orthodox, drink from the same well of a common Christian tradition.”62


  (5) Closely related to the previous resemblance, the theologies of retrieval considered here face the challenge of Christianity’s sociality. That is, Christian existence is socially embodied, and this means that expressions of Christian faith—doctrine, liturgy, spiritual practices, forms of life—are embedded within communities in particular times, places and cultures. We might say that Christianity is in this sense always “local”; Christian existence always has its feet on the ground in actual time and space. At the same time, in all their diverse “locality,” expressions of Christianity are also “universal.” Christians are connected to those of other times and places through their common membership in the body of Christ. As the author of Hebrews writes, we are surrounded by “a great cloud of witnesses” that transcends our locality (Heb 12:1-3). The dialectic between locality and universality has been the case for Christian faith from its inception (a point commonly emphasized among missiologists).63


  All this may seem too obvious to point out. However, sociality bears importantly on the work of theological retrieval in at least two ways. First, understanding the past requires careful deliberation about the social environments—what we will later call “social imaginaries”—of the locations from which retrieval is being attempted. Objects of retrieval do not float in a void; rather, they are lived and expressed in particular communities. This is not to reduce the content of Christian distinctiveness to its cultural-linguistic elements or relativize Christianity’s claims to universal truth. It is merely to say that comprehending ideas or practices in the Christian past requires us to consider the social factors that contributed to their flourishing.64 Second, for objects of recovery to flourish in the present (doctrines, practices, etc.), theologies of retrieval must navigate the matter of social continuity and discontinuity between then and now. The aim of theological retrieval is not merely the comprehension of how Christians thought or acted in the past but the forward movement of the church. Thus we must discern and navigate the social particularities of Christian belief and practice both then and now.


  (6) Finally, the act of retrieval obligates one to recognize and navigate historical continuity and discontinuity. Change is a universal and patently obvious characteristic of historical existence, and the very notion of retrieval implicitly posits that there has been some type of rupture or discontinuity—otherwise retrieval would not be needed. The modern era and our own time—whether we regard it as modern, postmodern or hypermodern—is not alone in seeing an inextricable connection between “history” and “change.” It is one of the necessary parts of this both/and, continuity and change. The modern era can, however, be challenged for its almost myopic preoccupation with change and newness (indeed, dis-continuity?) to the virtual exclusion of continuity. “In most fields of intellectual and artistic culture,” Carl Schorske writes, “twentieth-century Europe and America learned to think without history.” He continues,


  The very word “modernism” has come to distinguish our lives and times from what had gone before, from history as a whole, as such. Modern architecture, modern music, modern science—all these have defined themselves not so much out of the past, indeed scarcely against the past, but detached from it in a new, autonomous cultural space. The modern mind grew indifferent to history, for history, conceived as a continuous nourishing tradition, became useless to its projects.65


  The retrievals occupying our attention in the following pages challenge this by attempting in myriad ways to think again with history, more specifically with the Christian tradition, whether that is the biblical narrative or perhaps more broadly the Great Tradition.


  That being said, retrieval does not deny the fact of change. It does, however, challenge the modern tendency to presume that change is (always) good, as well as the accompanying tendency to emphasize change to the virtual neglect of continuity. Beginning in the 1960s and beyond, numerous historical theologians, including Jaroslav Pelikan and R. P. C. Hanson, began to challenge this bias toward change.66 For example, Pelikan observes that “the church historian shares an occupational hazard with all other historians: he tends to be more interested in change than in continuity.” And, “This interest in change takes the form of a preoccupation with doctrinal controversy and theological speculation, to produce the impression that the development of Christian doctrine is far more erratic and fitful than it has been in fact.”67 Even a historical theologian such as Maurice Wiles who, writing at the same time as Pelikan and Hanson, advocated substantive revisions to the content of the received doctrinal tradition of the church recognized that “the idea of radical discontinuity in doctrine is not strictly conceivable. There must always be a relation of some sort between what has gone before and what comes after.”68 Finding the relation between what has gone on before and what comes after is apparent in the retrievals considered here, and, in fact, they embrace the connection in one way or another.


  Rowan Williams aptly frames continuity and discontinuity by the doctrine of Christ’s body the church. For Williams, retrieval is made possible by our shared membership within Christ’s body. “If we begin from our axiom of common membership in the Body there will always be gifts to be received from the past.”69 This is so because “We are all, in the Church, living ‘in the wake’” of God’s agency that precedes all our “thoughts and initiatives.”70 This has the important consequence that “if we are free to listen to the strange and recognizable ‘otherness’ of the past, this may help us in dealing with what is strange to us now.”71 On the one hand, encountering the past we find strangers living in a different time and place, and with their own conventions of thought and culture. On the other hand, we also find fellow members in the body of Christ and therefore “friends.” These fellow members of Christ’s body “are helpful to us not because they are just like us but in fancy dress, but because they are who they are in their own context.”72 It is a fitting characterization of the continuity and discontinuity that all retrievals share.


  Thus wise theological engagement with the Christian past will neither cast our forerunners as versions of ourselves nor fail to draw on them. And this is so because the risen and exalted Christ acts in the church, and the constancy of his action in the body of Christ links us to and orients us toward our brothers and sisters from the past.73 As Stephen Holmes observes, “In giving an account of how a theologian should relate to theologians of previous generations . . . it is not just the differing historical locations that are important, but the shared ecclesial location too.”74


  Method, Organization and Overview


  Theorizing about retrieval risks formulating a theory of retrieval that has its “feet” nowhere, not fitting any actual retrieval in practice. John Ciardi’s remarks about theories of poetry well apply: “What has any poet to trust more than that feel of the thing? Theory concerns him only until he picks up his pen, and it begins to concern him again as soon as he lays it down.”75 Our interest is not to develop a theory of retrieval that floats free from its actual practice. Thus, rather than theorize about retrieval, we take six retrievals in hand, turn them about and then press them hard enough to see what they reveal about retrieval for the thought and life of the church. And in the process we also gain wisdom regarding Scripture, doctrine, worship, spirituality, mission and engagement with culture in the church today.


  Our selections are by no means comprehensive of contemporary theological retrieval, and fresh, provocative work appears regularly.76 Several retrievals of varying scale and stages of maturity were beyond the scope of this book but would make excellent subjects for future study, most notably retrieval for race,77 gender,78 soteriology79 and the spiritual senses,80 as well as specific communities of faith, such as the Hebraic heritage of Christianity81 and the tradition of Pietism.82 That being said, the examples on which we will focus are illustrative windows into the mode of theological reflection that is retrieval. They give the reader a view of what is common among theologies of retrieval more broadly, and they demonstrate the diversity characteristic of a mode of reflection rather than a unified school of thought. They are also prominent in the contemporary scene, so the reader will not need to look far to find them. Finally, these retrievals open up into major areas of Christian reflection. So while we made no attempt to link each retrieval exclusively to a single theological locus, in the course of considering them the reader will be drawn into reflection on the doctrine of Scripture, the Trinity, corporate worship, the Christian life, mission and the metaphysics that fuel the church’s engagement with culture.


  The progression of chapters follows a pattern not unfamiliar to dogmatic study: formal matters—Scripture and the task of theology; the inner life of the church—worship and spirituality; and the outreaching of the church—mission and presence in the world. Reflective of the diversity among retrievals, there is some variety among the precise structures of the chapters. There are also, however, common elements shared by all of them. Each chapter begins with a brief introduction, which orients the reader to a particular form of retrieval. Key elements are then identified and considered, and attention is given to the theological commitments that fund the retrieval. Against the background of this description and analysis, the retrieval is examined through a close engagement with selected actual instances of the form of retrieval that is the subject of the chapter. And each chapter is enriched by bringing an illuminating interpretive angle—from jazz and architecture to social theory and the history of ideas—into conversation with its form of retrieval.


  Chapter one considers theological interpretation of Scripture as retrieval of the Bible for the church. Critical methods of biblical interpretation have dominated in the academy and the church since the Enlightenment. Such methods consider theological claims problematic because of their biasing effect on the reader or their association with the church rather than the academy. Those advocating for theological interpretation seek (in various ways) to reorder the relationship between the interpreters of Scripture and the theological, doctrinal claims that are fundamental to Christian identity. This necessitates, as we will see, some consideration of the social factors involved with such retrieval. It also raises not a few questions about the practices of interpretation that are being retrieved, specifically the discontinuities between their “theological cultures” and our own. Charles Taylor’s concept of social imaginary will be useful to us as we unpack this further.


  While all the retrievals in this study are theological in character, chapter two focuses on retrievals for theology per se. The church must steward all of its resources in relation to the historical dynamic of continuity and change, but this is often of particular significance when it relates to the formulation and articulation of Christian belief. In theology in the modern era the emphasis has predominantly fallen on change, and the changes proposed have often been significantly shaped by philosophical or cultural criteria applied without substantive guidance from the theological heritage of the church. The resulting trajectory has both contributed to and been reinforced by the separation of the theological enterprise from the church and Christian life. Retrievals for theology work to overcome both the separation of the church from its theological past and the separation of theology from the church by constructively employing long-neglected resources for Christian belief. A cognate discipline, the history of ideas, provides angles of approach that helpfully illumine these retrievals.


  The retrievals considered in the next two chapters directly complement, and in some interesting respects parallel, each other. Some retrievals for Christian spirituality (chapter 4) have led to a renewed appreciation for the importance of the corporate dimensions of spiritual life, and in chapter three we consider retrieval for corporate worship. This central practice in the life of the church has been the subject of much study, debate and profound change in recent years. While many of these changes have been guided by the value of attraction and the adoption of principles and practices from contemporary popular culture, many retrievals for worship are giving attention to Christian formation and drawing from historical liturgies of the church. By way of illustration, we will explore a recent book of “common prayer” and the worship principles and practices of two church congregations. Furthermore, church buildings most often provide the physical setting in which corporate worship takes place, and developments in ecclesiastical architecture over the course of the twentieth century and into the present—some of which constitute a retrieval in church architecture—provide engaging metaphors and images for thinking about retrieval for worship.


  Recent years have seen increased attention to spirituality in both society at large and Christianity. The reaction to this is mixed among those who take interest, whether theoretical or applied, in nurturing Christian life. On one hand, they are encouraged by the fresh interest and energy now being given to spirituality. On the other, they have concerns ranging from the re­inforcement of unhealthy principles and practices within Christianity to the bypassing of distinctively Christian resources for nurturing spiritual life. Chapter four examines contemporary retrievals for Christian spirituality, an important approach to addressing many of these concerns. These retrievals are shaping contemporary Christian spirituality through reclaiming perspectives such as respect for the roles of the material and the corporate in spirituality, and practices such as contemplation and other spiritual disciplines. Retrievals for spirituality are often characterized by a quest for wisdom, and a recent exploration by philosophers of “cruciform wisdom” provides an informative conceptual companion to the quest for spiritual wisdom.


  In chapter five, new monastics and their retrieval of monastic-like forms of life and practice for the sake of mission bring us full circle to where we began in chapter one. Like our study of theological interpretation of Scripture showed, new monastic retrieval affirms historical continuity with the Christian past while likewise having to contend with serious cultural discontinuity. Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove provides an example for how some new monastics attempt to navigate these challenges. New monastics identify a thread running throughout the Christian tradition and across confessional and denominational lines. Going by various names, the “monastic impulse” names a social reality of Christian faithfulness. The unavoidably social nature of retrieval is apparent again. Charles Taylor provided an interpretive angle for parsing sociality related to theological interpretation of Scripture. Etienne Wenger’s social theory of learning will open this up again here with additional nuance.


  The cosmos is the focus of chapter six, and the expansive nature of the word cosmos is meant to draw attention to the bold range of this retrieval. In this chapter we consider the diverse, ecumenical project of Radical Orthodoxy (RO). RO’s retrieval has sought to recover a comprehensive metaphysics of participation—a Platonic-Christian ontology—that views everything in terms of its fundamental, nonreducible participation in God. Up to this point in the book we have referred to this chapter through terms like “engagement with culture,” but only for lack of better shorthand. “Culture” could easily be interpreted too narrowly, whereas RO’s retrieval of a participatory metaphysic is meant to fuel not merely the church’s engagement with culture but everything, indeed the Cosmos. The engine of RO’s retrieval is driven by the telling of a particular story: the genealogy of modernity and with it the rise of the secular. This is central for RO because its genealogy not only narrates the tale of how a participatory metaphysic was lost but shows the way toward retrieving it through various key figures as well. Their retrieval therefore focuses on a cast of characters ranging from Augustine to Aquinas, from Maritain to De Lubac. John Milbank and Catherine Pickstock will illustrate this retrieval for us, and their interaction with the Christian tradition will ask important questions about the tension that exists between stability and change, constraint and freedom in the reception and transmission of tradition. The conceptualities of jazz improvisation will provide an apt way to press into this tension.
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  Scripture


  Anyone who thinks he has understood the divine scriptures or any part of them, but cannot by his understanding build up this double love of God and neighbor, has not yet succeeded in understanding them.


  ST. AUGUSTINE, ON CHRISTIAN TEACHING1


  



  Read Scripture like any other book.


  BENJAMIN JOWETT, “ON THE INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE”2
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  IN AN INTERVIEW IN 2004 a well-reputed biblical scholar described his relationship to the Bible as “schizophrenic.”3 It was schizophrenic in the sense that his approach to the Bible as a person of faith was different from his academic approach. “In my [academic] work, I attempt to deal with the Bible as I would deal with any work of literature. And to treat the history of Israel as I would treat the history of England or Russia or China; that is, an attempt at a scientific, historical approach.” As a person of faith, the Bible shaped his life, beliefs, ethics, moral concerns and religious outlook, but he describes these as a “private aspect” of his relationship to the Bible. “So I think that there are these two very different sides to my relation to the Bible,” he reported. “One, my professional life; the other, a more private concern, interest, and fascination with the Bible.”4 His testimony is illuminating not because it represents the approach of every Christian biblical scholar. Rather, it portrays the outworking of an axiom voiced by Benjamin Jowett in 1860: “Read Scripture like any other book.”5


  Today, Jowett’s precept is being challenged. Under the broad banner of “theological interpretation of Scripture” (TIS) many biblical scholars and theologians are retrieving approaches to the Bible that predate modernity, practices of interpretation often called premodern or “precritical.”6 These approaches attempt to recast the relationship between readers, texts and history so that the Bible is interpreted by Christians not as a book like any other book but as Scripture.7 In this sense the attack against Jowett’s axiom is, more basically, an assault against the assumptions and logic which underlie it.


  It is because the underlying logic of Jowett’s axiom is predominantly modern, many advocates for TIS argue, that it has held such considerable sway in modern biblical scholarship.8 The intelligibility of “read Scripture like any other book” depends upon particularly modern assumptions about readers, texts and history. These assumptions are likewise inscribed upon methods of biblical study that have dominated in the modern university, especially historical criticism. “Like citizens in the classical liberal state,” Jon Levenson observes, “scholars practicing historical criticism of the Bible are expected to eliminate or minimize their communal loyalties, to see them as operative only within associations that are private, nonscholarly, and altogether voluntary.”9 One obvious consequence of the elimination of communal loyalties (such as an interpreter’s identification with the Church) has been the slow migration of classic theological beliefs (and in some cases systematic theology) away from biblical studies. As Walter Moberly describes,


  It is common knowledge that modern biblical criticism only became a recognizable discipline through the process of explicit severing of the Bible from classical theological formulations. The basis for this was the belief that only so could the Bible be respected and heard in its own right, untrammeled by preconceptions which supposed that the answers were already known even before the questions were asked, or by anachronistic impositions of the conceptualities and assumptions of subsequent ages.10


  This is not to say that advocates for TIS discount the discipline of modern biblical studies out of hand. Rather, many contend that Christian biblical interpretation must utilize the insights of critical studies while, at the same time, remaining wary of its underlying logic and assumptions, many of which they argue are doctrinally insufficient (a model termed “postcritical”).11 “We must appropriate without capitulating,” Michael Allen argues. “Historical method is a wonderful handmaid and a terrible master.”12


  Given the range of opinion about the role of modern biblical criticism, it is not surprising that approaches and projects for TIS widely vary. Some retrievals focus on distinct eras of Christianity—Patristic, Medieval, or Reformation13—and others on specific individuals from the Christian tradition.14 Both approaches seek in one way or another to immerse themselves in their patterns and habits of interpretation, not uncritically but thoroughly and honestly. For others, lost or underprivileged practices are the primary focus15 or the role of the church’s creeds related to exegesis.16 Some seek wisdom from the history of interpretation,17 and still others retrieve doctrines related to the status of the Bible within the Christian community, such as divine inspiration or the economy of salvation.18 The diversity of approaches and emphases is due in part to the range of ecclesial locations from which these proposals arise, but it is also due to how advocates of TIS name the problem to which the retrieval of TIS is the solution (we address this further in the next section).


  Despite its diversity (or maybe because of it), the momentum of TIS seems unlikely to wane anytime soon. Several commentary series are devoted to it,19 an academic journal,20 a dictionary,21 and the number of proposals for its method seems to multiply yearly.22 Miroslav Volf even suggests that the “return of biblical scholars to the theological reading of the Scriptures, and the return of systematic theologians to sustained engagement with the scriptural texts—in a phrase, the return of both to theological readings of the Bible—is the most significant theological development in the last two decades.”23


  The question that remains for our study concerns the manner in which TIS seeks to retrieve patterns of reading Scripture from the past. It is not especially useful toward the cultivation of theological discernment for us to merely note that some forms of TIS draw on premodern resources in the effort to revitalize biblical interpretation. We need to press more firmly on the retrieval to discern the conditions on which such retrieval operates and the factors that contribute to its flourishing. That is to say, for those approaches to TIS which do so, what does retrieving lost, forgotten or underprivileged patterns of biblical exegesis necessitate? In order for these kinds of TIS to thrive and flourish, for them to be found sensible ways to exegete the Bible, what is required of the reader? What kind of self-understanding must the interpreter have in order for theological exegesis to be a fitting and sensible way to engage Scripture? What sorts of assumptions about readers, texts and history must be held—in contrast to the predominantly modern ones that many advocates of TIS decry? These are the questions we will pursue following a brief introduction to TIS that focuses on its elements of retrieval.


  Commonality and Diversity


  TIS is a recovery movement in the following sense: advocates of TIS seek to retrieve a relationship between theology and the practices of biblical exegesis that transcend or rectify modern developments in biblical studies and theology which, it is believed, hinder the interpretation of the Bible as Scripture. What constitutes these modern developments is up for debate. A few examples illustrate.
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