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A Letter from the
Editorial Board

In Memory of Dr. Ruth Ann Foster

As WE AT TRUETT CONTINUE TO GRIEVE the loss of our beloved professor,
mentor, advocate, colleague, and friend, the Editorial Board has decid-
ed to dedicate this issue of the Truett Journal of Church and Mission to Dr.
Ruth Ann Foster, who passed away after long battles with auto-im-
mune disease and cancer on September 28, 2000. This issue contains
several reflections on Dr. Foster by various members of the Truett
community. We hope that these memorials help you remember this re-
markable woman, or if you never had the chance to meet her, in some
sense to know the amazing person alongside whom many of us at Tru-
ett had the privilege of walking on our Christian journeys.

Besides University of Kentucky basketball, one of Dr. Foster’s
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greatest passions in life and work was the Prologue of John’s Gos-
pel. She studied John 1:1-18 continually, never confident that she had
fully plumbed its depths. It was the basis of her dissertation at South-
western Baptist Theological Seminary, and she loved to teach it to her
students in Scriptures and Greek Readings classes. In memory of her,
we chose for the cover of this issue an image of an ancient Greek man-
uscript of the scripture she loved so dearly.

A quote by C.S. Lewis in The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe that
Dr. Foster cherished encapsulates her own life’s journey. When Lucy
asks Mr. Beaver if Aslan, the lion and Christ figure in the story, is safe,
he replies, “Safe?...Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe.
But he’s good.” Dr. Foster lived a life that was far from safe: she blazed
trails for women in Baptist theological education and ministry; she
battled diseases that sapped her strength and energy; and she died
much too soon. Her life was not safe, but we can all say without reser-
vation that it was good. She followed the never-safe-but-always-good
Lord into uncharted waters, and in the process she showed us how to
follow him as well. We will remember her for her humor, her kind-
ness, her strength in weakness, her love for what she did, and the love
she showed all of her students, who became her children.

After Dr. Chip Conyers’ death in 2004, Dr. Foster became the last
of the founding faculty members of Truett Seminary still on staff. She
paid tribute to him in the Fall 2004 issue of this journal, and her clos-
ing words reflect how we feel now: “I am grateful that my dear friend
is now in the presence of the One whose dying brought life to us all.”

-The Editorial Board
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Eulogy

A Colleague Remembers Ruth Ann Foster

HULITT GLOER

The following is the text of the
eulogy Dr. Gloer offered at Dr.
Foster’s funeral on October 3,
2006.

WE'VE HAD A SAINT AMONG Us. Oh, I don’t mean a perfect person. I mean
a saint in the truest New Testament sense of the word: a human being
who allowed God to use her in ways she could never have imagined
back in the beautiful, bluegrass-draped mountains of Kentucky, when
she first heard the call and said “yes.” Yes to a Bible college from which
she graduated at the top of her class but wasn’t allowed to walk across
stage at graduation. Yes to a seminary across the Mississippi from
which she graduated with a 4.0 grade point average and became the
first female to receive a Ph.D. And, ultimately, yes to being a member
of the founding faculty of the seminary which she spent the rest of her
years molding and shaping into the incredible place we enjoy today.

Her fingerprints are all over that place. Her wisdom helped cast
and move the Truett vision from a yellow legal pad to a living labora-
tory of theological education and Christian community. Her voice will
ever echo in its hallways and classrooms, making the crooked places of
New Testament study straight and preparing the way for us to follow
the Lord she loved and served selflessly.

Her irrepressible and, dare I say at times, mischievous sense of hu-
mor will continue to keep us laughing as “Ruth Ann stories” achieve
legendary status—Ilike every class heard her say how disappointed she
was going to be if she found out that Jesus had really said “celebrate”
rather than “celibate”™ I suppose that’s an issue she might take up with
the Almighty. But I suspect that wasn’t her first question. I suspect
her first question was, “Would it have upset some divine eternal plan
to have had at least one female apostle?” Am I right?

And if you're looking for the “signs and wonders” that are said
to follow saints, just look around this room. This room is filled with
“signs and wonders™ people who learned from her how to really read
the Bible for all it’s worth; people who learned from her that God is
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not threatened by our questions or our doubts; people she encouraged
to serve in ways they had never thought possible because their vision
of God had been shaped by the traditions of the elders rather than the
fresh winds of the Spirit. Like the Apostle Paul, Ruth Ann has children
in the faith and in ministry all over the world, women and men who
learned from her the freedom for which Christ has set us free.

You and I know that she would never, ever have spoken of her life
in that way, but she couldn’t see the whole story. Nor can we now,
for the results will continue to be realized until history’s final curtain
falls. Only then will it

be clear what a differ-

Her voice will ever echo ence her one solitary life

has made. She probably

in Truett’s hCI"WGYS cmd won’t believe it even

then, but we’ll be stand-

classrooms, making the ing in line to speak of

what a difference she

crooked PIGCGS of New made in her very special

Testament study straight
and preparing the way

way for each of us.
When 1 arrived at

Truett in the summer

of 2000, I was assigned

for us to follow the Lord to share an office with

Ruth Ann. It was a re-

she loved and served markable experience as

I'm sure you can imagine.

selflessly, I found her at once to be

an extremely warm per-

son, but I couldn’t seem
to get warm in the office we shared. This had always been a problem
in Sioux Falls, SD, but I certainly didn’t expect this in Waco, Texas.
I wasn’t outside, and it wasn’t even what we call “winter” here. I later
learned that her office was affectionately known as “the meat locker”
and learned to dress accordingly.

From our first days together, I began to notice how often she
struggled from a variety of physical problems. I'm not sure how many
people knew how much she struggled to carry on during the last
years for the love of her students, “her children.” Because we shared
some common maladies, we shared about that struggle often. When
we moved to the new building and would share lunch in her office,
inevitably the conversation would turn to matters of health. She was
always an encouragement to me, and I hope in some small way to have
been an encouragement to her. Here’s what I know: she showed me
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how to keep on keeping on when it seems impossible to keep on. She
helped me see more clearly that God does make a way when there is
no way. I didn’t know at the time just how much her example would
mean to me.

The last time T saw Ruth Ann, I told her that though I knew of-
fice space in heaven will not be in short supply, I had requested that
we share an office again. She could hardly speak, but I thought I heard
her say, “You know you’ll have to bundle up because I'll have the ther-
mostat turned way down.” Maybe I'll be buried in my overcoat just in
case.

Last Thursday at about two o’clock, if you were listening closely
enough, you could hear it, an ever so slight rustling in the leaves of the
trees. And then this: “Well done, good and faithful servant ..Enter the
kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.” But Ruth
Ann wasn'’t really into kingdoms. What she was into was the class-
room, and T have a suspicion that by now she’s made her way to The
Dean’s Office to ask for another assignment, another class, another ea-
ger bunch of new students who've at last reached the highest level of
graduate education that she might continue what she has done with-
out fear all these years: teaching the newly arrived how to understand
those parts of God’s magnificent eternal plan that somehow we never
quite got, helping us to understand even the parts we’d just as soon ig-
nore, and challenging us, all of us, Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male
and female, to live more fully into the reality of God’s kingdom.

Ruth Ann, my colleague, my mentor, my sister, my dear, dear
friend, we will thank our God in our every remembrance of you be-
cause of our partnership in the gospel from the first day we met you
until we meet again. We know that the One who began a good work
in you has brought it to completion, and the One who has begun a
good work through you will bring it to completion. We will struggle
to be as faithful to do our part in that work as you were to do yours.

Yes, my friends, we've had a saint among us in the truest New
Testament sense of the word. In his own inimitable way, Frederick
Buechner defines a saint with these words: “In God’s holy flirtation
with the world, God occasionally drops a handkerchief. These hand-
kerchiefs are called saints.” How grateful I am that the gracious wind
of the Spirit blew this handkerchief our way. Yes, my friends, we've
had a saint among us.
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HULITT GLOER

has been Professor of Preaching and Christian Scriptures at Truett Semi-
nary since 2000. He and his wife, Sheila, are members of Calvary Baptist

Church in Waco and teach the twenty-somethings’ Sunday School class.
He may be contacted at William_Gloer@baylor.edu.
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Remembering a Saint

A Former Student’s Reflection on Dr. Foster
DELAYNE VAUGHN

Where does one begin in writing
a remembrance of a beloved
teacher, mentor, colleague, and
friend?

[ SUPPOSE THE ONLY PLACE ONE CAN start is with one’s own experience.
This essay is not meant to be about me, but the best way I can talk
about Ruth Ann Foster is to talk about who she was to me; my
knowledge of this extraordinary woman is necessarily mediated by
my interaction with her. Mine is one story, among countless others,
that reflects the impact of a woman who was passionate in her devo-
tion to Christ, relentless in her pursuit of truth, patient in suffering,
selfless in her dedication to those she loved—her family, colleagues,
students—and compassionate in her concern for a lost world and for
the church that ministers to it.

I came to Truett Seminary in January 2001. At that point, classes
still met at First Baptist Church in Waco, and that was where I met
Dr. Foster. In December 2000, I had graduated with a degree in com-
puter engineering from an institution that offered little along the lines
of religious studies. Needless to say, I felt vastly unprepared to begin
a master’s degree in theology. Fortunately, students who had come to
Truett before me had convinced the faculty that introductory courses
would be prudent. So, I found myself in Dr. Foster’s Introduction to
the Christian Scriptures class.

I could never have anticipated what this first semester would
mean to my faith and to my understanding of the Bible. Of all the
classroom memories I have of Dr. Foster, many of the most formative
come from this initial experience. Though I learned more about the
Bible in her later classes, I learned more about myself in this introduc-
tory class. I know this was true of many of her students. That was the
way she taught the Scriptures. She knew that before we could read
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Remembering a Saint

the Bible, we had to understand how the Bible had been read to us
and for us; before we could read the Bible, we had to be prepared for
what we would find there. Whether she was giving her famous “Adam

the Wimp” lecture or

questioning how some-

Her GPPI'OGCI'I was one with a dossier like

David’s could be called

one that unflinchingly a man after God’s own

heart, she was constantly

fought for truth while it challenging us to ask the

questions that the text

compassionately nurtured  demanded, to eschew

pious pleasantries and

those confronted with that engage the rugged reality

of the biblical landscape.

truth. But Dr. Foster also

realized that this pro-
cess was not an easy
one; she knew the pain that often accompanied growth. Her approach
was one that unflinchingly fought for truth while it compassionately
nurtured those confronted with that truth. She often shared with her
Introduction classes the story of finding her college roommate in the
fetal position after she had realized that no one has the original manu-
scripts of the biblical texts. She made it clear that we did not have to
don a facade of erudite sophistication, pretending that everything we
learned was entirely within our realm of expectations. We were free
to rail against the enigmas of Scripture, to weep over the atrocities of
Scripture, and even to laugh with the joys of Scripture.

It was, in fact, laughter that was one of the hallmarks of Dr. Fos-
ter's classroom. She had known many Christians who had taken
themselves all too seriously, and she was determined not to be one of
them. As I consider my fondest memories of Dr. Foster, most of them
involve laughter. Once, in her Greek Readings class, we were discuss-
ing Nathanael's question: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”
(John 1:46) Knowing that my undergraduate degree was from Texas
A&M University, she quipped, “This would be like someone today
saying, ‘Can anything good come out of College Station?”” She shot me
a sidelong glance, and we all laughed. She was never afraid to bring
levity to the classroom.

At Dr. Foster’s funeral, David Garland read from the Greek New
Testament that he had found in her office. He commented that the Bi-
ble was falling apart from use. As I had the opportunity to study with
Dr. Foster and later to work as her assistant, I often saw her using this

12
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copy of the Scriptures. What Dr. Garland did not mention was that
there was one page in particular that had completely released from the
binding of the Bible. This one page had been read and studied so often
that she had to be careful lest she lose it as she took the Bible wher-
ever she was going. To many who know her, it will be no surprise that
this leaf was the first page of the gospel of John. The Prologue to John
(John 1:1-18) was easily one of her favorite passages of Scripture. She
once commented that if all the literature of the world were to be de-
stroyed and she could choose only one text to save, she would save the
Prologue to John.

What was it about this passage that held such sway over her? She
often noted the literary styling of this passage, the way that the lan-
guage was so intricately fashioned. She also admired the way in which
the Prologue interwove hypostatic constructs of Middle Judaism—the
voice of God, wisdom, Shekinah glory—to portray Jesus as the fulfill-
ment of Jewish expectations. But her attraction to this passage was
much more than merely aesthetic. She saw in this passage the hope of
the Christian faith: the assurance that the Word had become flesh and
dwelt among us, and from that one who was with God in the begin-
ning we all continue to receive grace upon grace. The incarnation was
what really drew Dr. Fos-

ter to the Prologue.

Of course, one cannot ~ She saw in the Prologue

spend as much time with a

text as Dr. Foster did with ~ the hope of the Christian

the Prologue and remain

unchanged. The incarna- faith: the assurance that

tion became for her not a

lofty theologjcal Concept, the Word hCICI become erSh

but a way of life. Her min-

istry among her students and dwelt among us, and

was incarndational; she un-
derstood that she could
teach each day without
touching the lives of her

students, but she chose  \wa qll continue to receive

instead to give of herself

in such a way that those grace upon grace.
around her could not but

from that one who was

with God in the beginning

be changed. Dr. Foster did

not teach because it was her job; she taught because it was her calling.
She was called to live the love of God among the Truett Seminary fam-
ily, and she fulfilled that calling with grace and dignity. She expected
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Remembering a Saint

nothing less of her students. She knew that the work of the church
had to be rooted in the incarnation; God had drawn near to an injured
world in the person of Christ Jesus, and we were to be the enfleshed
manifestation of his kingdom in that world.

As a student in her class, I recognized the devotion that she had
to her students and colleagues, and I knew that she was often quite ill,
but I never realized how much she sacrificed just to be at the seminary
each day. Only after I started working as her assistant did I begin to
realize how much pain she often was in and how tired and stressed her
physical body really was. When I worked with her, I saw a remarkable
woman whose vibrant spirit and will to serve were so often at odds
with her physical limitations. She would push herself so hard during
the week that she sometimes spent the whole weekend in bed recov-
ering. Even so, when she had to miss class, she considered it more of
an inconvenience to her students than to herself. Her selfless commit-
ment to others was unparalleled.

When I decided to pursue a doctorate in biblical studies, I could
not have asked for a better advocate than Dr. Foster. She was fiercely
supportive of me, as she was of all her students. She believed in those
whom she had taught; she trusted that we could and would make a
difference in the world. I never realized how confident she was in my
abilities until she asked me to teach with her during what would be
her final semester at Truett. [ was astounded at the opportunity she
gave me to teach alongside her.

As I prepared for the beginning of the semester, self-doubt hung
over me like a cloud, but she assured me that I was up to the task. Fi-
nally, as the first day of classes drew near, I began to feel comfortable
in my academic ability to lead her classes when she was not able to
be there. But when the first day of classes came, I was in for another
wave of self-doubt. As one of the students raised a question about his
church, it suddenly occurred to me that these classes were far more
than academic: we were preparing students for ministry. Once again,
[ felt inadequate, and once again Dr. Foster calmed my fears. Just as
in my first semester at seminary, so now she was there to encourage,
support, and guide. She believed in the students who came out of Tru-
ett Seminary.

That semester was such a blessing. She constantly worried that
she was calling on my assistance too much, that I was being over-
worked, but I saw an opportunity to learn even more from a woman
who had taught me so much already. About halfway through the se-
mester, she called me into her office and asked me to sit down. I was
no stranger to sitting in her office and conversing, but this time was
clearly different; usually, it was I who would ask if I could sit and talk.

14
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She wanted to tell me the prognosis that the doctors had given her.
The cancer was terminal; she probably did not have more than a year
to live. The news was devastating. But she persevered; she did not let
her physical woes crush her spirit. In a fashion that was typical for her,
she would even joke about her own funeral arrangements. For a while,
she considered cremation, and she suggested that we could put her
ashes in the courtyard of the seminary and perhaps plant a tree over
them. She mentioned that to her lawyer once, and he suggested that
only a nut tree would be fitting. Ever quick of wit, she replied, “I think
a dateless palm would be more appropriate.”

Where does one begin in writing a remembrance of a beloved
teacher, mentor, colleague, and friend? T only had the blessing of
knowing Ruth Ann Foster for five and a half years, and that feels far
too short a time. I am sure, though, that those who knew her far lon-
ger than I still wish for more time with her. Fifty-nine years is far too
short a life for someone who offered so much. Her role in the early
days of Truett Seminary cannot be forgotten, but her role in the lives
of her loved ones will not be forgotten. Even now as I write these clos-
ing lines, tears well up once again in my eyes.

I weep not for Dr. Foster. She no longer suffers, she no longer en-
dures the hardship of this world, and for that I rejoice. I weep, instead,
for we who are left behind. We have lost a friend, a daughter, a sister,
a colleague, a teacher. I can find no words more fitting than those spo-
ken by Dr. Hulitt Gloer at Dr. Foster’s funeral: “We have had a saint
among us.”

DELAYNE VAUGHN

received his M.Div. from Truett in May 2004. He currently resides in
Waco, TX, and attends Baylor University where he is pursuing a Ph.D.
in Biblical Studies with an emphasis in the Old Testament. He may be
reached at Delayne_Vaughn@baylor.edu.
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Hero
Feather Boas, Leather Whips, and Lunch at Chili’s

COURTNEY ANN LYONS

Any reflection on Dr. Foster, |
think, must begin with stories.
Tales of Ruth Ann Foster are in

no short supply. Upon hearing

of her death, | spent most of the
following days savoring memories
that came flooding back. There
aren’t enough pages to share
every story, but the following are
some of my favorites featuring
her.

Dr. FosTER TAUGHT MY Introduction to Christian Scriptures class. Our
class had about five to ten students with dynamic, humor-driven per-
sonalities. Picture, if you will, the combination of all of us with her.
I remember one day we were talking about death, specifically, about
why young people die. Dr. Foster quipped that when she was a girl,
some in her church would tell her that God plucks the prettiest flow-
ers first, and that’'s why babies die. Cliff Reeves joked back that if that
were true, then God would have plucked him first. She started laugh-
ing immediately and corrected him: “If God plucked the prettiest
flowers first, he would have plucked Courtney first.” She had a knack
for shock-value, those unexpected zingers that you don’t forget.

Anyone who has ever taken a class with Dr. Foster knows to bun-
dle up. She usually kept classrooms in the mid to upper 60s, even in
the winter. Yolande Chatman and I used to bring big winter coats to
put on in the middle of class to tease her about how cold it was. About
the time we had put on our coats and gloves, she would stop to gig-
gle, and she’d turn up the temperature a degree or two. In her office,
though, she didn’t budge on the temperature. She had posted a sign on
her filing cabinet declaring her office the official Truett Seminary meat
locker.

16
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[ still remember my first time in Dr. Foster’s office. She had all
of her students meet with her individually to get to know them. We
had been talking for a few minutes when I noticed the whips hanging
behind the door. She told me how students had given her the whips
because she would playfully threaten to throw things at them if they
made silly comments in class, and all we could do was laugh together.
I noticed that all of her gag gifts had been “manly” gag gifts. I asked if
she’d ever received a “girly” gag gift, and she said she hadn’t. My mis-
sion was clear! At our final exam for that class, I brought her a tiara, a
purple feather boa, and a CD of what I call “Boa Music.” She laughed
so hard that I had actually gotten her a “girly” gag gift, and she wore
the boa through our entire exam!

When I first arrived at Truett, I was a bit naive. Thinking back on
some of her comments during those days, 'm sure Dr. Foster sensed
my rookie status. The Preacher of the Day during my first year at Tru-
ett was Julie Pennington-Russell. (At the time, I was not comfortable
with the idea of women as pastors.) Hearing Julie preach in addition
to speaking with her some throughout the day left me with questions
about women in ministry. Dr. Foster agreed to meet with me to talk
through the controversial passages in the Bible that address women
in ministry. She met with me for several hours, talking through differ-
ent interpretations and showing me how to see the overall message of
Scripture rather than focusing on proof-texts. Dr. Foster’s willingness
to talk with me about such a tense issue drew me to her.

We started meeting together more often, either over brown-bag
lunches in her office, or she’d take me out to Chili’s (she never would
let me pay). Over lunch, we’d share our stories with each other. Some-
times, we’d open up with one another about struggles or challenges
we were facing. She was such a good encourager. She would speak
tenderly to my struggle, but she would speak authoritatively to my re-
sponsibility to live an authentic Christian life in spite of the struggle.
“If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen,” she would say.

Our student-teacher relationship had become a friendship. Most
days, I would stop in her office for a quick hug on my way to and from
classes. She drank Caffeine-Free Diet Dr. Pepper, and I drink Diet Dr.
Pepper; she would tease that I was her, but with energy. We both
were big fans of NBC’s “American Dreams.” Every Sunday night after
the show, Dr. Foster, Dorothy Terry (an administrative assistant at
Truett), and I would email each other about the episode and what we
wished would happen. The summer after my first year, I brought her a
magnet of St. Liberata (the patron saint of protection from unwanted
husbands or suitors) from Christ of the Desert Monastery in Abiquiu,
NM, which she put by her desk. I remember calling her the night I got
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engaged. She had such joy over two of her students “getting hitched,”
as she said. During a painful experience at a church where I'd been
serving, I would call her

She would speak
tenderly to my struggle,

often for advice on how
to be a faithful minister
in those circumstances.
Usually, I would be cry-
ing too hard to ask my

but she would speclk question. She’d listen
to me cry, sometimes
authoritatively to my even cty with me, and

then she’d remind me

responsibility to live an that God sustains, pro-

vides, and is faithful. She

authentic Christian life in would challenge me to

complete the task with

spite of the struggle. integrity.

Dr. Foster was a de-

termined woman. She
wasn't scared to be a pioneer, to blaze a new trail for what is right.
She was meticulous about her academic studies. She loved to laugh.
She could articulate exactly what she was thinking. She knew what it
meant to be a friend. I always felt an affinity with her in that our per-
sonalities are similar, and she was a particularly kindred spirit to me. [
hope to emulate her commitment, excellence, and faithfulness.

Dr. Foster didn’t just teach me facts, though she certainly did
teach me plenty of those. She taught me how to live. Don’t be afraid of
who you are. Don’t be afraid to follow God’s call for your life. Don’t let
stumbling blocks prevent you from doing what God has called you to
do. Never stop learning. Invest in the community of the body of Christ.
Mentor young leaders. Ask for help from others when you are in need.
Be an example to others and treasure the examples around you. Don’t
take yourself so seriously that you forget to laugh. Trust that God
is good, even when life makes no sense. Take time to heal, but don’t
let any wound keep you from doing God’s work. Love boldly. Preach
faithfully. Study God’s Word humbly. Think in terms of God’s king-
dom. Minister fearlessly. Pray always.

Before I met Dr. Foster, I was convinced that the most I could do
for the kingdom was to support a man who was doing God’s work.
She helped me learn to read the Bible for what it is actually saying, and
not just related to women. She helped me understand that we are all
called to be disciple-makers, to follow where God is leading us to go,
and to be God’s people. We are all called, and we are all responsible.
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Whether minister or laity, man or woman, rich or poor, old or young,
we are all called to follow Jesus faithfully where we are. Because of Dr.
Foster, I have experienced God in relationship with me and at work in
me in a completely new, liberating, and wonderful way.

Though it may sound trite or cliché, Dr. Foster is my hero. In ev-
ery sense of that word, she is my hero. She had incredible strength
through seemingly insurmountable obstacles. She demonstrated ex-
cellence academically and in her character. Her sense of humor was
creative and quick. Her dedication to her students and to the quality
of her teaching makes her the kind of professor you have only once in
a lifetime, if you are lucky. Throughout her illness, she was a model of
humility, patience, and faith. T have thought of her funeral service as
her final liturgy, and it could not have been more beautiful or more in-
spiring to those who knew her. She was the kind of woman I hope to
be. She is my hero.

The thing about Dr. Foster is that she never tried to be anyone’s
hero. I don’t think she wanted anyone to see her as a hero. I think she
wanted her students to see the heroes in themselves. Everything she
did was done in order to equip us for our ministries. She sought to
challenge us, to push us, and to love us in the best way, not necessar-
ily in the most comfortable way. She was a mobilizer: she mobilized
her students to follow God as disciples and as ministers. She empow-
ered her students to be the hands and feet of God in every aspect of
our lives. She was a hero and a hero-maker.

When I miss Dr. Foster, I remember her life. I remember her hero-
ism. At her funeral, we celebrated her life with Frederick Buechner’s
words: “When you remember me, it means that you have carried
something of who I am

with you, that T have left
some mark of who I am on She SOUghl’ to cha"e“ge

who you are. It means that

you can summon me back  yg to push us, and to love
to your mind even though

countless years and miles  ys in the best way, not
may stand between us.

It means that if we meet  necessarily in the most
again, you will know me.

It means that even after comfortable way.
[ die, you can still see my

face and hear my voice and
speak to me in your heart. For as long as you remember me, I am never
entirely lost.”>I will always remember how Dr. Foster taught me to see

TJCM  Vol. 4, No. 2 Fall 2006 19



Hero

greatness within myself. And as I continue to ponder her words, I find
she is teaching me still....

COURTNEY ANN LYONS

is a native of Arlington, TX, and will complete her M.Div. with a concen-
tration in theology in May 2007. She is currently the youth pastor at First
Baptist Church of Marlin, TX. After graduation, she plans to pursue doc-
toral studies in practical theology. She has trained as a competitive figure
skater for fifteen years. She is married to Victor Lyons, a Truett student
who also serves at First Baptist Church, Marlin. She may be contacted at
Courtney_Lyons@baylor.edu.

Notes

1. The “Boa Music” CD featured, among others, “Feelin’ Good” by Michael Buble,
“Overture / All That Jazz” from Chicago, “Que Sera, Sera” by Doris Day, “You
Make Me Feel So Young” by Frank Sinatra, “I Got Rhythm” by Ethel Merman,
“Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” by Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell, “Save the
Last Dance for Me” by Michael Buble, “Hero” by Mariah Carey, “Fever” by Peggy
Lee, “Mack the Knife” by Bobby Darin, and “Smile” by Barbara Streisand.

2. Frederick Buechner, Listening to Your Life: Daily Meditations with Frederick Buechner
(San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1992), 14.
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The Kenotic Trinity

Critical Paradigm for Missiology, Ecclesiology,
and Theology

CHRIS MOORE

Martin Luther asserted years ago
that only a theology of the cross
can serve as the basis for a truly
Christian theology. This article is
an attempt to sketch briefly what
the triune God, the mission of
God. and the church would look
like if the cross were stringently
applied to theological reflection.
It is the author’s belief that an
understanding of the triune God
as essentially kenotic love would
move the church out into a mission
of humble service and love that is
shaped by the everlasting life of
Jesus Christ.

IN WHAT NAME 1s THE MIssION of the church carried out? While an initial
answer may come quickly, the historical activities labeled “missions”
have often failed to be activities that can be rightfully associated with
the name of Jesus Christ. While numerous commendable tasks have
been undertaken in the name of Christ, they have often failed to be
carried out in the ethic of their Lord. In the name of Christ wars have
been waged, nations put to the sword, families ripped apart, conver-
sion forced upon the unwilling, physical and social ills ignored, and
minority groups have had their dignity denied and status stripped be-
cause they were different from the ruling class. In the name of Christ,
the proclaimers of faith have assaulted every culture except their own,
labeling them corrupted and pagan. In the name of Jesus, crusades
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have been launched by “God-fearing” believers to suppress “infidels.”
Aggression, force, and socio-political dominance arising from a Chris-
tendom! paradigm have marred the presence of Christ within the
church and its mission. In light of such a legacy, the question must
again be asked: In what name is the carrying out of mission to be
done?

De Deo Uno - The False God

The history of aggression, domination, and coercion in mission
stands in direct contradiction to the image of the crucified Christ.
What then is the source of this false history of oppression? The God
who hides behind the atrocities committed in the name of missions
is God per se, the lofty philosophical God of strict monotheism. The
unitarian God of philosophical monotheism is the absolute monarch
who reigns unquestioned above and opposed to the created order.
The nature of the divine One who remains forever apart from the cre-
ated order is, therefore, describable only in stark contrast to creation:
where creation is flawed, God is metaphysically and morally perfect;
where creation is limited by death, the One is eternal and immortal;
and where creation lives in the fluxes and pressures of history, the
eternal Monarch is immutable and impassable.? This God is God over
and against creation, against temporality, against change, and against
love. Strict philosophical monotheism demands a God imbued with
unassailable dignity and glory, One due abject fear and obedience.

The God constructed in this system is a deity whose dignity pre-
cludes the dignity of the other. There is no possibility for equality or
reciprocity with the only perfect being. Therefore, the One has only
subordinates. The divine dignity allows only a subordinate and infe-
rior Logos, and a subordinate king who rules a subordinate people. A
similar formulation of the relationship between divinity and politi-
cal power is testified to in the great empires of history. An unbending
hierarchy under-girded the sadistic Roman and National Socialist
worlds and was the foundation from which the Roman emperor and
German Flhrer claimed to be the image and embodiment of the uni-
versal monarch.? Historically, strict philosophical monotheism has not
only given support for the rule of totalitarian political regimes, but
also to the subordination of “lesser” family members, subordination of
the “lesser” members of the faithful community, and subordination of
the “backward” groups who are encountered in mission.* Unchecked
hierarchy leads inevitably to subordination and oppression.

To ensure the proper ordering of society, the proper construc-
tion of the high deity is needed. The person of the male king and
the societal understandings of the proper order are gathered and
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projected onto an idea called God, the divine One. This One is the
almighty king-become-“Father.” Thus constructed, the Father then
reciprocally validates the established system of authority. The faith-
ful male king is affirmed by this system as the closest approximation
of the imago Dei; then God’s male follower, as the image-bearer, is to
be obeyed as the divine One is obeyed. Once the divine hierarchy of
God>king>male>lesser beings is established, the social, political, and
religious domination of “inferior” humans (wives, women, children,
and those who adhere to divergent views of faith) has an ontological
and cosmological foundation.’ The universal hierarchy, which finds its
source in the king-become-divine-One, commands submission of the
divergent and relegates them to a life of abject servitude. This theol-
ogy of perfect glory in the name of maintaining sacred order eliminates
women from occupying a significant role in politics or faith, and chil-
dren become superfluous.

The entitlement and power that is engendered by being made in
the image of the apathetic Monarch has far reaching effects. In fact,
this divine seal of approval—the divine “Yes™—has often led to the as-
surance that the authority figures (clerics, politicians, fathers, etc.) can
promote this faith of the male dictator-become-God through evangeli-
cal violence. Those outside the divinely sanctioned order are treated
even worse than the lesser beings within the divine order and are op-
pressed, “converted” at the point of a sword, or simply murdered. The
faithful ~ conquerors  of

strict unitary monothe- . . .

ism then sharply segregate Christian monarchical
themselves from the aber-

rant conquered groups in ~ theology makes the same
the name of the “Father,” . .

who cannot bear for his Mistake of which Luther

image to be sullied or his . .
or;egr to be broken. There accused his scholastic
can be no mingling of the
righteous and unrigh-

teous, nor table fellowship glory that “calls evil gOOd

between the pure and im-

pure.® Domination and gnd gOOd evil.”
violence are often the out-

enemies: it is a theology of

working of the glory of the

dictator-become-God. This monarchical theology without doubt is
a theology of glory, but it attests to an anthropocentric view of glo-
ry which is retrogressed upon divinity. Glory, thusly defined, is then
declared to reside in the ruling classes and used to launch crusades

TJCM  Vol. 4, No. 2 Fall 2006 23



The Kenotic Trinity

against and marginalize the divergent, who dare to defy the structures
laid out by the king-become-God. This anthropocentric, kingly theol-
ogy lends itself strongly, and perhaps inevitably, to a hermeneutic of
oppression which only serves to bring its adherents back to the rul-
ing-class-become-God’s own definitions of glory, faith, and mission.

A Proposed Methodological Turn

Destruction, violence, and oppression in the name of the Abba of
Christ are unacceptable. The foundation for this false image of God
is a faulty methodology. It begins with philosophical and natural
theology and then reconfigures the Spirit, Son, and Father into pre-
conceived categories. Christian monarchical theology makes the same
mistake of which Luther accused his scholastic enemies: it is a theol-
ogy of glory that “calls evil good and good evil.”” It replaces theology
and Christ with Greek philosophy, metaphysics, and the projections
of its writer’s aspiration and dominating tendencies on the Godhead.
Monarchical theology is fostered and relied upon by the ruling class
philosophy and kingly theology that create a universal God per se, the
dictator deity who validates the establishment’s political, religious,
and social ordering. Only when society has been properly unified and
power firmly grasped by the human authorities does this theology be-
gin to broach the portions of the revealed God that meet preconceived
categories of glory. The

divine monarch, the dic-

No other I'heological tator-become-God who

is what the world is not,

methOdOIOQY than the one can only be totaliter aliter

(wholly other) and stand

that finds its genesis in in unmoved power above

and against all creation.

the passmnately SUfferlng As Karl Barth discovered
God in Jesus should be in his later attempts to

develop a distinctively

considered authentically Christian theology, any

discussion of God who is

Christian. only totaliter aliter, or ex-

ists solely as judge, fails

to reflect the revealed
God in Jesus Christ. The methodological foundation necessarily con-
structs nothing more than a distortion—a corrupt, power hungry idol
of a pagan deity.® De Deo Uno (The One God) is the speculative work
of strict philosophical monotheism, which serves to remind that the
One can have no equal. The One is always the isolated One, who can-
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not enter into trinitarian relationship, and who of necessity remains
forever aloof and domineering.® Without a true possibility of the One
having an equal, the Trinity must be reinterpreted along Sebellian or
Arian lines. Strict metaphysical unitarian doctrine therefore must ne-
glect or ignore the condescension of Christ crucified, the centerpiece
of Christian faith and theology.

A truly Christian theology and mission must deny the idol of hu-
man authority and look elsewhere for its source. Christian theology
cannot begin with God per se. It is forced to see the God who remains
forever totaliter aliter as an idol and turn to the living and true God re-
vealed in Christ Jesus. Christian theology must, therefore, begin where
the Godhead is revealed to humanity—with the crucified Christ.
Christian theology is necessarily a theology of the cross, an explica-
tion of glory found in suffering and self-emptying (kenosis). No other
theological methodology than the one that finds its genesis in the pas-
sionately suffering God in Jesus should be considered authentically
Christian. But what will be the form of theology, ecclesiology, and
missiology in light of the crucified God? And will the church let the
strange truth of a crucified Lord guide its living?

Christ - The Glory of God Revealed in
Passionate Suffering

Jesus affirms that no one knows God except as God is revealed to
him or her, by saying that no one “know|s] the Father except the Son,
and anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (Matt 11:27). John
Calvin affirms this principle, saying “that in seeking God, miserable
men do not rise above themselves as they should, but measure him
by the yardstick of their own carnal stupidity, and..fly off into empty
speculation.”® Humankind, as irretrievably sinful and broken, has no
ability of its own to construct a doctrine of God that does not amount
to the false king-become-God. Therefore, Christ is the only possible
starting point in the process of constructing a doctrine of God.

Christ does for humanity what it could not do of its own accord:
he exegetes the divine nature and lays bare the mystery of the trinitar-
ian nature of God for the sake of the redemption of humanity.! The
history of Jesus Christ is then necessarily the only foundation of a tru-
ly Christian theology, as Jesus alone is the “icon of the invisible God”
who dwells in unapproachable loftiness (Col 1:15). Any understanding
of God as an overriding power, a never-ceasing judge, or a divine dic-
tator fails simply because it does not begin with what can be known
most fully about God, the divine nature in the person of Jesus Christ.
Thus, any discussion of the Christian God necessarily begins with the
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multiplicity of divine “persons,”? with the Father and the Son, united
in other-oriented love.

When correctly constructed, the doctrine of the Trinity finds its
foundation in the delineation of the mystery of God as it is revealed in
the economy (oikonomia) of salvation, particularly in Jesus Christ and
the Abba that Christ proclaimed. The revelation of the Son and the Fa-
ther of the Son therefore deconstructs any strict hierarchical unitary
monotheism. Because God is only known in the oikonomia, it then is the
foundation and measure of any discussion of God.”> God ad intra cannot
be known or speculated

about, except as Jesus

The shape of Christ’s Christ has revealed di-
e e e vinity ad extra.

divinity reveals to both the The revelation of
. God in Christ is at its

faithful and the needful core the revelation of

world the true character

of divinity, a divinity that

crucified God of kenotic
condescension. Paul af-
firms this fact in his
appropriation of what is

contradicts rather than commonly believed to be

an early Christian hymn

upholds the corruptions of  in Philippians. Here he

asserts that Jesus, “who,

creation and society. though he was in the

form of God, did not re-

gard equality with God
as something to be exploited, but emptied [ckendsen| himself, taking
the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in
human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point
of death—even death on a cross” (2:6-8).5 For the sake of the coming
kingdom and alienated creation, Christ laid aside the divine preroga-
tive to sit in judgment and entered into the ebb and flow of history
and human life. The exact nature of Christ’s kenosis has been greatly
debated, with proposals ranging from simply a laying aside of divine
prestige, to laying aside particular attributes (omniscience, omnipo-
tence, etc.), to a total divestment of divinity. The kenosis may best be
understood within the framework of Christ’'s exemplary life. Jesus’
messianic work is not to be seen solely through lenses of atonement
for the corrupted creation, but also through the lenses of modeling
the messianic faith to all who would follow. His life pointed creation
back to the freedom of true life. Along these lines, kenosis functioned
to allow Jesus to depend fully on the movement of the Spirit in his life
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as he sought the desires of his Abba. Despite the lack of a definitive
statement of what Christ’s kenosis fully entailed, it can tentatively—
but accurately—be asserted that the traditional Greek metaphysical
categories do not find support in the divinity of Christ Jesus. Christ’s
divinity evidences a severe lack in the traditional Greek metaphysical
categories. The earthly Christ, in his inability to do deeds of power in
Nazareth due to a human lack of belief, demonstrates at least an eco-
nomical lack of classical omnipotence (Mark 6:1-6); in his failure to
know the date of his parousia fails to be omniscient (Mark 13:32); and
in his very embodiment destroys the Greek category of omnipresence.

The church has endeavored from early in its existence to mute or
ignore what it regarded as an unbecoming divinity in the life of Jesus
Christ. The contextual Neo-Platonic underpinnings of the early apolo-
gists and church fathers could not fully allow for the divine dignity to
be disgraced by the scandal of a kenotic and disgraced deity nailed to
a cross. Kenotic divinity destroys false images of despot-become-God
and the heretical ordering of society in which the poor exist for the
wealthy. The shape of Christ’s divinity reveals to both the faithful and
the needful world the true character of divinity, a divinity that con-
tradicts rather than upholds the corruptions of creation and society.
Despite every attempt to reinterpret Christ and Christ’s divinity along
more authoritarian philosophical lines, there remains within the very
divine nature of the Logos a kenotic element which seeks the good of the
other above its own privilege. This kenotic element finds its telos in the
crucifixion.

The divine Son’s kenosis was an intentional act for the purpose of
incarnating the eschatological kingdom of God in the midst of a sinful
and corrupt creation (Matt 6:10).° Jesus was “sent” (John 3:34; 4:34)
and willingly “came” (Matt 5:17) to proclaim and manifest the king-
dom of his Abba. With the proclamation of the in-breaking kingdom,
Jesus began his earthly ministry, declaring, “The time is fulfilled, and
the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good
news” (Mark 1:15). The incarnation and proclamation of the kingdom
that frees bound creation were not peripheral to Jesus’ ministry, but
its very center. In the words and deeds of the carpenter from Nazareth,
God was shattering the corrupted order and offering enslaved human-
ity freedom. Catherine Mowry LaCugna asserts that Jesus “not only
announces God’s rule, he himself lives it, embodies it, and therefore
is the criterion for the conclusions we draw about the rule of God’s
life.m1

The embodied eschatological kingdom, then, should be viewed
as the realm where God’s rule is realized as a prolepsis of the coming
consummation breaking into history. In this prolepsis sins are forgiven,
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reconciliation is offered, the poor are raised up, and life is freely and
authentically lived. Thus, the reign of the Abba of Christ Jesus serves
as the criterion of theological, political, and social judgment against
the oppressive kingdoms of the king-become-God. The kingdom of Je-
sus’ Abba is marked in every way by the love of Christ for the Father.
The kingdom is thus

the kingdom of freedom

Jesus on the crosslithe and overwhelming love

which seeks the inclu-

crucified God, the self- sion of all people (2 Pet
. 3:9;1Tim 2:4).

emptying Sonllputs an end The love of the di-

vine Persons creates a

to any theology claiming kingdom that, as Paul

to be Christian that does
not have at its core the

Jesus who is passionately

declares, destroys the
dividing walls between
Jew and Gentile, male
and female, slave and
free, poor and wealthy
(Gal 3:28). In the king-

for the other, even to the dom of Jesus’ Abba,

estranged humanity is

po int of death. offered peace/reconcili-

ation with God (John

I12-13) and humanity
(Matt 5:9; 5:21-25; 5:43-48), women are moved from the periphery of
society to the status of disciple (Luke 10:39),'® sinners and tax col-
lectors are identified with and accepted at table fellowship, and the
physically and spiritually oppressed are liberated. In Jesus’ words,
deeds, and desires, it becomes painfully obvious that the kingdom of
the God-become-human stands in sharp contrast to the kingdom of
the solitary despot-become-God."” Preferential treatment for the social
elite, dehumanizing social structures, and promotion of the self drive
the empires of the world, but to these idols Jesus offers the divine
“No.” These false social, theological, and political idols are then con-
tradicted by Jesus’ other-oriented love for the outcast, acceptance and
renewal of sinners, and laying aside of his own royal status for those
who are bereft of love and status.

Nowhere are the royal kenosis and the shape of the kingdom of
Christ and his Abba more clearly demarcated from the shape of world-
ly kingdoms than in Christ’s willingness to suffer humiliation and
crucifixion as a political criminal. Jesus’ death as a political revolution-
ary is attested to in each of the gospel passion accounts with the sign
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declaring him “Jesus of Nazareth, the king of the Jews” nailed above
his head (Matt 27:37; Mark 15:25; Luke 23:38; John 14:19). The shape of
the kingdom and Jesus’ passion for the desires of his Abba, expressed
in his fellowship with the poor and the outcast, grated against the
Jewish authorities’ sensibilities and the Roman ruler’s authority.”® The
unmoved Roman God and his ordained ruling class could not allow
Jesus to invert its value systems. Jesus’ kingdom freed humanity, of-
fered equality, prompted self-sacrifice from those in power, and called
into question the establishment’s very existence, which then cruci-
fied the man of peace in the name of Roman peace. On the cross the
Son identified and suffered with and for all of creation, which cries
out of bondage for release and redemption (Rom 8:21-23). Jesus’ cries
from the cross are the cries of the oppressed, the poor, and those cut
off from the Abba: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Ps
22:1; Mark 15:34). Christ finished his kenotic ministry with the ultimate
self-denial: he suffered and died to complete the messianic ministry of
reconciling all of creation to his Abba (Eph 1:10).

Jesus both gave himself up to and was delivered up by his Abba for
the sake of humanity and the entirety of the cosmos. The crucifixion of
the Son and his experience of Godforsakenness on the cross bring the
experiences of suffering, rejection, and death within the experience of
divinity. Jesus’ cries of abandonment from the cross and desolation in
the grave open his other-oriented Lordship and his fellowship with his
Abba to all humanity who suffer under the burden of sin and death.
Those who respond to the invitation are not accepted as inferiors, but
instead as brothers and sisters of the kenotic Lord Jesus (Mark 3:34-
35) and as daughters and sons of his Abba.?! Jesus on the cross—the
crucified God, the self-emptying Son —puts an end to any theology
claiming to be Christian that does not have at its core the Jesus who
is passionately for the other, even to the point of death.”? The cruci-
fied Jesus, the disgraced God-become-human, is the end of all divine
support for violent and oppressive systems and an end to any under-
standing of a God of compulsion.

The Father of the Son - The Passion-
ate God

Christ’s Abba is revealed in the history of the passionately suffer-
ing Son as the passionately suffering God. The Son is the revealer of
his Abba, and the revelation of the Son as such necessitates the Father.
Fatherhood is by nature a relational term; however, this relationship
can only be applied to the Son.?* There are two errors that can be made
in regard to the fatherhood of God. The first is to think of the Father
as a solitary monad, the general Father of creation, of which the Son
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is the highest manifestation. This runs the risk of ascribing to the Fa-
ther a solitary and corrupt concept of “maleness” and creating an idol
that legitimates the over-lordship of males-become-Gods over all cre-
ation, and it forces a reinterpretation of Christ along Arian lines.?* The
other mistake is to project upon the Father an anthropomorphic view

of the monarchical pater-

In the Son’s passion for the

sake of others, the Father

familias. The result of this
mistake is viewing the
divine essence manifest
solely in over-lordship,
which condones oppres-

iS revealed as the GOd sion and suppression of

who suffers in the suffering socicty.

the “lesser” members of

The Father is not

of others. the Father of creation.

Accordingly, there is no

natural theology that
testifies to the Father of the Son. However, the oikonomia reveals the
Father as the Father of the Son. The Father is the invisible God of
whom Jesus in his embodiment, and proclamation of the kingdom of
freedom is the icon. The person and mission of Christ reveals a Father
who is the merciful, loving, and forgiving God who rejoices when the
prodigal returns home.? If Christ is the image of the Father, then the
Father cannot be conceived of in terms of a wrathful monarch who
must be appeased and who therefore punished the innocent Christ to
his divine delight. Jesus reveals that the Father loves the Son and the
Son returns that love. The fundamental relationship between Father
and Son is one of self-giving love (1 John 4:16).

The divine kenotic love moves the Father to send the Son only to
suffer his loss and moves the Son to come willingly to suffer and die
“for us” (Rom 5:8). In the Son’s passion for the sake of others, the Fa-
ther is revealed as the God who suffers in the suffering of others. The
Father suffers in the giving up of the Son, in the suffering and death of
the Beloved, and for the beloved creation. The passion of the Son is the
image of the suffering of the invisible Father on behalf of creation. The
atonement is thus a trinitarian event. It involves not only the suffering
of the Son to reconcile lost humanity, but also the Father’s divestment
of divine apatheia so as to be reconciled to redeemed creation. The suf-
fering of the Father and the Son stretches and opens the very center
of divine love up to those suffering as “Godforsaken” at the margins of
society. If the Father did not suffer along with the Son, the opening of
the divine fellowship to the other could not be effected, and the Father
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would remain forever apart from the world.?® As no strong distinctions
can be established between Father and Son, the life of Christ reveals a
kenotic Father whose glory is found in passionate suffering for a rebel-
lious creation. The Father, too, removed the royal accoutrements and
underwent kenosis for the sake of a rebellious creation and in order to
usher in the eschatological kingdom of freedom.

The Father is eternally the Father of the Son, thus God is eter-
nally relational. The Father is the Father only to the Son (and by
extension to those in Christ), the Son is the Son only to the Father,
and they operate eternally in the divine love. The kingdom of God that
Jesus proclaimed is, therefore, not the divine monarchy of the single
and domineering God, but one established in loving equality. The fu-
ture kingdom of the Father and the Son is marked by a willingness to
lay aside dignity for the sake of a broken creation. The kingdom being
brought about by the Father and the Son is a kingdom of reciprocity
between the two as they suffer in divine unity for the oppressed.?

The economic outworking of the Trinity reveals the Father and
the Son equally as God, without differentiation of status within the
Godhead (John 1:1-4, 14; Phil 2:6). The church fathers, in their strug-
gles against the Sabellians and Arians, asserted what divinity meant
in Christian terms by declaring the divine equality as an equality ris-
ing from the single ousia (essence). The Father’s begetting of the Son
out of the single divine ousia immediately establishes equality within
the Godhead. The eternal mutuality within the Godhead thus denies
the world an ontological foundation for enacting its oppression of the
masses and its violence.” Even if the Neo-Platonic metaphysical foun-
dation of ousia is to be rejected, the key insight that the divine Persons
are eternally equal Per-

sons is to be retained. The
Father is not the divine The future kingdom Of

male monarch who rules

in over-lordship above the Father and the Son is

the subordinate Son and

the world, but is always  marked by a willingness
eternally the self-giving

co-ruler of the universe. to lay aside dignity for the
Despite the wuse of .

the masculine “Father” sake of a broken creation.

the God revealed as Abba

transcends the categories

of human gender. In fact, as the Council of Toledo declared in 675 c.E.,
the Father is, in the begetting of the Son, the maternal Father who
bears the Son in the divine womb. The divine Lordship should, there-
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fore, not be understood as an overriding monarchy, but instead as the
eternal communion of maternal Father with the servant Son and the
servant Son with the maternal Father.?® John Polkinghorne accurately
affirms that the Father should not be described using terms of domi-
nation, stating that the “God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ...can
never be the Creator of a divine puppet theater.”® He prefers to speak
of the engendering Father who offers humanity true opportunity and
true freedom. The communion of the divine Persons is one of open and
kenotic love that offers itself in the divine sending/going of the Son to
proclaim the kingdom in word, deed, and suffering. In its openness to
the world, the breadth of the divine other-oriented love allows for fall-
en creation to return from death to life and to its rightful place within
the divine love. The Father, like the Son, lives not primarily for the
assertion of an anthropomorphic glory, but for the good of the other,
even to the detriment of the divine “dignity.” God’s glory is revealed in
suffering, and the wisdom of the world is shamed by suffering love (1
Cor 1:20-22). “God is love,” and in this love, the Father of the Son and
the Son of the Father move toward creation, bearing the eschatological
newness.

The Spirit of Freedom - The One who
Groans for Renewal

The Spirit is revealed as the creative Spirit of life. The Spirit pri-
mordially was present and active as creation was crafted (Gen 1:2), at
the initiation of human life (Gen 2:7), in the empowering of political/
military leaders (Judg 3:10; 6:34), and as the one who inspired pro-
phetic utterance (Ezek 2:2; 3:12; Mic 3:8). The Spirit’s full outpouring
was also seen in ancient Israel as the sign of the fulfillment of its es-
chatological and apocalyptic hopes of restoration and the culmination
of God's final reign (Joel 2:29). For this reason, the Spirit is accurately
depicted from the beginning of the biblical narrative as the creative
Spirit who creates true, overflowing, and empowered life.>! The same
Spirit marks the entire ministry of Jesus. The Spirit was active in the
Son’s conception (Matt 1:18; Luke 1:35), descended on Christ at his
baptism (Matt 3:13; Mark 1:9; Luke 3:21), led Jesus into the wilder-
ness and sustained him during temptation (Matt 4:1; Mark 1:9; Luke
4:1), and continued to empower Jesus’ healing and exorcising ministry
(Matt 12:28). Christ’s ministry bore the stamp of the creative and life-
giving Spirit, as his presence engendered new and true life (John 5:40;
6:33;10:10).

The Spirit also bears the stamp of Jesus. In fact the Spirit can
rightfully be called the Spirit of Christ (Acts 16:7; Phil 1:19). The Spirit,
like the Son, stands eternally in relationship to the Father and evi-
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dences in the Pentecost outpouring that she* is indeed the Person and
power that leads, as Christ did and does, all creation towards its es-
chatological fulfillment in the freedom of the coming kingdom (Acts
2:1-36). This final eschatological kingdom is brought about by the con-
tinual working of the Spirit of God in the fluctuations of history.** The
Spirit, in creating new and true life, allows through divine energies the
renewal of humanity by tearing down the dividing walls between dif-
ferent groups and creating a single people who “in Christ” are neither
male nor female, Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, rich nor poor, superior
nor subordinate. The Spirit creates communities that in their equality,
freedom, and self-giving anticipate the shape of the coming eschato-
logical kingdom of God. Thus, we are told that “where the Spirit of the
Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor 3:8), and all those who participate in
Christ via the call of the

Spirit are here and now

beginning to be remade

into the newness of the es-

chatological creation. the Spirit of Christ exists in
The Spirit is the pow-

er of the Son's ministrybut ~ the midst of the groanings
should not be confused

with an impersonal force. Of a broken world and
The Spirit is primarily, but .

not always, spoken of in  groans alongsu:le of and
personal terms. The per- | .

sonal nature of the Spiritis 1N that which |ongs for

shown in the fact that the R
Spirit can be blasphemed Complefe redemphon-

against (Matt 12:31), lied

As Christ suffered his cross,

to (Acts 5:3), and grieved

(Eph 4:30). The Spirit teaches (Luke 12:12) and functions as advocate
for the forsaken (John 14:26). Speaking of the Spirit as simply a power
or in sub-human names like the “bond of love” fails to communicate
the full personhood of the Spirit.>*

The early formulation of orthodoxy found in the Nicene-Constan-
tinople Creed affirms that the Spirit is not a type of power emanating
from the Godhead, but “the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from
the Father [and the Son]; who with the Father and the Son together
is worshipped and glorified.” Despite the lack of absolutely personal
names for the Spirit, to speak of it in less than personal terms is to run
the risk of reducing its equal status with the Father and Son and of
falling into anti-Nicene heresy. The Spirit is the personal Lord, who
is to be worshipped as co-equal to Father and Son. The personhood
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of the fully personal Spirit may be best understood in feminine terms.
The feminine gender of the Hebrew (ruah) and the Greek (pnuema)
words for Spirit, and the Spirit’s consistent portrayal in traditionally
feminine images like comforter and advocate also lends support to
viewing the Spirit as feminine. The Spirit’s “birthing” of the eschato-
logical communities of equality also points to a feminine tendency in
the Spirit. However, the Spirit, like the Father and the Son, transcends
human gender distinctions.*

It would be a mistake to view the Father or the Son as pure un-
adulterated power, and it would be a mistake to treat the Spirit in a
like manner. The Spirit is as personal and self-abasing as the Father
and the Son are, and like the other two divine Persons, suffers as the
passionate God. The Holy Spirit also bears the mark of Christ in her
suffering for the sake of fallen creation. As Christ suffered his cross,
the Spirit of Christ exists in the midst of the groanings of a broken
world and groans alongside of and in that which longs for complete
redemption. In fact, there would be no redemption for the estranged
and corrupted creation without the passionate entering of the Spirit
into the world so as to open the divine community of love to humanity
and all of the cosmos.* In the Spirit’s outpouring and indwelling, she
opens the divine relationship to creation. The Spirit and those she ex-
ists “in” are moved toward and into suffering creation. By indwelling a
corrupted creation, the saved, and the marginal, the Spirit pulls all of
creation back to its original freedom before God.” The Spirit, too, is
kenotic at her very core.

The Triune God - Three and One

Constructing the doctrine of the Trinity begins not with meta-
physical speculation but ultimately with the divine mystery as it
has been revealed in the divine oikonomia, in the person of the kenotic
Christ, the Father of the Son, and the grieved Holy Spirit. The broad-
er Christian tradition has always affirmed that the Father is God,
the Son is God, and the Spirit, too, is God. It is to the God thrice re-
vealed as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who are equally divine, that
Christian theology must turn to configure the trinitarian nature.
Christian theology does not have initial recourse to abstract Greek
or absolutist metaphysics, but only in a secondary manner to assist
in the understanding of the God whose glory is revealed on a cross.’®
God is Trinity, therefore, as three divine Persons who exist eternally in
relationship, one to another, and each for the other. The task for trini-
tarian theology is to delineate how the three revealed Persons are one,
but not how the solitary One is three.

The beginning of the answer is found in the revelation of the divine
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Persons being “in” and “of” one another. Jesus claims on three separate
occasions that “T am in the Father, and the Father is in me” (John 10:38;
14:10, 11). In a similar fashion, the Spirit is “of” the Father (Matt 10:20),
and the Spirit is “of” Jesus (Acts 16:7; Phil 1:19). The Spirit in turn fills
Jesus and guides his ministry. The divine closeness is also manifest in
the sending formulas throughout the Christian Scriptures. The Father
sent the Son (John 6:57), the Father sends the Spirit of his Son (Gal
4:6), Jesus participates in the sending of the Spirit, but only in so far as
Jesus is “in” the Father (John 15:26; 16:7), and the Spirit of the Father
is responsible for the sending and incarnation of the Son (Matt 1:18;
Luke 1:35).

To establish the distinct but equal nature of each of the three Per-
sons, the doctrine of perichoresis (mutual indwelling) was proposed by
John Damascene in the eighth century. The term perichoresis is often
traced back to an ancient circular dance, and it refers to the eternal
and reciprocal interplay of self-giving for the sake of the other within
the Godhead. The image is
one of three Persons of the

Trinity existing eternally Father Son and S piri }
in a triune dance of love. ! !

Thus the Father givesallof  axjst fU"Y for and in one
what the Father has and is

to the Son and the Spirit,  another, so that one cannot
except “Fatherhood”; the
Son gives all that the Son  be conceived of correctly
has and is, except “Son- .
ship” to the Spirit and Without reference to the
the Father; and the Spirit . .
gives all of what the spiric ~ Other divine Persons.
has and is, except “Spirita-
tion,” to the Son and the
Father.> They exist fully for and in one another, so that one cannot be
conceived of correctly without reference to the other divine Persons.
Therefore, the language of the Father begetting the Son and the
Father breathing out the Spirit serve not to portray a hierarchy in the
Trinity, but to show the eternal dynamism within the Godhead in
which each Person lives self-sacrificially in, unto, and for the others.
That which connects the three Persons is then not a Platonic ousia, but
mutual kenotic love. Perichoresis establishes how the three revealed Per-
sons are one God.*® The Spirit, Son, and Father are the depth of true
koinonia, true communion, and as such they interpenetrate each other
in love.# Thus by nature, “God is love” of the other and not the great
divine egotist (1 John 4:26). The Trinity, unlike the societies of the
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world which are united by power and the suppression of diversity, is
united amidst the divine diversity by kenotic love. Triunity arises from
this kenotic love which also moves God toward creation in the missio
Dei. The divine mission begins with the creation and will not cease un-
til the final eschatological kingdom of freedom has come.

The Missionary God - The Paradigm
for Church and Mission

The missio Dei, the divine mission, stems from the perichoretic and
kenotic nature of trinitarian love. This mission began to work itself out
in the original act of creation. The reciprocal kenotic love between the
Persons of the Godhead provides within the divine nature a legitimate
other. The eternal presence of Father, Son, and Spirit in love provides
a relational self-sufficiency within the Godhead and eliminates any
need for a co-eternal creation, as per process theology. The trinitar-
ian nature is therefore ultimately free for the good and creates without
compulsion as an act of overflowing divine love.*?

While creation is

an act of intense pow-

Only when God hqs er, it is also an extreme

act of self-limitation, of

withdrawn the divine kenosis. The omnipres-

ent God, when creating,

omnipresence and created  must withdraw to allow

room for a creation that

does the divine love once is not God and give that

creation the dignity of

again overflow back freedom, or else be the

ultimate cause of sin and

into the created order evil# Only when God

to work out the divine

has withdrawn the di-
vine omnipresence and

omnipresence in a new created does the divine

love once again overflow

manner. back into the created

order to work out the

divine omnipresence in a
new manner.* Understood in this way, God is essentially love, desires
love, and thus acts in love. Providence is thus interpreted to be God
initiating, sustaining, and lovingly guiding creation to a point at which
it can truly respond in the freedom of love. To this extent, creation is
independent, not for the sake of freedom, but again because God, as
the one who is ultimately free for the good, desires the free return of
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love, which God alone makes possible. Indeed, it is free humanity that
can by God’s grace respond to God’s love and is thus the bearer of the
image of the God who is eternally love (Gen 1:26). The triune God out
of self-abasing love creates a free world that is allowed, to a great de-
gree, “to make itself.”* To allow creation truly to return the divine
love requires a kenosis within the Godhead of the divine prerogative to
overrule creaturely choices arbitrarily.

Reciprocal love between humanity and God also entails the chance
that the created could turn away from the love of the Creator. There-
fore, the Creator, in fashioning a creation that can turn away, empties
the divine possibility of remaining eternally apathetic to the fluxes of
time and the cries of the oppressed. Creation was and is a self-limit-
ing and suffering for Father, Son, and Spirit. The other-oriented,
triune God does not stand aloof from fallen creation but enters into
the corrupted creation to contradict its brokenness in the incarnation,
Pentecost, and the Spirit’s continual activity. The divine pathos has al-
ways been visible in God’s regret over rebellious creation and the need
to respond with punitive decisions (Gen 6:6, 7; Jer 42:10; 1 Sam 15:11; 1
Cor 21:15). The pathos of God is perhaps more definitely demonstrat-
ed in Yahweh’s willingness to enter into covenant with a people who
continually disgrace the dignum Dei and carry the divine name into the
disgrace of exile.

However, the single strongest piece of evidence for the passionate
nature of the triune God is the Passion of Christ. The Passion accounts
portray a Son who both was sent and willingly came to creation to
proclaim the kingdom of his Abba, the kingdom that frees enslaved
humanity for the good by suffering humiliation and death. The revela-
tion of Jesus as the focal point of the kingdom’s coming is the tangible
actualization of the missio in history.*¢ In Jesus’ passionate condescen-
sion to humanity, to our suffering and brokenness, the tri-personal
God in a tangible way opens the divine love to rebellious humanity in
order to effect the reconciliation of the created order and salvation to
humanity trapped in the throes of sin and death. In Jesus, God moves
out of God into humanity, and through perichoresis, all three Persons
suffer for the sake of humanity.

The atoning suffering and death, however, are only part of the
divine kenosis that seeks to liberate humanity and creation from ev-
erything that oppresses and degrades. In the Son’s countercultural
identification and table fellowship with sinners, tax-collectors, lepers,
the ill, the demon-possessed, and even the Pharisees, Jesus shows the
Godhead’s championing of all humanity, and in so doing, establishes
the kingdom of equality, reciprocity, and freedom for love.#” By open-
ing the divine and liberating love to sinners, outcasts, and even those
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in power provided they willingly repent of their worldly rule, the
Father, Son, and Spirit begin to call into existence the hoped-for es-
chatological new heaven and earth. Jesus’ life and passion move all of
creation toward that end (Eph 1:10), as well as open up via the Spirit
the eschatological kingdom and community of freedom where all life
is conformed to the other-oriented kenotic presence of Father, Son, and
Spirit.*8

The Church in the Trinity - the First
Fruits of the Eschatological Newness

The outworking of the missio Dei is the eschatological first fruits of
the coming kingdom of freedom, the corporate body of the church. The
Spirit takes rebellious humanity, awakens it by grace, and renews the
God-given ability of response. Those who submit to the call of God’s
prevenient grace and then become established within the reciprocat-
ing divine love become disciples of the crucified Christ and children of
his Abba. The Spirit then begins to transform the disciples of Christ by
the divine energies into participants in and signs of the divine self-sac-
rificing community. Those who are re-made “in our image,” the image
of the kenotic other-oriented Trinity, are taken directly into the divine
love and mission. The church is not an entity unto itself, nor does it
have its own mission; rather, it is an outworking of and continuing
participant in the missio Dei. The root cause of the great failures of the
church is its refusal to recognize the nature of the glory of the triune
God and what the church is as it participates in the Trinity.*°

The church is composed of those who are in the Trinity, who
participate in the divine love and energies. The Trinity thus sets the
shape, establishes the character, and provides the mission of the
church. The Trinity not only provides the eschatological pattern of
which the church’s life is to be a prolepsis, but it also serves as a critical
apparatus for the rebuke of false life, false mission, and false doctrine.
The self-sacrificing Trinity thus discredits the promotion of the Chris-
tian imperium and the corresponding denial of the intrinsic worth of
the adherents of other religions, as well as the demotion of the value
of women and children in participating fully in the divine mission.>
The church is the authentic foretaste of something tangible, something
real, but exists primarily as a prolepsis of the shape of the coming king-
dom. By the love of Christ and in the power of the Spirit, the church
exists to point beyond its historically limited and provisional condi-
tion to the fulfilled eschatological community of the triune God. The
church is the first fruits of the kenotic kingdom that desires all human
beings to come to salvation in the crucified Son and to realize their
status as beloved before the God who has suffered for them. This
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kingdom cannot allow any ideology or hermeneutic that discredits or
dissuades from the realness of the coming kingdom of the God who is
eternally peace, harmony, equality, and other-orientation.

The disciples’ place in Christ, via the power of the Spirit, takes
believers into the center of the divine love. They are established as
participants in the divine love that suffers for the world and are ac-
cordingly, by the Spirit, “transformed into the same image from one
degree of glory to another” (2 Cor 3:18). There is no participation in
Christ, or in the Godhead, that does not take the participant direct-
ly into the missio Dei. The church is only the body of Christ as it lives
unto the kenotic lordship of Christ. The lordship of Christ, however, is
not the lordship of the kingdoms of this world. Christ does not “lord
it over” (Luke 22:25) his disciples, but rules from the midst of the an-
ticipated kingdom as the
firstborn brother of many
sisters and brothers (Rom
8:29). Christ rules the

church from its midst as ynto jtself, nor does it have
the kenotic servant, thereby

setting the image of leader- ifS own mission; ral'her, it
ship and lifestyle to which

the Spirit is conforming  js an outworking of and
the adopted children of

the kingdom. Made up of  continuing participant in
those who are being con- .. .

formed to the image of the missio Dei.

Christ, the church exists

as a servant of the first-

born and the world to proclaim and participate in the same holistic
liberation that includes both salvation and suffering for the oppressed
by sin and society.

As the church is constituted in Christ and inside the trinitarian
love, it has as its image the kenotic and perichoretic unity amidst diver-
sity and loving passion for the other as its end. The church of today’s
world must seek to anticipate the future perichoresis in its member’s
love for one another and carrying of one another’s weakness and pain.
The church’s koinonia, which is still ontologically future, will be the
fulfillment of Jesus’ high priestly prayer—*“that they may all be one.
As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us”
(John 17:21)—and the promise in Revelation that the renewed cre-
ation and the gathered people of God would be the very place where
the transcendent God is fully immanent (21:1-4). In the consummated
kingdom the redeemed will be at one with each other, with the re-

The church is not an entity
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newed cosmos, and with the trinitarian God, as the Father, the Son,
and the Spirit are one.!

In its limited historical setting the church exists, not for its own
glory, but kenotically to point away from itself to the coming kingdom.
This is the reality of which the church is the prolepsis, a tangible com-
munity that is still in the process of becoming what it will be in the
end. The equality inherent in the kingdom is why Christ could, con-
trary to his cultural milieu, have female disciples, why Acts places
Priscilla prior to her husband Aquilla (Acts 18:18, 26), and why the
Pauline corpus can speak of Phoebe as a deacon (Rom 16:1), Junia as
an apostle (Rom 16:7), and can list Euodia and Syntyche as Paul’s co-
workers (Phil 4:2-3). The equality of the members of the church before
their kenotic Christ, the indwelling Spirit, and the coming reign of the
Father in the kingdom of freedom is also evident in the dismantling of
the importance of racial, gender, and socio-political distinctions (Col
3:11). The church is to continue to anticipate in its individual action
and corporate life this redemptive line of living as the kingdom contin-
ues to come.

The redeemed community is to live as a true prolepsis of the still-
future kingdom and is called to lay aside its own privilege and prestige
and live for the up-building of and service to those who cry out to God
for salvation and freedom. The church must again realize that in its
corporate life it is the foretaste of something tangible and lay aside any
hermeneutic that seeks to claim priority and dominance for any group,
be it composed of priest or prophet, male or female, either within or
without the koinonia. When the church accepts its nature, it, like the
Trinity, is unity in diversity without place of preference or place of
power for any one group. Once the church remembers its trinitarian
nature it is freed from false polity and missiology and can exist as an
alternate polis, a community that runs contrary to the established king-
doms of the king-become-God. It seeks to anticipate as a foretaste the
self-sacrificial eschatological community of perichoresis.>

As the church empties itself of its members’ own cultural, political,
economic, and gender preferences in favor of Christ’s work, it turns in
self-abasing love towards the other and proclaims the salvation and
liberation available in Christ through the Spirit. The church offers an
invitation into the divine community and, in so doing, serves as a place
of refuge from a world that strips individuals of dignity, enforces strict
conformity, and opposes the divergent. Salvation is a restoration of the
communal divine image of self-offering love.>

However, the activities of Christ, culminating in the cross, are the
revealed center of the passionate suffering heart of God. Christ’s heal-
ing, serving, exorcizing activities mandate that the church focus on
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more than simply the salvation of souls. Jesus’ life and death not only
saved individual souls but began the process of liberation of human-
ity and cosmic reconciliation: “He [the Father] set forth in Christ, as
a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in
heaven and things on earth” (Eph 1:9-10). The universal scope of rec-
onciliation is expressed in the eschatologically renewed heaven and
earth (Rev 21:1) and in the desire of God for the body of Christ to par-
ticipate in the liberation of and identification with the poor and the

oppressed.>* Christ’s min-
istry, and therefore the
entire working of the tri-
une God, is marked with a
deep and abiding concern
for the welfare of the poor,
the oppressed, the orphan,
and the widow. There-
fore, the church is only
the church in so far as it
proclaims and manifests
eternal liberation in Christ
to all those in need.

The church, via the
love and energies of the
Spirit, takes up the mantle
of Christ and champions
the needs of the outcast
throughout the world,
but without access to
domineering politics or
force. To resort to force or
domineering politics is to
fail to empty the natural
prerogatives and instead
work from within the
kingdom of the universal
One, the dictator-become-

The church is only the
church in so far as it
proclaims and manifests
eternal liberation in Christ
to all those in need. The
church, via the love and
energies of the Spirit, takes
up the mantle of Christ and
champions the needs of
the outcast throughout the
world, but without access
to domineering politics or

force.

God. This is the height to which the church rises as it is established in
the love of the Son for the Father by the Spirit. However, the people of
God are a people in the process of being redeemed; the eschatological
reality of the church’s identity is not always lived out in believers’ life
together. In the church’s failure, the Trinity serves not as a model but
as a critique, begging its people to return to the aims and methods of

the kingdom of freedom.>
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The tri-personal God exists eternally as a kenotic community
whose glory is found not in unmoved splendor, but in suffering in
order to bring that which is other than God into the divine life. The
missio Dei arises from the divine kenosis. It is to this self-abasing life
that the church is called, and it is for this purpose that it was created.
No mission can accurately be deemed Christian that does not find its
basis in the passion of the trinitarian God. Christian missiology, eccle-
siology, and theology must see in the face of the crucified Christ, the
heart of the triune God and the call to participation in the kenotic imago
Dei. The Trinity serves to challenge, rebuke, and deconstruct the king-
doms of the world that serve gods whose natures not only support but
demand oppression and conformity. The kenotic triune life is the para-
digm for all true missiology, ecclesiology, and theology.
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“The Kenotic Trinity”
... So What?

Questions for Consideration:

L

Moore asserts that right theology breeds right mission.
As Jesus was sent into the world, so are we sent (John
20:21). What is your church’s theology of the sending of
Christ into the world?

“The exact nature of Christ’s kenosis has been greatly
debated...” (26). What do you understand Christ to have
given up in coming to earth? How does this affect the way
you do mission?

What will a commitment to self-emptying based on the
kenotic nature and action of God look like in your church?
In what contexts is your congregation being called to
suffer in order to love the world God so loves?

How will your church point away from itself and rather
to the coming kingdom?

Does your church practice racial, gender, and socio-
political equality among its members? To what degree is
there still separation in the value of a particular voice?

How can you be an advocate in your congregation for the
voice of the oppressed?

Prepared by Brett Gibson
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May God Be Mercitul

Understanding the Fate of the Unevangelized

JASON HENTSCHEL

Is the damnation of multitudes of
unevangelized people compatible
with the all-loving, sovereign

God as depicted in the Bible?
How should Christians read a
book that appears to speak out
of both sides of its mouth on this
topic. and then never directly?
Are there other options besides
the extremeslthat either all
unevangelized are damned or dll
peoples are universally saved?
These questions stand at the heart
of the Christian mission.

ON THE TWENTY-FIRST OF NOVEMBER 1964, Pope John Paul VI issued forth
Lumen Gentium, a dogmatic constitution expressing certain essential
and peripheral beliefs of the Roman Catholic Church. Within Lumen
Gentium, Vatican II makes a particular declaration concerning the ac-
cessibility of salvation for all humankind that, if it did not facilitate
the promulgation of inclusivist soteriology, certainly foreshadowed
the attractiveness and acceptance of such ideas within both Ca-
tholicism and Protestantism. Certain significant remarks within this
statement warrant attention:

Those also can attain to salvation who through no fault of
their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or His Church,
yet sincerely seek God and moved by grace strive by their
deeds to do His will as it is known to them through the dic-
tates of conscience. Nor does Divine Providence deny the
helps necessary for salvation to those who, without blame
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on their part, have not yet arrived at an explicit knowledge
of God and with His grace strive to live a good life.!

Vatican II does not promote pluralistic universalism here but
instead seeks to weigh two foundational, though apparently paradoxi-
cal, biblical themes—God’s sovereign, universal love for all humankind
and the particularity of salvation through Christ alone. Alister Mc-
Grath articulates the problem well when he says that a “responsible
Christian theology must be able to accommodate itself within the
creative tension that results from the simultaneous New Testament
affirmation of the partic-

Does God’s general

ularity of the person and
work of Christ and the
universality of the scope

revelation provide only of his mission.”

The meeting of Vati-

illumination of a person’s can Il in the mid-1960s

did not begin this ar-

corrupt and immoral state,  gument, though it may

have initiated a new

or is general revelation in series of dialogues that

have characterized the

itself salvific? last fifty years of a de-

bate that has stretched

for nearly two millennia.
Church history has evidenced many times the virtual impossibility of
any consensus on numerous theological topics such as the Trinity, the
sacraments, and the incarnation, to name a slight few. The doctrine of
the fate of the unevangelized is no exception here, and for good reason.
As is common with many issues within systematic theology, the Bible
does not speak in a direct manner to this topic. Yet, such “silence” does
not deem this soteriological question unanswerable, or worse, unnec-
essary. On the contrary, the “question of the saving potential of other
faiths is anything but an academic exercise. It is the central existen-
tial question concerning the Christian vocation....”> Who, then, can be
saved? Is the damnation of multitudes of unevangelized peoples who
never had a chance to hear the gospel compatible with the all-loving,
sovereign God as depicted in the Bible? How should Christians read a
faith- and mission-shaping book when it appears to speak out of both
sides of its mouth on this topic, and even then never directly? Are there
other options besides the extremes—that either all unevangelized are
damned or all peoples are universally saved? These questions stand at
the heart of the Christian mission and as such necessitate an under-
standing of a broad range of other pertinent theological issues.
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Preliminary Theological Consider-
ations

Before entering directly into a delineation of the preliminary theo-
logical considerations necessary for our discussion, we must first
follow Terrance Tiessen’s lead in ascertaining “who needs to be saved
before we can say how such people can be saved.” The issues with
which most theologians typically begin when striving to answer this
question are original sin and original guilt. Though virtually all Chris-
tians believe that all persons begin life alienated from God because of
the sin of Adam and are thus corrupt (original sin), there remains little
consensus on whether this initial corruption entails a participation in
Adam’s sin (original guilt).

The implications that stem from either stance seriously color how
we view the salvation of those who conceivably never know “how to
refuse the evil and choose the good” (Isa 7:15)>—viz. those who die in
infancy and those who are mentally handicapped. If all people stand
guilty before God because of their participation in Adam’s sin and are
thus condemned, then many pertinent questions arise concerning the
apparent theological and ethical implications of this for infants and
the mentally handicapped.

However, the situation for the unevangelized is different than for
those who might never have the mental capability of understanding and
accepting God’s redemptive gift. The breadth and scope of this paper
thus requires that we focus on only those who have been or are men-
tally capable of understanding the good news of redemption through
Christ. With these parameters set, we can narrow our discussion to
two particular groups of people: 1) those living before the incarnation
of Jesus Christ, and 2) those living during Christ’s ministry and after
his resurrection who never had a chance to hear the gospel message in
any comprehensible manner.®

GOD’Ss METHOD OF ATONEMENT AND THE “SCANDAL OF PARTICULARITY”

Though we can technically bypass the original sin/original guilt
debate, our discussion must build off of one of its broader points.
The Bible pointedly and consistently tells of the universal sinfulness
of humanity (Ps 14:3; Rom 3:10-12, 23) and humanity’s inability to re-
deem itself of its fallen state (Matt 19:23-26; Eph 2:8-9). God, in great
love and mercy toward creation, did not desire that humanity remain
damned but rather earnestly sought to draw us back into a relation-
ship with himself (Isa 63:8-9; Luke 15:11-32). However, the holiness
of God required that atonement be made for his creatures because
of their sin (Lev 16).7 The final and eternally redemptive atoning sac-
rifice came through the incarnation and subsequent death of Jesus
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Christ upon the cross (Heb 9:11-15). God had provided a way for fallen
humanity to enter once again into a relationship with its creator by
giving up his own Son as the atoning sacrifice for sin.

The implication that this method of God’s atonement for sin
has upon soteriology is scandalous. Though contrary to any plea for
pluralism, a true biblical reading cannot deny the particularity of sal-
vation through Christ. McGrath explains this biblical Christocentrism
well in saying that the “New Testament...does not merely regard Jesus
Christ as expressive of a divine salvation that may be made available in
others forms. He is clearly understood as constitutive of that salvation.”
This “scandal of particularity” thus rejects any pluralistic argument as
both unchristian and unbiblical. Only outside of Christian circles can
a pluralistic universalism, including the “normative religious plural-
ism” espoused by John Hick, gain any credence and acceptable footing
for argument.® Therefore, the views explicated within this paper will
all affirm the particularity of salvation through Christ alone.

GoDp’s UNIVERSAL LOVE AND DESIRE TO SAVE

Having established the biblical theme of the particularity of
Christ’s atoning work, we now turn to the second ingredient in the
theological bedrock of our question concerning who can be saved:
God’s universal love for all humanity. As mentioned above, the Bible
paints a picture of a God whose “steadfast love...extends to the heav-
ens” (Ps 36:5). So loving is this God that he willingly sacrificed his one
and only Son to redeem sinful humanity, and this for the whole world
(John 3:16). Yet, the Bible does not stop here. It proclaims that God
desires all people to find the truth of salvation (1 Tim 2:4) because he
does not want “any to perish, but all to come to repentance” (2 Pet
3:9).

Though the implications of juxtaposing these two biblical axi-
oms—particular atonement and universal love—may not stand out
as overtly obvious, they are by no means unimportant. If we follow
Sanders in expanding this discussion, we discover that a good number
of biblical texts slide to opposing ends of the “universal-particular”
spectrum—some toward exclusivism and some toward inclusivism
(defined in its broadest sense). For example, in Acts 10:34, Peter speaks
of the impartiality of a God who accepts anyone who fears him; while
in Matthew, Jesus warns his listeners to “enter through the narrow
gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruc-
tion” (7:13).1° Interestingly, even within the same gospel, John informs
his readers that the “true light, which enlightens everyone, was com-
ing into the world” (1:9), whereas Jesus claims that no one comes to
salvation but through him (14:6). How various theologians in the past
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and present have wrestled with and understood this tension—and,
hopefully, how we are to do the same—is the main focus of this in-
quiry into the question of who can be saved.

GOD’s SELF-REVELATION

Stanley J. Grenz correctly asserts that “God remains hidden un-
less and until he takes the initiative in disclosing himself to us.”"' How
God reveals himself and his plan for salvation consistently forms the
pinnacle of the debate between inclusivists and exclusivists. As men-
tioned above, humans cannot redeem themselves from their own sinful
state and thus cannot save themselves from their justly deserved dam-
nation. The Bible makes no room for a Pelagian understanding of sin.
God must graciously save sinful humanity by his own act. The ques-
tion that theologians battle with is not necessarily how God saves, for
that points toward his forgiveness, nor is it by what means he saves,
for the Bible makes clear that God effects his salvation through the
atoning death of his Son. Instead, the question is by what medium God
reveals his existence and saving will. Does God’s general revelation
provide only illumination of a person’s corrupt and immoral state, or
is general revelation in itself salvific? In other words, does the Bible
allow for natural theology? Can humanity find the necessary saving
knowledge only in special revelation such as the Bible and personal
testimony, or does God provide another way? Alongside these ques-
tions stands another question just as troubling: What exactly entails a
saving faith? How we understand the salvific aspects (or lack thereof)
of general and special revelation, as well as the necessary content of
saving faith, will usually push, if not require, a specific stance of either
exclusivism or inclusivism.

The Current Debate

UNIVERSALISM

Universalists, as their name suggests, believe that “all human be-
ings, without exception, will eventually attain salvation.”? The major
weight of their argument rests on the character of a completely loving
and sovereign God who desires to save all humanity and has provided
the means by which to accomplish that desire in the unlimited aton-
ing sacrifice of his Son. We have already evidenced above that the
Bible does clearly express God as possessing a love for all humanity.
Each view expressed here will not deny such a claim. However, when
weighing God’s universal love with the particularity of Christ’s re-
deeming work, each of the three views differs.

According to Grenz, universalists will argue from two positions:
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either from the sovereignty of the loving God or from his persistency.
However, such a distinction is unnecessary and at times confusing be-
cause the two actually flow into and support one other. Because the
all-loving God is sovereign, he will be persistent and ultimately effec-

According to universalists,
because the all-loving God
is sovereign, he will be
persistent and ultimately
effective in bringing
sinners to repentance.
Whether God determines
their decisions or allows
for free choice matters not
when trying to understand
the character of God on

this issue.

tive in bringing sinners
to repentance. Whether
God determines their de-
cisions or allows for free
choice matters not when
trying to understand the
character of God on this
issue. For universalists,
this character of God
is their central driving
point.

Universalists, in
arguing on account of
God’s sovereign persis-
tency, are not without
biblical support. Paul, in
his first letter to Timo-
thy, speaks of God as
one “who desires every-
one to be saved and to
come to the knowledge
of the truth” (2:4) and as
the “Savior of all people,
especially of those who
believe” (4:10). If a sov-
ereign God so desires all

humanity to come to salvation and none to perish, then he will see that
such salvation occurs, no matter the length of time it takes to bring
about that salvation, because he has promised as much (2 Pet 3:9).

The first epistle of John speaks to how a just God could allow for
such universal forgiveness of sins. Jesus “is the atoning sacrifice for our
sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world”
(2:2). Paul’s letter to Titus speaks even more clearly, saying that “the
grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all” (2:11). God de-
lights in reconciling to himself all his creation (Col 1:20), for though
“all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ” (1 Cor 15:22; cf.

Rom 5:12-19).

The power of these verses for universalism, however, rests on the
faulty assumption that no distinction exists between God’s objective
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and subjective reconciliation. In other words, universalists “do not
make the distinction implicit in the assertion that although Calvary
was for all, salvation is only for believers.”* They confuse the universal
availability of salvation—that God does not distinguish between race
or position or gender (Gal 3:25-29)—with the universal salvation of
all. Likewise, those verses which universalists use to point to God’s
saving will only truly address the fact that God desires to save all. Uni-
versalists tend to read beyond what the text warrants and thus “fail to
take seriously the limitation God has imposed on himself in creating
humankind™—a failure that denies the biblical view of a personal and
passable God who does desire that all people find salvation but so as
through a personal act of faith.!> The final implication of universalism
is, therefore, that humankind has no true freedom to refuse God.16

Yet, how do we deal with Paul's Adam-Christ typology which
seemingly parallels the damnation of all in Adam with the salvation of
all in Christ? True parallelisms require that both sides of the semantic
equation match up exactly or, by definition, they are not parallel. If 1
Cor 15:22 is a true parallelism, then since all humanity has fallen into
sin (Rom 3:23) and has died in Adam, all humanity will likewise be
made alive in Christ. However, has Paul formed here a true theological
parallelism? It would appear that he has not.

Throughout 1 Cor 15, Paul does not concern himself with the gen-
eral resurrection of the dead. The representative of all people, Adam,
brought about sin and its consequence—death—so that all people en
to Adam will die. Likewise, all people en to Christo will be raised. The
double pantes in v. 22 are not fully paralleled theologically. Context re-
veals Paul’s theological emphasis here; therefore, we must return to v.
18 for the explanation. Here Paul asserts that “the ones who fell asleep
in Christ” (hoi koimethentes en Christo) would perish if there were no
resurrection of the dead.”

This portion of his argu-

ment thus refers only to The final implication
those in Christ, or believ-

ers. The same applies to  of yniversalism is that
vv. 20-28, as affirmed by

Paul’s use of the word ton humanind hCIS no frue
kekoimemenon in v. 20 in ref-

erence to v. 18. According freedom to refuse God.
to Gordon Fee, the “pres-

ent Adam-Christ analogy

is thus a further attempt to show how Christ’s resurrection makes
inevitable the resurrection of those who have fallen asleep in Christ.”®
Adam and Christ both serve as representatives of groups of people.
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All people are united with Adam, and thus all people die. Since only
Christians are unified with Christ, only Christians will be resurrected
from the dead.®

Excrusivism

Though universalism falters and fails under close biblical scruti-
ny, we cannot blindly assume that the opposite position, exclusivism,
remains true and faultless. There may exist a middle ground between

these two extremes. An

examination of the argu-
ments for exclusivism is

According to exclusivists, thus necessary.

saving faith involves direct

knowledge of biblical

Exclusivists  high-
light certain biblical
texts that heavily ex-
press the exclusiveness

propositions or special of Christ, 2 person’s

hopelessness  without

revelation. him, and the importance

of hearing the gospel

message for salvation.”!
According to exclusiv-
ists, the Bible teaches that salvation comes only through a certain
epistemological knowledge of Christ, “for there is no other name under
heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).
They will likewise assert that no salvation exists apart from knowing
Christ because only the one who “has the Son has life; whoever does
not have the Son of God does not have life” (1 John 5:12). This claim is
further substantiated by an exclusivist reading of Rom 1-4. As men-
tioned above, how we read this passage will likely decide whether we
stand with the exclusivists or inclusivists theologically. Consequently,
a fuller, more adequate treatment will be given to this passage later.
For our purposes here, however, it is sufficient to say that exclusiv-
ists deny that Paul proposes a natural theology in this text. Instead,
they claim that Paul clearly focuses on the fact that all humanity is
“without excuse; for though they knew God, they did not honor him
as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking,
and their senseless minds were darkened” (1:20-21). Without Christ,
humankind has no hope (Eph 2:12).

Exclusivists also point to biblical texts that seem to require a
hearing and understanding of the gospel. In Mark, Jesus himself called
people to “repent, and believe in the good news” (1:15). The one who
believes in the good news “will be saved; but the one who does not
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believe will be condemned” (16:16). Paul, in his letter to the Romans,
proclaims that if “you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved” (10:9). Paul goes on to ask how people could believe in Christ
if they never heard of him, concluding that “faith comes from what is
heard, and what is heard comes through the word of Christ” (10:17).
For exclusivists, these texts clearly explain that each person must have
knowledge of the gospel message: that Christ died for the sins of all in
order that humankind might find salvation by believing in the truth
of his mission and work. In other words, saving faith involves direct
knowledge of biblical propositions or special revelation.??

Critics find two essential faults within the reasoning utilized
by exclusivists. First, these critics accuse exclusivists of failing to
distinguish between an ontological necessity for salvation and an epis-
temological necessity for salvation. The issue thus revolves around
how each side understands saving faith. Exclusivists will argue that
the Bible, as shown above, explains saving faith as entailing direct
knowledge of Christ’s work. Inclusivists, on the other hand, will point
to passages such as Heb 11:6,which explain saving faith as a belief that
God “exists and that he rewards those who seek him.” This undoubt-
edly produces a very sticky situation. Inclusivism will point to the
salvation of those who existed before the incarnation and subsequent
resurrection of Christ, saying that the exclusivist understanding of
saving faith implies that those prior to Christ would have to have had
explicit knowledge of Christ for salvation. The inclusivist finds this
highly improbable, offering instead the suggestion that those saved
prior to Christ looked to

God the Father for their

salvation, whether they  Critics accuse exclusivists
knew of his intent to send

a savior or not. This leads of f0|l|ng fo d|5|‘|“gU|sh
Smith to conclude that .

“the measure of salvation between an OI'I"'OIOQICGI
is the measure of one’s . .

faith, not the measure of NEcessity for salvation

one’s knowledge.” Here R .
inclusivists will draw a and an eP|5|'em°|°9|C°|
connection from the pre-
Christ believers to the
post-Christ ~ unevange-

necessity for salvation.

lized.** Sanders explains
this connection, saying that “[n]either group possessed the complete
revelation of God in Jesus, but God was reaching out to both groups
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through the varieties of divine revelation, seeking a faith response to
the Spirit’s initiatives.”?

In order that we might understand saving faith, we must look
then to “how much revelation, and precisely what revelation, was
needed for someone before Jesus to be saved.” If general revelation
is salvific apart from special revelation, then we can deduce that ex-
plicit knowledge about Christ’s work and mission is unnecessary for
salvation. This leads to the second fault that critics of exclusivism find
in exclusivist thought: the character of general revelation as solely
condemnatory. However, an examination of the basic premises of in-
clusivism is necessary before venturing into a discussion of the saving
potential of general revelation.

INcLUSIVISM

Inclusivism could be called the via media in the debate over the sal-
vation of the unevangelized. Not holding to a universal salvation of all
humankind, inclusivists maintain that some will deny Christ and suf-
fer their resulting condemnation. However, inclusivists do not believe
that explicit epistemological knowledge of the mission and work of
Christ is necessary for salvation, preferring instead to claim that the
biblical tension concerning God’s universal love and the particularity
of salvation through Christ alone finds its resolution in natural theol-
ogy. 7

To support their beliefs, inclusivists point to two groupings of
biblical texts: those that reveal God’s desire to save all believers and
those that reveal how God relates to people outside of his covenant
with Israel. We have already discussed the former in our discussion
on universalism. Inclusivists argue that God does indeed desire that
all humanity come to repentance, but they do not argue that God will
see a restoration of all creation to himself. They, therefore, deny the
doctrine of apokatastasis but affirm the all-loving character of God, who
seeks reconciliation with all humanity (2 Pet 3:9). A belief in a uni-
versally accessible salvation through general revelation that must be
appropriated by individual human faith undergirds this affirmation.”8

The latter grouping of texts revolves around individuals whom
inclusivists understand to have obtained saving faith outside of any
specific covenant with Israel. Inclusivists generally argue that this
saving faith came from general revelation and, therefore, that it gives
reliable biblical precedence for the salvation of the unevangelized
outside of specific knowledge of Christ. In this way, some may be be-
lievers but not Christians.?® Inclusivists will emphasize the universal
and unilateral aspects of the pre-Mosaic covenants to support their
view that “God did not cut off his gracious activity among the nations
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just because he elected Israel for a special task.”® This agrees with the
rest of the Bible. In Amos 9:7, God informs Israel that they are not the
only nation for which he had provided a type of exodus.

The Bible also stands replete with stories of Gentiles outside of
God’s special covenant with Isracl who were saved (e.g. Job, Jethro,
Ruth, Melchizedek, and Ebed-Melech).?! Yet, Tiessen makes a neces-
sary observation here: most of these Gentiles received a certain form
of special revelation, whether in a more personal revelatory experience
with God or by contact

with or knowledge of the
Israelites’ faith.> Only
Melchizedek seems to
have no clear biblical evi-
dence that places him in
contact with any form
of special revelation.®
Don Richardson argues
that Melchizedek stood

Inclusivists do not
believe that explicit

epistemological

knowledge of the mission

as a “figurehead or type
of God's general revela-
tion to mankind, and that
Abraham correspond-
ingly represented God’s
covenant-based,  canon-
recorded special revelation
to mankind.”* However,
Richardson precariously
argues from silence. Such a
method of argumentation
can hardly be exclusive,
allowing us to argue with
just as much certainty that
Melchizedek had indeed
received special revelation
of his own.*> The Bible
does not allow for any cer-

and work of Christ is
necessary for salvation,
preferring instead to claim
that the biblical tension
concerning God’s universal
love and the particularity
of salvation through Christ
alone finds its resolution in

natural theology.

tainty on the matter, and thus any argument for general revelation that
uses Melchizedek for evidential support is speculative and ultimately
unprovable.

Inclusivists, however, also point to a New Testament example of
the salvation of Gentiles outside of God’s covenant with Israel. Luke,
in Acts 10, tells the story of a Gentile named Cornelius who was “a de-
vout man that feared God with all his household” (v. 2). When Peter
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came to Cornelius, he proclaimed that “in every nation anyone who
fears [God] and does what is right is acceptable to him” (v. 35). The
story of Cornelius thus raises the question of whether he would have
been saved if he had died before Peter arrived. Exclusivists will answer
“yes,” citing the command of the angel in Acts 11:14 that Cornelius call

for Peter.’® According to

this verse, Peter would

¢

bring to Cornelius “a

What kind of God would message by which you
. and your entire house-
give humans enough hold will be saved.”

information to condemn

them but not enough to

Inclusivists will point
back to the fact that
Cornelius, a God-fearer

who had undoubtedly

save them‘) come in contact with Ju-

daism, was already

worshiping God before
Peter arrived. To deny
that Cornelius was saved prior to Peter’s coming would logically mean
that all the worshipers of God prior to Christ would be damned to
hell. On the contrary, Cornelius was a believer before Peter arrived and
became a Christian after hearing the full gospel message.’” Despite these
arguments, we must remember that the focus of this story is not on
Cornelius as an individual, but on the fact that “God has given even to
the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life” (11:18).%8 It is plausible
that Luke’s theology at this point took precedence over his chronolo-
gy. Ultimately, it seems best that we live with the tension provided in
this one story and turn our discussion toward the common inclusivist
focus on natural theology and the possible saving potential of general
revelation.

GENERAL REVELATION

The primary text concerning general revelation is arguably Rom
1:18-22.3° According to Paul, knowledge of God is plain to all because
he has revealed it to all through his creation. Thus “they are without
excuse” (1:19-20). Paul continues saying that though these people did
in fact know God, they rejected him and “exchanged the glory of the
immortal God for images” (1:21-23). Inclusivists argue that this pas-
sage points to the salvific potential of general revelation because it
does not indicate that everyone will ultimately and finally reject the
general revelation that stands universally available to them.*® Even
though such may rarely occur, one could conceivably choose to wor-
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ship the God revealed in creation. Furthermore, because God is a
saving God, all revelation—general included—is saving revelation.*!
The issue, therefore, seems to boil down to a question of the character
of God: What kind of God would give humans enough information to
condemn them but not enough to save them?+

Critics of the inclusivist understanding of salvific general revela-
tion argue that Paul here has no intention of establishing “a natural
theology; nor does he create one unintentionally.” Instead, Paul’s
main, if not sole, purpose is to argue that all humanity stands without
excuse because of its rejection of God. Douglas Moo thus correctly
states that “this foolish and culpable rejection of the knowledge of
God is repeated in every generation, by every individual.”** Oden and
Moo both rightly agree that “the truth of general revelation, while
clearly given, has become suppressed amid the history of sin.”* God
does not deny humanity the salvific aspects of general revelation;
humanity’s own sin brought about such a consequence. Theologians
throughout history have tended to hold similar views, claiming that
general revelation entails enough knowledge to reveal the universal
guilt of people but not enough to save them.*

Nevertheless, how do we answer the inclusivist argument from
the character of God? Is it not logical that an all-loving God who de-
sires all to come to salvation would provide the way for this salvation
universally? I would have to agree that the all-loving, sovereign God
revealed in the Bible would logically provide such a way; in fact, I
hope as much. However, the Bible seems to disagree with this logical
conclusion.

Sometimes our logical arguments for biblical truth, though ap-
parently without any logical fallacy, run counter to the biblical text
itself. In any logical argument, the content of the argument—viz. its
premises—determines the conclusion of the argument. The conclu-
sion thus stands or falls on account of its premises. If the premises are
in any way perceived faultily, then it stands that they will most likely
be applied faultily. Neither exclusivists nor inclusivists will claim that
the Bible is an exhaustive compendium of the character, purpose, and
knowledge of God. God did not and still does not intend for the Bible
to be understood as such. What the Bible does reveal is truth, though
it does not include all the truth available.

To remain faithful then to the Bible—which we know to be true—
we must be wary of postulating logical arguments that go contrary to
an honest and thorough exegesis of a text that reveals a solid particu-
larity for salvation. We cannot and should not deny such a reading.
On the contrary, we should live within the tension provided us by the
Bible. In light of the logical possibilities and God’s sovereign love, we
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should hope for a “wideness in God’s mercy,” all the while giving pri-
ority to the revelation that we do have through that same Bible—that
God does save and will save those who “believe on the Lord Jesus”
(Acts 16:31) and call “on the name of the Lord” (Rom 10:13).

Conclusion

PosITIVE AGNOSTICISM

So, where does this leave us on the question of who can be saved?

Is there any hope for the unevangelized? To the second question, we
must answer “yes.” Though we must agree on exegetical grounds that
God only saves via special revelation, we cannot restrict God’s sav-
ing activity to human preaching but should allow for the Holy Spirit’s
work in the world: “The Creator is not dependent on his creation in
achieving his purposes.” Though we may not have all the answers
to God’s plan for the unevangelized, we know that we can depend on
God to be just and ask as Abraham did in Gen 18:25 concerning the
imminent  destruction

Though we must agree

of Sodom: “Shall not the
Judge of all the earth do

what is just?”

on exegetical grounds This leads us to the

conclusion that the Bible

that God only saves via does not provide a sys-

tematic treatment on the

Special revelcﬂ'ion, we unevangelized. We must

remain agnostic concern-

cannot restrict God’s ing what God’s sovereign

will is for those who

saving activity to human never hear about Christ.

The Bible “does not of-

preaching but should allow ¢ focus speculatively

for the Holy Spirit’'s work

in the world.

on what might be the
possible destiny of those
who never have had such
an opportunity.”™® But

this by no means forces
us to deny that we can
know anything about who can be saved. On the contrary, though we
see that God does save those who believe in Christ, we cannot deny
that God has the power and authority to bestow mercy or destruction
upon all whom he wishes (Rom 9:22-23). I would name such a view
“positive agnosticism.” Ultimately, positive agnosticism is grounded
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upon a humility toward our ability to comprehend God’s universal
plans, and it maintains that the Bible cannot, nor was it meant to, give
us all the answers. Instead, the Bible concerns itself not so much with
bestowing certain pieces of information, but with telling us what to
do. In this sense, it is much more existential than epistemological.

THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNEVANGELIZED

This has certain implications for how we should understand
the fate of the unevangelized. As Christians, we are called to make
disciples of all the nations by going, teaching, and baptizing (Matt
28:19-20). Though we are God’s light to the world and the salt of the
earth (Matt 5:13-16), God is the sole provider of salvation. Still, we
are God’s messengers to the unevangelized, and we bring the knowl-
edge of Christ’s work and mission. The Bible clearly says that an
understanding and belief in this gracious work of atonement will pro-
duce salvation (Acts 16:31; Eph 2:8-9). For our purposes today, saving
faith thus entails epistemological knowledge of Christ’s redeeming
work. However, for God’s purposes, we know he has worked salva-
tion for those before Christ who had no knowledge of Christ’s future
redemptive work, and so we cannot deny that God could work simi-
larly today, though only through some form of special revelation. In
the end, the tension provided above must remain. However, we can in
full honesty and openness join with Barth “to hope and pray cautious-
ly and yet distinctly that, in spite of everything which may seem quite
conclusively to proclaim the opposite, His compassion should not fail,
and that in accordance with His mercy which is ‘new every morning’
He ‘will not cast off for ever” (Lam 3:22-23, 31).#°
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“May God Be Mercitul”
... So What?

Questions for Consideration:

1. Whyisit helpful to be reminded that salvation is part of
the mystery of the merciful God?

2. Isitpossible to will agnosticsm? Is it possible not to lean
one direction or another?

3. How would this view of the salvation of the unevanglized
shape the church’s and individual’s participation in the
missio Dei?

4. 'Whatis the general view of your church r:&ardjng the
fate of the unevangelized? How does this affect your
church’s attitude toward missions?

5. 'What differences in approach to evangelism do you

think would exist between an inclusivist and a “positive
agnostic,” by Hentschel’s definition?

Prepared by Chris Moore and Kathryn Seay
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Contextualization
Abroad and at Home

Worship in Missions

MICAH STEWART

“In certain parts of the world...
there are peoples who have their
own musical traditions, and these
play a great part in their religious
and social life. For this reason due
importance is to be attached to
their music and a suitable place is
to be given to it.”"

IN THE MISSION FIELDS OF THE hineteenth century, the above statement
would not have been accepted by many missionaries. Rather, Euro-
pean and North American missionaries of the nineteenth century saw
themselves as going to the “lost” nations and cultures, bringing with
them the Christian culture, which they generally identified with a
version of their own. Oftentimes this would lead to the eradication of
all “pagan” customs and the importation of a foreign culture, without
regard for how the transplanted culture would be interpreted by the
indigenous people.? Andrés Tapia writes:

Missionaries often burned traditional instruments in public
and banned traditional tunes from church services because
they were felt to be too associated with the culture’s pagan
beliefs..they were in effect communicating: “Your culture

has no value.”

Fortunately, this attitude is no longer held by most missionaries,
but the question of how to deal with a culture’s musical tradition still
remains. After addressing music’s important role in Christianity, this
paper will explore the goal of ethnomusicology in Christian missions
in conjunction with the contextualization of worship in the mission
field and in churches in the United States.
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Music and Christianity

When the word “church” is mentioned, many people immediate-
ly think of an organized worship serve. Whether in a large cathedral
with an organ and a split chancel, a small country church with an out-
of-tune piano and no microphones, or a rented movie theater with a
trap set, a bass guitar, an electric guitar, an acoustic guitar, and several
vocalists, the idea is the same. “Church” is often associated with wor-
ship and worship with music. This is an association of which T. W.
Hunt speaks very highly. He writes, “Throughout its history, Chris-
tianity has been a singing religion.” He adds, “Christianity without
music is unthinkable.” Hunt sees music as characterizing every ad-
vance of Christianity that has ever occurred.*

Such statements may seem a little extreme at first. However, when
taking a brief survey of Christianity, the sense of extremity disappears.
The roots of the Christian faith are found in the Hebrew religion of
the Old Testament, of which the longest book is Psalms—a collection
of poetry and songs. Ad-

ditionally, worship at

“Qur choice, if we are to Jewish synagogues was

often full of musical ex-

be effective missionaries, pression. In several of his

letters, Paul exhorted the

Is not M we will use early Christian church to

music in our work. Our

choice is how we will use

sing “psalms, hymns, and
spiritual songs.” Am-
brose wrote several of
his hymns to bring peace

it: effectively, efficiently, to those under siege in

his basilica as they were

spiritually, or slovenly and  being attacked by her-

etics.> The Reformation

Cdrelessly,” is full of countless mu-

sical battles between

the Reformers and the
Catholics, each writing songs and adapting melodies to fit their pur-
poses. Shortly after the Reformation, the Psalms quickly became the
center of Christian worship, especially in those traditions that trace
their roots to Calvin.

As settlers came to America, the first book printed in North
America was the Massachusetts Bay Psalm Book (1640). As America grew,
it began producing its own hymns. Music education, under the lead-
ership of Lowell Mason, became popular, and soon churches began
holding singing schools. Itinerant singing teachers would travel from
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church to church and town to town teaching people how to read mu-
sic and how to sing. Of course today, music is central in the devotional
lives of many Christians, not to mention the “worship wars” experi-
enced by many North American churches.

When we see what an integral role music has played in the Chris-
tian faith, it should not surprise us that music has continued to play
an important role in missions. In an unpublished survey by T. W.
Hunt, several missionaries responded to the question of music’s im-
portance in their ministry:

Many unconverted come to church because of music....

I think that music can open doors that hardly anything else
can open. I believe this is true because it is a language of the
heart. This is the reason it should be used by Christians more
than any other group....

Many people enter church to hear music.

Music is such a vital part of African daily life that the church
could not exist without it.

Where we have any type of a music program, we also have a
good group of young people and the church is more alive.

Music has a great appeal to the non-Christian. In fact, they
identify music with Christianity.®

In an effort to explain why music has held such importance for
Christianity, Hunt characterizes the function of music using four cat-
egories: (1) music’s natural functions which are inherent in itself; (2)
music’s function within various social groups; (3) music’s function in
missionary activity; and (4) music’s function in Christian life.” With-
in each of these categories, Hunt lists numerous specific functions of
music. For our purposes, we will focus on his third category, music’s
function in missionary activity.

Hunt begins by stating that musical skills are indispensable tools
in the missionary task. He also states that music is a useful medium
for teaching theological concepts. Music can break down barriers, at-
tract otherwise uninterested segments of the population, and provide
appeal and incentive. He also points out that in some countries musi-
cal literacy is more important than normal education. This creates a
direct avenue of connection with people, without the need for written
material. Hunt closes the section by writing:

Our choice, if we are to be effective missionaries, is not
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whether we will use music in our work. Our choice is how we
will use it: effectively, efficiently, spiritually, or slovenly and
carelessly. 8

Thus, if music is so central to Christianity and if music can play
such an important role in missions, how are we to implement it
properly on the mission field without falling into the traps of the nine-
teenth-century missionaries?

Music and Ethnomusicology

Imagine if someone from a more advanced culture came into
your place of worship and said, “The organ is of the Devil,
your four-part harmony sounds like animals, and the way
everyone sits still holding a book has to go. Here, take this
gourd rattle with feathers and this nose flute. Stand up,
shake your shoulders, and sing this song about how God is
like a ferocious puma. We'll teach you how to worship God?

The above description is analogous to what happened to many of
the newly evangelized people groups in the nineteenth century; one
need simply switch the objects used for worship. Many people would
cringe at the thought of having to go through the above scenario. Like-
wise, many would have the same reaction to seeing such a scenario
inflicted upon other people. Fortunately, today, with the application
of ethnomusicology and the benefit of hindsight, the above scenario is
happening less and less.!

In the Christian realm, the goal of ethnomusicology is “to help
all peoples worship God using the music they can identify with most
deeply—and similarly to help them use their music to create new
Scripture songs for evangelism, church planting, and discipleship.”
However, ethnomusicology did not begin as a Christian study, but
rather as an academic pursuit. First, we will examine some of the prin-
ciples of ethnomusicology. Then we will see how it has been applied
successfully to the mission field.

In general, ethnomusicology is the study of a culture’s expression
of music. However, ethnomusicology is such a broad discipline that
there are many possible definitions. Helen Myers lists several defini-
tions in her “Introduction” to Ethnomusicology: Historical and Regional
Studies, including “the study of music as culture,” “the comparative
study of musical cultures,” and “the hermeneutical science of human
musical behaviour.”? Ethnomusicologists often study both anthro-
pology and musicology in preparation for their careers. They use
anthropology to understand how the culture is operating and what
the music is being used to express. They use musicology to discern the
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musical aspects—notes, scales, harmonies (or lack thereof), melodies,
notation, etc. Of particular interest for our purposes is the cultural as-
pect of ethnomusicology.

Delbert Rice offers four steps to understanding a culture’s music.
The first step is living within that culture and objectively evaluating
its practices. Second, Rice writes that it is necessary to know whether
the songs are performed

as solos or by groups of

men or women or both. |n the Christian realm, the

Third, the observer should

analyze the technical as- goal of e‘l‘hnomUSiCOIOgY

pects of the music—pitch
center, meter, and so on. is “to help all peoples

Finally, it is necessary to

determine in what cultural WOI"Ship God using the

setting the music is used.

Mary K. Oyer also o~ MuUsic they can identify

fers several suggestions for
understanding a culture’s
music.* First, she says
that the observer must be-

with most deeplylland
similarly to help them

come an active participant use their music to create

in the music making of the

culture. Second, one must H
, new Scripture songs
talk to a native of the cul- P 9

ture or a person familiar fop evangelism, church
with the culture. Third,

she recommends reading  planting, and discipleship.”

the literature of the cul-

ture—novels, poetry, and
so on. Finally, she recommends studying what anthropologists, ethno-
musicologists, and linguists have said about that culture.®

Each of these approaches is obviously not a two-week program.
The process of understanding a culture’s music and a culture’s lan-
guage is a very slow one. This is because music and language are full of
symbolism and nuance. In order to begin to grasp even a tiny bit of the
nuances, a familiarity with the culture is required. For example, what
do certain instruments represent? In Africa, drums are often named
according to the god for whose ritual they are used. Is it possible to di-
vorce the meaning of the drums’ original use from their new Christian
use?

Another possible question is, are there universals in music? Vida
Chenoweth, an experienced ethnomusicologist, addressed the issue of
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universals in music in the April 1999 issue of Evangelical Missions Quar-
terly. After a lifetime of studying over seventy-six musical systems from
various groups around the world, she came to several conclusions.
First, she decided that music is a common expression worldwide. All
people groups have developed some form of music that they identify
with and call their own. Second, all melodies have a tonal plan that
gravitates towards a tonal—or bi-tonal—center. Granted it may
sound foreign or chaotic to a Western ear, but Chenoweth insists that
all melodies have a tonal

plan, each tone relating

“When...the text sounds to another, pulling, in

one manner or Othﬁl‘,

archaic, just plain to a tonal center. Last-

awkward, or mismatches
textual and musical

accents...one wonders

ly, Chenoweth claims
that it is possible for
rhythmic tempos to be
universal in music. Che-
noweth claims that since
tempos and rhythm are

what part of the Christian 50 closely relared to bio-

logical events within the

message, if any, is being human body, they can

communicate the same

transmitted.” thing across cultures.

Fast tempos can usu-

ally indicate excitement
and so on. However, these are the only three cross-cultural similarities
she offers, and it is likely that many scholars would not agree with all
three of these traits.!°
However, music is not the only portion of this formula that pres-
ents challenges. There are obvious difficulties in communicating
across cultures. Language is full of nuance. For example, consider the
word “smell.” This word can function as a verb or a noun. For now, we
will consider its function as a noun. In the thesaurus, there are sev-
eral other words for “smell.” There is stench, odor, aroma, fragrance,
and scent. However, to a native English speaker, each of these words
carries a different connotation. A writer would be wrong to describe a
sweet-smelling perfume as a stench. Such a perfume would more likely
be an aroma or a fragrance. Likewise, few would refer to the smell of a
skunk as a fragrance. In this instance, the word odor or stench would
be more appropriate. Thus, connotations are an important factor in
language; they are a factor that takes time and familiarity to under-
stand.
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Therefore, only after language and music have been closely ex-
amined and learned can one begin to try to translate hymns into the
vernacular. And yet, this too is often not the best approach. If the
music is left alone and the text is altered, very awkward results can
occur. Gerhard Cartford, in describing a situation in which German
chorales were translated into Spanish, remarks, “When...the text
sounds archaic, just plain awkward, or mismatches textual and musi-
cal accents...one wonders what part of the Christian message, if any, is
being transmitted.”” Additionally, when missionaries attempt to car-
ry hymns across cultural lines, Oyer warns that the hymnody breaks
down quickly because music is not a universal language and texts lose
meaning in translation.’® Both of these points have been illustrated
above. So, instead of simply transplanting an English hymn into anoth-
er culture, there is the option of developing an indigenous hymnody.

“New hymns tend to rise out of felt needs.”® When the need arises
in a group for its own expression of worship, hymns will emerge. Oyer
adds that hymnody grows out of a group’s response and perception of
God and the good news of Christ. When a cultural group produces a
hymn, that group’s own perception of God is evident and expressed
through the group’s choice of themes, metaphors, language, and so
on.?

So, let a group create its own music. Sounds simple enough. And
yet, the discussion cannot end there. As mentioned above, music is a
very powerful tool full of nuance and symbolism. Many times, when
an instrument, such as the African drum mentioned above, or a musi-
cal setting, such as one previously used for a ritual to another god, is
incorporated into Christian worship, it can be hard to lose previous
connotations and symbols. For evaluating such elements, Paul Hiebert
offers a model of critical contextualization.

Critical Contextualization

Ethnomusicologist Nathan ]. Corbitt defines contextualization as
“the process of placing the message into the frame of reference of the
receiver.” Paul Hiebert, a missions professor at Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School, identifies three approaches missionaries have taken
over the years when trying to establish a context for Christian wor-
ship in an unreached culture. The first method, used most often by
nineteenth-century missionaries, as cited above, was to reject every-
thing old. In this option, the native culture is completely rejected and
a Christian culture, typically European or American, is dropped into
the gaps.

There are many flaws with this option, including that it is often,
as Hiebert observes, rooted in ethnocentrism. The native culture is
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squashed by what is perceived to be the superior culture. This ap-
proach is also based upon the idea that “the cultural forms of western
Christians are themselves Christian.”? Furthermore, rejecting the
old culture creates a vacuum that needs to be filled by new customs.
Hiebert cites an incident in which this was incorrectly done by well-
meaning missionaries who demanded Hindus eliminate the custom of

Hindu brides wearing
red saris. They replaced

Once underground, the this custom with hav-
ing brides wear white

SUPressed custom may saris instead, not know-
R ing that while red had

resurface and combine stood for fertility and

with orthodox beliefs,

forming a syncretism

life, white stood for
barrenness and death.
Hiebert observes that
even when attempts are

of pagan and Christian made to suppress the old

culture entirely, the old

customs that Hiebert labels  culture is usually sim-

ply driven underground.

”Chrisfopagqnism.” Once underground, the

suppressed custom may

resurface and combine
with orthodox beliefs, forming a syncretism of pagan and Christian
customs that Hiebert labels “Christopaganism.”

Another approach Hiebert observes missionaries taking is sim-
ply to accept the old customs. In this choice, pagan customs are
“accept|ed] uncritically into the church.”* While this method may de-
rive from a desire to respect the culture, there are some obvious flaws
in this approach. This method usually results in incorporating pagan
practices and inevitably leads to syncretism. Hiebert asserts that “rel-
ativism in the end destroys all authority.” By allowing everything in,
the church quickly loses its power to stop other things from entering
into church practice or the lives of its members. Additionally Hiebert
comments that this approach tends to take away anything objection-
able in the Gospels, thus failing to carry with it the call for people to
repent and change their ways.

As an alternative to the above two options, Hiebert recommends
and clearly outlines a plan for contextualization. The first step in the
process is allowing the church to become aware of “the need to deal
with some area of its life...for failure to deal with the culture in which
the church finds itself often allows sub-Christian practices to enter
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the Christian community unnoticed.”® The important point here is
for the church herself to realize the need for reform. Throughout his
approach, Hiebert continues to insist that the indigenous people be al-
lowed to make the final decisions and judgments on their own beliefs
and practices. While allowing the missionary room for commenting
and leadership, in the end Hiebert emphatically states that the people
must be given the final say.

After the need has been realized, the pastor is encouraged to lead
local believers in an examination and analysis of current cultural prac-
tices and customs. As the people evaluate their old ways, they will see
which ones conflict with their new Christian faith, and they will be
allowed and directed to take initiative in reforming these old customs.
The missionary’s role here is to lead the people in Bible studies and
discussions about how these customs fit within the framework of bib-
lical theology.

Once again, involving the indigenous people in this step is critical,
for it is they who understand the full meaning behind each cultural
practice and tradition. They must be trusted to evaluate their own
culture, for they know it better than the missionary. Hiebert admits
that this leaves room for error. However, he claims that the errors
made will soon be detected by the people under the guidance of the
Holy Spirit, and the lessons learned from these errors will be invalu-
able. Once this evaluation has occurred the congregation will either
keep many of its old practices because members find them biblically
compatible,  completely

reject some old customs
as they will not line up |s one tune or text so
with the Bible, or create . . .
new symbols and rites to II‘|'|'I"ICG'|'EIY bound with
be performed with new .. . .
Christian meanings.”” traditional religious

Rice offers another . . R
alternative for evaluating practices that it will not
Christian worship practic-
es that seek to incorporate
elements from the indige-
nous culture. He suggests

be appropriate for the

Christian service?

three questions in evaluat-
ing a new worship service:
(1) “What types of music, if any, can be utilized to express Christian
concepts?”; (2) “Can original tunes be used for a new poetic setting?”;
and (3) “Will connotations from the previous poems interfere with the
effectiveness of a Christian poem if set to the same tune?”® In other

TJCM  Vol. 4, No. 2 Fall 2006 75



Contextualization Abroad and at Home

words, are there religious connotations with the music that cannot be
ignored? Was one style of music previously used in a pagan ritual, and
is that association too powerful to be ignored? Is one tune or text so
intricately bound with traditional religious practices that it will not
be appropriate for the Christian service?

The problem with Rice’s questions is that they seem to be di-
rected to the wrong group of people. Whereas Hiebert placed much
of the decision making on the shoulders of the indigenous people, it
seems that Rice is posing the questions to the missionaries and min-
isters. In the latter case, there is a chance that the missionaries might

not understand all the

concepts involved. Ad-

Contextualization will also  ditionally, giving local

believers ownership in

allow each people group the decisions regard-

ing their faith makes

to express its Christian the faith more of their

own and less that of the

faith..as a unique member (i cigners  who  have

brought it to them. Thus,

Of the WOI"IdWIde bOdY Hiebert’'s model seems

of Christ. Yes, it might be

more fitting in order to
foster a truly indigenous

foreign to visitors from Christian faith and hym-
nody.
other countries, but it will Following ‘a model

such as this will result

be undoubtedly authentic in a worship service that

is couched in the cul-

and meaningful to the local tureof the people. It will

help eliminate Western

people. customs or traditions

that might not make any
sense in the native cul-
ture or that might carry meanings that are completely different from
the ones intended. It will eliminate the cultural elitism that persist-
ed in some missionary circles in the nineteenth century and even up
until today. Contextualization will also allow each people group to
express its Christian faith in a unique manner, as a unique member of
the worldwide body of Christ. Yes, it might be foreign to visitors from
other countries, but it will be undoubtedly authentic and meaningful
to the local people.

In his article “Noted Ministry,” Paul Neeley offers the testimony
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of several recent converts and pastors who had just heard, for the first
time, music of their native style being used to praise God. One man, a
member of the Vagla tribe, stated:

When [ started hearing these new songs, tears came to my
eyes. For many years, we could have used our music to wor-
ship God and reach our people. Instead, the music has been
used by the devil.

Another pastor commented:

When Christianity first came to our area of Ghana, we
thought that using our own music was not appropriate to
praise God. But now we see that if our church had started
with this kind of indigenous music that our people like, by
now we would be making headway in reaching the Dagom-
ba communities.?

Several other articles that cite testimony from indigenous believ-
ers who first heard music praising God in their native tongue and
style describe equal enthusiasm and excitement over the event. It is
also interesting to note that each time music was introduced in the
vernacular style, it began attracting more people automatically. We
saw this earlier in the quotes from Hunt’s survey. Congregations grew
and people were being saved. People everywhere respond to and are
drawn to music—especially the music of their culture.®

In America Today

The process of contextualization and adaptation of music to fit
certain people groups is not all that foreign to American society to-
day. There are several instances in which we can find this occurring in
the United States today, though it is often not described as such. One
example is the creation of the “contemporary worship service.” Count-
less churches have implemented a contemporary service in which the
musical instruments, moods, and presentations are completely differ-
ent from those of the “traditional service.” These services incorporate
new and more modern songs in addition to or in place of traditional
hymns. For what purpose are these services being designed? Some
churches are simply jumping on the bandwagon and trying to imitate
the successful mega-churches. However, some churches are creating
this service out of genuine concern for their communities.

In the same way that the contextualization on the international
mission field is about finding ways to create music that fits the cul-
ture, some churches closer to home are adapting their worship
services to attract a different audience. These churches have decided
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that the answer to reaching new groups of people in North America
is to modify the worship music in order to attract and include them.’
This also sends new believers the message that God redeems us, not
out of our cultures, but in the midst of and for our cultures. Thus, contex-

tualization is being used

So. where does the

balance lie between trying

in our own backyard as
some churches seek to
reach the mission fields
in their own neighbor-

hoods.

to create an indigenous Contextualization

also appears in the form

hymnody, in America or of the Contemporary

Christian Music genre.

abroad, and in maintaining  Some artists compose

original music in popu-

a Unique Ianguage of the lar music styles, and
. others draw on exist-
faith? ing music and rework

it. Many individual art-
ists and bands have
come out with their own versions of the same worship songs. For
example, several artists have recently capitalized on a resurgence of
the popularity of hymns. In 2004, Passion, a prominent group in the
contemporary Christian worship movement, came out with an album
entitled Hymns Ancient ¢ Modern. On this album several contemporary
artists—Matt Redman, Charlie Hall, Chris Tomlin, etc.—reinterpret-
ed popular hymns, including “O Worship the King,” “Joyful, Joyful,
We Adore Thee,” “How Great Thou Art,” and “All Creatures of Our
God and King.” Most of the artists re-voiced the songs to include
electric, acoustic, and bass guitars, as well as drums and several other
instruments. In this manner, the same text was kept, but the musi-
cal setting was adapted to fit a different audience. Often the rhythms
were redone and a chorus was added. In 2005, the band Jars of Clay
came out with an album entitled Redemption Songs, which followed the
model of the Passion artists. They reworked several hymns by chang-
ing the instruments, rhythms, and occasionally the melody. These are
only two examples of the numerous Christian artists who have done
the same thing.

However, hymns are not the only genre to receive attention from
the Contemporary Christian music business. “Praise and worship mu-
sic” has been treated in the same manner. Groups such as Sonic Flood,
the Insyderz, the David Crowder Band, Third Day and individual art-
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ists such as Michael W. Smith, Charlie Hall, and Matt Redman have
taken the same sets of praise and worship songs and reworked them
in a manner that fits the individual artist’s style.

Why is it that each of these artists is able to sell the same song
over and over again? It is because different musical styles appeal to dif-
ferent people. In each of these examples, the words are left unchanged
from the original song. Yet, something about how each group reworks
the music has given it the ability to sell to an audience that another
group does not reach.’? The same principle is at work in trying to cre-
ate an indigenous hymnody. Missionaries are trying to find music that
fits the particular heart-song of their people.

A Few Warnings

Despite the popularity of such endeavors, not everyone is so read-
ily accepting of the various changes going on in America’s churches,
and this hesitance often comes with good reason. Many times the
contextualization that takes place results in poor theology or shallow
congregations. Several authors offer warnings regarding the issue at

hand. Marva Dawn writes,

“If we conform worship For the church to be
too much to the prevailing

culture, it is difficult for about and for GOd,

participants to learn the

unique ‘language’ of faith,  jt must recognize the

to be formed by the com-

munity and the Word to  importance of missions

be followers of Christ.”

So, where does the bal- tO God. Undersl'cmding
ance lie between trying . .

toO create an jndjgenous I'hall Imporfdnce, |'|' CdnnOf

hymnody, in America or R .
abroad, and in maintain- dlvorce W°r5h|P from

ing a unique language of o e o e
T firdy BB missions or missions from

While such a question
is too broad and impor-

worship.

tant to be written off and
answered simply in one
sentence or two, it is possible that Robin Leaver has come closest in
formulating a good answer: “The Christian cultus is something that
should develop from within a particular culture and find new expres-
sions of worship.”* If the expressions of worship have sprung out
of the local culture, can they not constitute both a unique “language
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of faith” and a heart-song? Can a song not point to the glory and the
splendor of God and still be nestled in the midst of cultural nuance
and subtlety that only add to the splendor? Yes, it is a fine line to
walk, but it is one worthy of our attention.

Dawn also warns that we be careful not to mistakenly address
false needs of the congregations while overlooking “genuine needs” of
the community.*> Our goal in producing indigenous songs is not enter-
tainment or the comfort of worshippers, but the encounter between
the community and God that happens in genuine worship. This is a
warning we should definitely heed, lest in our efforts to produce ver-
nacular music we cater to the needs of consumerism and narcissism.

Terry York offers another warning to worship planners that is
likewise worthy of our attention. He warns against situations that
produce “worship and > where anything in the blank becomes
idolatry. For the scope of our present topic, one might consider in-
serting “missions” or “evangelism” in the blank. Genuine worship may
have the effect of drawing people into the church or causing them to

consider the gospel, but
worship is about the

Rather than one bland relationship between a
. . . believer and God, not
voice being raised to the about  witnessing and

heavens, each culture is

having its opportunity

evangelism. How can
we seek to contextualize
worship and not enter
the realm of “worship

to raise its own voice, and  missions/evange-

lism?™3¢

resulting in a kaleidoscope J.G. Davies offers

an interesting insight

of praise qnd creaﬁng a on the issue. In Worship

and Mission, he seeks to

mosaic called the body of  dismantle the dichoto-

my that exists between

Christ, the church. worship and missions.

He claims that the two
are not opposites or dif-
ferent categories at all. Rather, they are each an essential part of the
church. When one overtakes the other, various errors can occur. Da-
vies begins by citing Karl Barth in dismantling the idea of a sacred
versus a secular world. From here he claims that we have acquired
our Western concept of seeing all things in opposing categories. Da-
vies asserts that since Christ came to the world in a secular form and
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experienced secular things, he in turn sanctified these things. Thus,
nothing is now inherently secular. It is all under the reality of redemp-
tion in God.”

Additionally, Davies claims that we should view worship as “inter-
preted theologically within the total context of the Church’s life in the
world, and this conclusion demonstrates the falsity of placing worship
and missions in separate compartments.”*® Using the example of God
through Christ, we can see that God is a missionary God, a God of
sending. He sent his Son to earth. Thus, for the church to be about and
for God, it must recognize the importance of missions to God. Under-
standing that importance, it cannot divorce worship from missions or
missions from worship.

Rather, Davies argues that worship and missions are needed to
balance out the effects of one another. A church over-emphasizing
worship often results in an inwardly turned congregation. Conversely,
a church overly concerned with missions can become self-assertive or
self-aggrandizing. Therefore, each element is needed in equal parts,
for, as Davies sees it, “authentic worship combines vertical and hori-
zontal..communication with a transcendent God and mission in the
world.”

Worship in the New Testament, according to Davies, is made up
of “unified aspects of God’s relation with man.”*® He even goes so far
as to say:

Worship is not something that happens between the Church
and God but between the world and God, the Church being
no more than an instrument...the Church worships on behalf
of the world.*!

Thus Davies does not see a need to distinguish clearly between the
church’s mission work and its worship. Much of Davies’s discussion of
worship and mission resonates with Harold Best’s ideas in Unceasing
Worship.#? In it he defines the concept of worship as an unceasing act.
As human beings, we are always in a state of worship. That fact does
not change. What changes is the object of our worship, not the act of
worship.

In clarifying this definition, Best tries to encourage humans to
eliminate their ideas of categorizing life in terms of worship. Worship
is not attended on Sunday morning, Sunday evening, and occasionally
Wednesday nights, only to be left behind while the congregants return
to the rest of their lives. Instead, worship is a part of all of life.

The correlation to Davies is clear. If we accept Best’s notion that
worship is an unceasing act, then mission work must take place in the
context of worship. Mission work actually is an act of worship. Thus,
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there is no longer a dichotomy: worship and missions exist side by
side. There is no “worship and.” The two are inseparable.

Conclusion

This paper began with a look at how the philosophy of missions
has changed over the last century. Missions has moved from a mind-
set of saving a lost people out of their pagan cultures to encountering
“the ever-present Christ” who is already within their cultures, waiting
to be discovered.*> In making this move, missions has begun to build
upon the diversity of the body of Christ. Rather than one bland voice
being raised to the heavens, each culture is having its opportunity to
raise its own voice, resulting in a kaleidoscope of praise and creating a
mosaic called the body of Christ, the church.

However, such a move has not happened on the home fronts of
most American churches. Oftentimes, churches in the United States
adopt a mentality like that of Israel in the Old Testament. The Chosen
One, the designated people of God, was to attract people to herself as
her worship and practices demonstrated the glory of God. There was
no sending out.#* Many churches today seem to operate under the
same philosophy when it comes to worship and missions. Rather than
being actively involved in encountering the culture, they have turned
inward and said, “Come look at us and how we worship. We will
show you the glory of God through our actions. We need not change.”

This philosophy is not completely wrong; it is incomplete. It does
not fit with the God who sent his Son to the world, clothed in the
flesh of the world to live among the people of the world. The church
should be about encountering the people who surround it, whether
these people are rappers or Appalachian singers or gospel enthusiasts
or polka fans. Worship must never become about the people, but it
must be accessible to the people. If there is a disconnect between the
people and worship, then the life of the church will perish. As Dom
David Nicholson wisely writes, “If the church [is] unable to meet the
needs of its people, a period of stagnation [will] follow.”>
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Contextualization Abroad and at Home

“Contextualization Abroad and at

Home”
... So What?

Questions for Consideration:

L

As clergy or a lay minister, how well do you know the
“culture” of your fellow congregants? Is your church doing
its best to minister effectively within that culture?

In his discussion of an indigenous hymnody, Stewart
points out that a culture will produce its own hymnody
when the need arises for it to express its own worship.
This has much import for today’s “Traditional versus
Contemporary” worship debate. Can the influx of
contemporary praise songs and the decline of traditional
hymns be representative of a new “culture” producing its
own distinct hymnody? If so, can realizing this bring any
peace to our present worship wars?

Stewart warns that contextualization should not fall ill
to the trap of “consumerism and narcissism” (80)—we
should not mistake genuine needs for the desire to be
entertained. How, 1% at all, have our churches substituted
congregational comfort for genuine worship , and what
can we do about it?

What message does your church send to the community
by the way it worships?

Prepared by Jason Hentschel and Kathryn Seay
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The Story of How a Grown-Up Grew Up in India

CELINA VARELA

Last summer, a group of twelve
Truett students traveled to India
with professor Michael W. Stroope.
The trip was part of a course that
focused on a study of the church
and culture of India. The students
traveled throughout the country
to meet with various missionaries
who serve in India and to
participate in other ministerial
opportunities.

As I SAT ON THE AIRPLANE IN DALLAS preparing to leave for my journey to
India, I had no idea what was about to take place. The plane had not
yet begun its acceleration down the runway for flight, but my heart
was already soaring in anticipation of the journey I was beginning. The
excitement produced bubbles of thoughts—airy, weightless, floating
thoughts—that threatened to disobey the lit seat belt sign and were
foolish enough to believe that they had some weight to fight off the
deeper questions and concerns that were lurking in the back of my
mind. For a moment, I let myself be carried off by them, only to arrive
finally in India with the loud thud of a questionable landing and a hot
bus ride to claim my luggage.

By the time our traveling team of thirteen arrived in Hyderabad,
I found myself in a country so unlike my own in its use of contempo-
rary design, I began daydreaming about time-travel. I imagined that
my fellow travelers and I were secretly transported to the past, victims
of a team of scientists who selected us for their experiment. We were
being studied as we experienced for the first time an example of the
airports of old, before the days of air-conditioned vehicles and fancy
computer graphics. Then we walked out into the city where I was re-
minded of the volume and madness produced by modernity. Riding
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as a passenger in the autorickshaws through the streets of India was
like being inside a video game with no controllers. I heard the repeated
racket of horns honking, saw the constant movement of people on ev-
ery spot, and watched the driver as he attempted to get to the hotel as
quickly as possible, with

She was the least of these,

as little damage as pos-
sible.
My focus on the

and | did not know how to  hectic ride made me un-

aware of the life that was

respond. She was the real  being lived outside the

tiny vehicle in which I

pearl, and | did not know traveled. With my first

walk through the streets

what to give in exchange.  of India, the chaos was

minimized. As I dodged

the motorbikes and
played a stressful game of follow-the-leader with my eyes stuck to the
person in front of me, bumping elbows with other people and traveling
at a slower pace caused me to consider the lives of those among whom
I would be living for the next four weeks. I saw women with their
children buying fabric for their saris. I encountered men throwing mir-
rored bangles and wooden elephants in my face, asking me to look and
buy. I walked by men, women, and children lying on the ground, seek-
ing rest and refuge from the heat. I hoped my faith in Christ would
provide me with something onto which I could cling as I encountered
the harsh living conditions of those walking the streets of India. I was
a child, not yet realizing that the big bubbles I perfected by blowing
through the wand, the ones I loved to watch fly through the air, even-
tually had to land and burst.

It was decided that the group would use part of our time in Hy-
derabad to purchase traditional Indian clothing. Since Hyderabad is
known for its pearls, our hosts decided it would also be worthwhile
to visit a pearl shop. As we were walking to the pearl shop, I passed a
young girl with big brown eyes and a yellow shawl draped around her
shoulders. She appeared to be seven or eight years old. There was des-
peration in her voice as she spoke with her hands cupped out, directed
up toward me. Despite the warnings and advice I received from others
who had visited India before me, I discovered that in the excitement of
arriving I had failed to think about my response to those on the street
who would ask me for money or food. My first reaction was to look at
her and smile. I did not have any coins; I did not speak her language. I
touched her head and silently uttered a prayer for her. I kept walking.
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The little girl followed and continued to plead, “Rupee please,
madam, please.” She came very close to me and grabbed my arm. I was
shocked and saddened by my inadequate response. What more could
[ do? I touched her hand and acknowledged her plea: “I'm sorry. I have
no coins,” I said. The despair in my voice almost matched her own. The
young girl then kneeled down to cling to my legs, making it difficult
for me to continue walking. I stepped over her arms, nearly tripping.
was ashamed as I felt myself wanting to escape the situation, to be rid
of her. She stayed on the ground, walking on her knees, attempting to
touch my feet as I walked. I quickened my pace, hoping no one would
see my guilt, my shame, my confusion, my frustration, my pain, and my
sadness.

I walked into the shop that was lined with glass cases full of
pearls. Chairs with red padding awaited customers who sat, adored
the jewels, and gave rupees in exchange for the ones they wanted. I
told myself not to cry. I told myself that no one wanted to see a silly
American woman weep in a pearl shop. At the same time, I could still
hear the voice of the girl. I saw her yellow shawl. I felt her hands on
my feet. I thought, This is the voice, clothes, and hands of the poor, the helpless,
the weak, the hungry, the thirsty, the imprisoned. She was the least of these,
and I did not know how to respond. She was the real pearl, and I did
not know what to give in exchange. I did not know practically how to
bring the good news of the kingdom. I wondered how I could rightly
be the representation of Christ to her in that moment, and I did not
know the answer. I came to India to encourage other Christians and
participate in the church. I wondered how that was going to happen.
I longed to see the body of Christ in India. What did the church look
like? Where was the church? How was the church to speak out and
act against the injustice she saw in India? I prayed that I would see
how the church survived and worked to be the action of God. I prayed
that my own time in the country would teach me how to express obe-
diently and completely the love of God to others. I sat down on a red
cushion and wept.

“Isn’t this what you came to India for? To buy pearls?” my profes-
sor asked with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. There was a gentle look
of understanding in his glance. His question brought me out of my
thoughts and back into reality. I could not speak, so I shook my head.
He spoke for me: “This is the last place you want to be.”

The next morning I sat in my newly purchased clothing and wrote
in my journal: In my Indian dress. Yellow with white embroidered flowers. Sim-
ple. Reminds me of the sheets mom put on our beds when we were small—the ones
with yellow daffodils... This was to be the first of many reminders of my
childhood. Walking through the Banjara villages, the smell of hay and
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goats made me feel like a child roaming the garden of my grandpa’s
land as I picked tomatoes off the vine and listened to the goats bleat.
The tinsel around the yellow, orange, and red flowers on the garlands
that adorned our necks became the tinsel I would place between my
teeth as a child and blow, watching it fly and reflect light. The Banjara
woman who embraced me the moment I jumped off the oxcart and be-
came my guide through the village had my mother’s name—Maria. The
small boy running barefoot in the dusty street with a kite became the

picture of my dad when

he was a boy. There were

My childlike vulnerability also many similarities
between the streets of

was comforted when | India and the streets of
Mexico. The walk from

began to think of India the internet café to the
. . hotel became the walk

as a breedlng, nurtfuring with my grandpa from
my great-grandmother’s

mother who was house to the ice cream

vendor in Juarez. I would

conceiving a new part of later begin to understand

me as she groaned and

cried out, who was taking

that these reminders
were necessary not only
for me to see how much
[ had changed, but also

my faith under her care for me to be significantly
transformed.
with a warm embrace. The reminders of

childhood caused me

to feel like a child, and
many of the frustrations of being in a foreign country diminished. I was
learning to walk in a new way by studying the movements of the peo-
ple I met. The pace was quick, but cautious. People did not hesitate to
walk across the street but were always aware of the cars approaching.
[ was learning to speak a new language, pointing and asking questions
about everything I saw. I was learning to think differently, constantly
converting things in my head: 20 rupees? Double the number, move the
decimal over, add a little more; that comes out to about 45 cents. The
same type of dialogue took place for the conversion of Celsius to Fahr-
enheit and kilometers to miles. My behavior was changing, but my
childlike vulnerability was comforted when I began to think of India
as a breeding, nurturing mother who was conceiving a new part of me
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as she groaned and cried out, who was taking my faith under her care
with a warm embrace.

After Hyderabad, we spent three days in the city of Chennai. For
day two in Chennai, we were to play the role of tourists, riding on a
hot, sticky bus with seats that faced opposite the direction of move-
ment. The bumpy ride and awkward seating made me sick. One of our
destinations was an obscure Hindu temple that our driver could not
find. As he drove, he smiled, shrugged his shoulders, and spoke words
I did not understand. I was annoyed. We circled streets and made
jolting stops until we finally arrived. Our walk to the entrance of the
temple revealed locked doors and signs that announced the appropri-
ate hours of visitation. I was angry. The lunch hour had passed. I was
hungry. We were a dismal team of tourists.

I was wallowing in my misery, closing my eyes, and refusing to
speak, when my friend next to me imparted his response to the hor-
rible situation. “T've got the joy, joy, joy, joy down in my heart,” he
sang. The rolling of my closed eyes was not noticeable to anyone.
Why did he want to mask the wretchedness of the moment? I won-
dered why anyone would want to sing at such a time. I heard the
snickers of others. Then, someone asked the question I dreaded hear-
ing—“Where?”—and the reply—“Down in my heart!” I refused to join
in the singing. With each stop, complaints entered my mind. They in-
vaded every space and soon became eager to escape and be heard. They
wanted to tell everyone that I was in the blistering sun, breathing in
the smell of trash decomposing in the streets, drinking hot water, and
attempting to stop myself from vomiting. They did not want to tell the
story in song.

Another tourist stop required a steep climb up a hill to see the
main attraction. As [ walked down alone, I silently complained about
the heat and looked to find and curse the bus in which I would soon
be a passenger again. There, written across the top of the windshield
in bright green letters was the bus’s name—Maria. I stared at the
name in disbelief and anger. I was confronted with the embarrassment
of how quickly my mood could be changed by a situation. I could not
believe how fickle I was. I was disappointed in myself for being some-
one who easily forgot the previous lessons learned from challenging
situations. I was angry that [ was the type of person who could love
the streets of India one day and hate them as soon as I experienced a
slight discomfort, who called India my mother one day and cursed her
the next. [ stared at the name as though it were a mirror and allowed
it to reflect other scenes from my time in India that revealed my own
humanity and sinfulness.

I saw the women of India trudging through the dusty streets in
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their saris, displaying their bellies and the dirt in the creases of their
arms and feet. My own culture taught me that an excess of flesh
should be covered; flesh should only be displayed if on an exemplar
of the human body. I
spent money, time, and
| was angry that | was the  effort to make myself as

presentable as possible

type of person who could to my society, spending
. more for the pants that

IOve the streets Of |I‘Idl0 made me appear thin-
ner, using portions of

one dCIY and hate them my income to purchase

cosmetics to better the
appearance of my face
and hair. T could pic-
ture myself in front of

as soon as | experienced
a slight discomfort, who

called India my mother one ™y miror in Waco,
using hair product to

dqy and cursed her the reduce frizz, ensuring
that every hair would
next. stay down. Considering

the time and resources [
put into my looks made
me grossly aware of my own vanity. I longed to rid myself of the type
of living I was accustomed to in America. My vanity revealed itself in
my excessive spending and wasteful lifestyle. Many of the women I
encountered in India lived on meager incomes. Why should I not do
the same? These women were beautiful. They added to the color of
India as they walked wrapped in hues of green, red, purple, and blue,
ornamented with nose rings, toe rings, and bangles. I began consider-
ing what steps I could take in order to live as simply and as beautifully
as they did.

[ saw the face of a man named Rajendran, whom we met in Hy-
derabad. He spoke about the need to increase Christian work among
the middle and upper classes with so much vigor and passion that it
seemed to exclude the poor. At the time, I felt justified in dismissing
what he said, but as I fixed my eyes on my mother’s name and reflect-
ed on this past scene, I was aware only of my quick judgmental eyes
and ears that stopped listening when I disagreed. In allowing my own
agenda and thoughts of living in solidarity with the poor to be the cor-
rect way of Christian living, I failed to recognize the limitations of my
own viewpoint. I did not allow Rajendran’s convictions to sharpen my
own. He was my brother, working as faithfully and obediently as he
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could in response to God’s calling. I pondered over what it meant to
be a part of the same body as Rajendran and longed to find a way to
cultivate ears of compassion that listen to those whose eyes see things
differently and offer new perspective.

I saw the twelve people with whom I traveled and realized that
they were not exempt from my judgment. I deemed many of their hab-
its annoying and dreaded listening to their complaints. Yet, I expected
them to understand my own irritating behaviors and sought their
consolation when I wanted to whine. I became aware of my failure
to love them as completely and perfectly as I desired. They were my
greatest discoveries in the country; they knew me best during those
days and became the sweetest portions of my memories. The amount
of time we spent with one another, praying for one another, seeing one
another’s faults, and forgiving one another was an example of the type
of community I desired to find in the church. In Waco, the necessity
of working long hours and leading busy lives kept us from committing
to one another as deeply as we could in India. I hoped to find a church
community through which I could live in a way that was starkly differ-
ent from the life of independence and ease I had cultivated in America.
My companions gave me hope that such a community was possible.

It was the miracle of grace that allowed these initial visions and
critiques to be changed into something beautiful. My glances of hu-
manity became examinations of God’s redeeming, creative power in
the world, and I was reminded of Christ’s action in my life and in the
lives of others. The reminder compelled me to ask God to change the

things about me that were
lacking and required me to
love others with the same |t was the miracle of grace
love I had been given.

The thoughts that be-  that allowed these initial
gan in Chennai traveled . . ..
with me into the next city, VISIONS and critiques to be
Cochin. By the time we . .
left Cochin, my reflections Changed into SOmel'hlng
regarding my experiences .
with and responses to the beautiful.

people T encountered led
me to write the follow-
ing in my journal: There’s an inexplicable event that occurs when I allow myself
to love with the same scandalous grace with which Christ loves. In touching dirty
hands, I realize that there is dirt beneath my own fingernails. In embracing or pass-
ing someone who smells as if they have not showered in days, I am aware of my own
stench. In extending grace to my neighbor, I am made aware of the great grace I
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have been given. And still, it is sometimes difficult for me to do. Sometimes my re-
sponse is to turn awdy, to move awdy, to roll my eyes in frustration... T concluded
the entry in the same way I had attempted to end every entry—with
a prayer for the team: O Lord, may we remember that our definition of success
cannot be the measure of how greatly we have loved. Please remind us that we have
loved greatly when we act despite the risk of failure, when we touch in spite of the
fear, and when we are changed to see you and ourselves in the faces of those we love.
Amen. The answer to the prayer began in Kolkata.

When we reached Kolkata, I had become slightly accustomed to
the fast rhythm of walking on the streets of India; however, this city
held some unpleasant surprises. On the taxi from the airport to the ho-
tel, I sat—partially on the seat, partially on the lap of the person next
to me—in the back seat with my bag on my lap. There were six people
in the vehicle, and we were going faster than anything I had experi-
enced in India. The traffic was heavy, and the windows were down.
The wind came in violently, drying out my contacts and stinging my
eyes. It hit my ears with a loud roar. I closed my eyes, put my hands
over my ears, and bowed my head. My friend Katie, who sat to my left,
tapped my arm to get my attention. “Are you O.K.?” she asked with
a level of concern in her voice that astounded me. I could not admit
aloud that I thought we might die in this car ride. I assured her that
everything was fine and silently prayed that we would arrive safely.
Two stops and one offer of marijuana later, we arrived at Hotel Krys-
tal.

Our welcome was no air conditioning, no towels, stains on the
sheets, ants crawling on the bed and carpet, water straining to come
out of the sink, and a toilet to be used with caution. I was not prepared
for the conditions. Walks in Kolkata resulted in clothes that were
soaked in sweat after a block. The humidity and heat were insuffer-
able, making it difficult to sleep. Any sleep obtained was interrupted
by the need to leave the hotel at extremely early hours. But for every
unpleasant surprise, there was a gift of unlikely joy given, like Katie’s
gentle touch and genuine concern in the taxi. When [ was not able to
fall asleep, laughter and good conversation with my roommate Meagan
allowed time to pass quickly. Every walk eventually ended in the cool
coffee shop, Barista, our haven. And then I was given one experience
that I would not exchange for a lifetime of air-conditioned nights at
the Hilton.

On my second morning in Kolkata, I found myself in a taxi on the
way to the Mother House to worship with the Missionaries of Char-
ity. Sleepy eyes and a cloudy head added to the dreamlike feeling of
the moment. Katie and I were going to volunteer at Kalighat, the home
for the dying started by Mother Theresa. I was going to walk where

94

TRUETT JOURNAL OF CHURCH AND MissION



Celina Varela

Mother Theresa once walked. When 1 entered, I expected the place
to be frantic with movement and crowded with people. Instead, Katie
and I walked into a simple, serene building. There was a small open
area with a platform that had cabinets for medical supplies, lotions,
body oils, etc. To the left, there was a room for the men and to the
right, a room for the women. In the middle, a doorway led into a room
with concrete floors and sinks everywhere, methodically arranged for
dish washing and laundry. There were stairs outside the doorway that
led to the roof, where all volunteers were to take a break at 10:30.

Frederic, a gracious, good-natured young man from Sweden whom
we had followed as our guide said to us, “You can grab an apron here.
The men will go this way; women, that way. There will be a break at
10:30 upstairs. I'll see you then.” He left. Katie and I looked at one an-
other with visible anxiety in our hearts and proceeded to put on the
aprons. Soon, Frederic returned. “Oh!” he said, “I forgot to say, the sis-
ters are very quiet. Sometimes they will not tell you what to do, so you
must ask what you can do to help. Don’t be afraid to ask.”

Katie and I were given metallic plates of breakfast for the women.
We walked into a room that was shaped like an L. As we entered, we
saw cabinets to the left that held clothes and rags for washing. To the
right, there were cabinets,
which we later discovered
held the volunteers be-  “Please remind us that we
longings. There were two
rows of blue plastic cots, have loved greatly when

and upon each a woman . .
sat, dressed in one of three ~ W€ act desplte the risk of
different dresses: a yellow
dress with red flowers, a
navy dress with stripes,
or a light blue dress with
a flower print. Some of
the dresses were left un-

tied in the back for easy  qnd ourselves in the faces
use of the restroom. None

of the women appeared  of those we love.”
to be wearing undergar-
ments. At Kalighat, Katie
and I spent time with women who were suffering more than I have
ever known. I was complaining about the condition of the toilet and
absence of air conditioning in the hotel room. The women I met were
smiling as they lay immovable on their cots, dying.

We handed them the shiny plates that held a piece of bread and a

failure, when we touch in
spite of the fear, and when
we are changed to see you
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banana. Once everyone had food, I noticed women who were not eat-
ing. Some of them could not feed themselves. As I walked, I caught the
eye of a woman who motioned for me to sit by her. I sat on her bed,
and seeing that she had the use of only one arm, began to help her eat.
I cut up the bread and handed it to her in pieces. When she motioned
that she wanted some

of the banana, I gave it

What | saw caused me to to her in bite-sized por-

tions. When she finished

ponder if it meant that in eating, I handed her a

cup of water. Next to

the face of suffering. in the ¢ Katic was mashing

up bananas and bread

knowledge of approachmg for a frail, emaciated

death, one can be

reminded of the worth

woman who could not
sit up on her own. The
woman held onto Katie,
forcing their two bodies

Of the Iife thIi' is passing to collide and embrace. I

will never forget the look

cmd the ioy Of the new |ife on Katie’s face as she fed

the toothless woman.

approqching,,,, There was a genuine

love and compassion in

her smile and a sweet
tenderness in her eyes as she held on to the woman to feed her. Katie
said she had walked into the room praying that she would experience
a real encounter with God. Whether or not she saw God in the face of
the toothless woman is her story to tell, but I believe her prayer was
answered. As I looked at Katie’s face, I imagined I was seeing what the
disciples saw as Christ ministered, loved, and touched those whom
others turned away.

I spent the majority of the next hour wringing out laundry until
the water caused the wrinkles on my hands to multiply and I thought
I would develop blisters. Still, I felt content as I helped wash the yel-
low, navy, and light blue dresses thrown among the pants and shirts
worn by the men. Then, I noticed something yellow on the pants [ was
wringing out and quickly realized it was human feces. To my amaze-
ment, [ did not hesitate, but continued to wash the soil from the pants
and wring them out. As I washed, two young ladies from France sang
French hymns that they had learned as children. I felt as though I were
in a large cathedral where two voices reverberated, harmonizing. I was
touching excrement and helping to remove it in a holy place. It was
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to be the first event that caused me to realize that Kalighat is full of
moments where the dingy meets the pristine. It was a place where the
profane and the sacred seemed to touch.

After helping with laundry, I went back into the room where the
women slept. I noticed a doctor cutting gauze to cover the wounds of
a young woman who groaned as she lay on her back. The doctor was
working alone. It was 10:30, and everyone else was taking a break up-
stairs. Seeing her struggle to keep the woman in place while adjusting
the gauze, I asked the doctor if she needed any help. I was quickly
put in charge of taking off the old coverings from the young woman’s
wounds. I asked about the woman’s condition and discovered that
she had been raped and stabbed several times. Her femur was broken.
After new dressings had been put on the visible wounds, the doc-
tor asked if T would help move the patient while she held the leg in
place to relieve some of the pain the move would cause. As we moved
her, we noticed that there was a large gash under her broken leg. In
an attempt to stop the bleeding, someone had stuffed the wound with
gauze. The wound was now infected, and pus was pouring out onto
the blue plastic cot. I was given a new assignment: to clean up after
the doctor who began pulling out the gauze from the wound. I took
the bloody rags to the trash and cleaned the bed. My look must have
revealed my feelings for the stench and sight of what was happening
because the doctor continuously asked me if I was okay. By the grace
of God, I was, so I continued cleaning. When there was nothing for me
to clean, I stayed and caressed the forehead of the lady. I prayed for her
and implored God to grant her endurance, comfort, and healing.

This particular woman’s story is not unlike the stories of the many
women at Kalighat who have endured horrible things. They bear the
proof of a very profane world and the consequences of sinful, harmful
choices made by others;
yet, they were now re-
ceiving love and hope | am convinced that | can
and prayers for comfort.

In the midst of that hor-  love only because of God’s
rible situation, there was . .

a beautiful reminder of lOve in me, changmg me,

the kingdom come. My .

own prayer before com- teaching me how to love.
ing to Kalighat was that I
would understand and see
what it meant to suffer and “die with dignity,” a phrase I always heard
connected with Mother Theresa. What I saw caused me to ponder if
it meant that in the face of suffering, in the knowledge of approach-
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ing death, one can be reminded of the worth of the life that is passing
and the joy of the new life approaching, while knowing that one is not
alone but loved, even by a complete stranger. The suffering did not
end—these women were in very real pain—but there was love given in
the midst of the hurt by countless volunteers from all over the world.

I was surprised by my responses to my experiences at Kalighat.
Though I spent the first part of the trip remembering my past and be-
coming aware of the person I am, at Kalighat I was shown the person
[ am becoming. I was amazed by how much I could love the women. I
wanted to sit with them all day long. I wanted to rub their heads if it
made them feel better. I wanted to listen to their stories for hours and
pretend like I understood them. I wanted to continue rubbing lotion
on the dry spots of their missing limbs and peeling skin. T kept won-
dering, Who is this person who does not mind wiping the pus of an infected, stinky
wound from the bed? T thought T knew myself well; T am aware of my fears
and live with my own faults. And yet, at Kalighat I could love without
even thinking about the fact that I could get an infection; I could ex-
tend my hand without judging something as too repulsive to touch. I
knew that it was only because of the grace of God that I was able to
endure two days at Kalighat. In a miraculous way, God continued to
transform me into someone learning to love the way God loves.

Most times my shortcomings are painfully obvious, but then there
are small moments when I am surprised by how much love I can have
for a complete stranger. I am convinced that I can love only because
of God’s love in me, changing me, teaching me how to love. I under-
stood what led Paul to say, “This is not me anymore, this is Christ in
me.” I found myself overwhelmed with gratitude for this grace. It is a
wonderful thing to serve a God whom I understood more as I poured
water into the mouth of a woman who was dying, who could not
move, could not open her eyes, could not feed herself, but could open
her mouth and swallow the flowing water.

On my last day at Kalighat, I sat and massaged one woman’s hands
and head for about fifteen minutes. During the end of our time to-
gether, she grabbed my hands suddenly, kissed them, and put them to
her head. I did the same to her hands. As I left, I pressed my palms to-
gether in front of my chest, bowed my head, and said, “Namaste”™ I
see God in you. She shook her head and closed her eyes, as if she felt
the greeting was not deserved, as if I were mistaken by saying this to
her. “Yes!” I said and repeated, “Namaste. Namaste.” I took her hands
in mine one last time and kissed them.

I wept the next morning when I woke up on a train in Varanasi
and not in Kolkata. I descended the train with my fellow travelers and
walked into a sea of people who sat with their hands cupped out, di-
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rected up toward me. My time in India had shown me what I was to
do. My experiences had led me to places where the body of Christ was
active. I knew that there were believers in India who gave to the poor
out of their own poverty, who provided aid to the helpless and an arm
for the weak despite their own fatigue, who fed the hungry and gave
water to the thirsty, incited by their own cravings for righteousness. I
knew that I was to act in the same way. Yet, despite this knowledge, 1
continued walking briskly, keeping up with those in front of me, fight-
ing back the tears, and hurrying to get to cars that were waiting for us.

Once we reached our destination, my friend whose heart is filled
with an unbelievable amount of compassion came to hug me and in-
quire about my condition. “Celina, what’'s wrong, sweetie?” Katie
asked. T was choking on tears and could only whisper, “I don’t want
to be here. I want to be in Kolkata. I want to be at Kalighat.” Why did
we leave? T asked myself. When T was there, I could feed the ones who
were hungry. I could touch them, I could massage their heads and
hands, I could wash their dirty clothes. I could do something. Here, I
just passed rows and rows of people with their hands open, held up to
us, and even though I knew what I should do, it was necessary to con-
tinue walking to meet our hosts.

I knew the questions were pointing to apprehensions beyond the
moment. [ was upset by the fact that I could not respond the way I
desired, but my uneasiness was multiplied by the fact that our time
in India was quickly approaching its end. Soon, I would be back in
Waco and decisions concerning my plans beyond graduation would
be meeting me like eager children back from recess awaiting detailed
instructions from the teacher. How could I respond most faithfully to
the lessons I had learned in India? What actions could I take to live a
simpler lifestyle and to help me further develop the changes that were
occurring in me? I wondered, Would I be able to respond correctly or would
my life be spent with activities that made it necessary not to stop but continue walk-
ing?

He sat on the floor with his body wrapped in saffron-colored
clothing. A saffron turban covered his head, but his thick, uncut beard
revealed that the hair underneath had also been allowed to grow. He
told us it was part of his vow to God. My fellow traveling companions
and I sat on the floor of a small house in Varanasi, listening the story of
this man. After years of struggling with what it meant to be Hindu and
follow Christ, this man, whom we called Swami G (a Hindu title that
identifies the bearer as a learner of religious and spiritual matters),
spoke to us about how his calling led him to make choices that eventu-
ally exiled him from both Hindu and Christian communities. He made
lifestyle choices that many Christians in India could not endorse: he
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refused to eat meat as proof of his faith in Christ; he continued to wear
the traditional clothing of his culture; he would not marry and would
not cut his hair. He lived simply and humbly, believing all his decisions
to be guided by his relationship with God. Those within his own cul-
ture did not understand his devotion to a God who was embraced by
those in the West. His exclusivity did not allow full participation in
their worship acts to their gods. He was a renouncer within the Hindu
tradition, but he did he not embrace the Hindu gods.

Swami G spoke and I began to see that the products of his labor
were not the vows and decisions that he had made, but the happiness
and satisfaction of knowing that he was in God’s will. Though he was
an enigma to many in his country, he was being used by God to make
known the love and salvation of Christ. There was excitement in my
spirit as I listened to Swami G. I empathized with his struggle. The
joy that underlined his story encouraged me to pursue similar lifestyle
changes. My choices to continue to be a vegetarian, to begin the purg-
ing of my possessions, to live more simply, to buy less, and to find an
intentional Christian community in which to live were made prayer-
fully and deliberately in response to the convictions confirmed by my
experiences in India. But these changes are not the defining yields of
my relationship with Christ. They are only my markings, my delights,
my attempts to move beyond this world and into life in the king-
dom come. They are the changes I am making to answer the question
I wrote in my journal a few days before I left for my trip: What must I
change for my life to be in complete submission? Not to society, not to tradition,
not to family, not to norms, but to God’s calling in my life? They are choices I
make to ensure that I will not be tempted simply to walk by the rows
of people Christ commands me to love.

« CELINA VARELA

graduated from Truett in August 2006 with an M.Div. in the missions
concentration. Before leaving for India, she had been thinking about pur-
suing ministerial work with an intentional Christian community. That
decision was solidified during the trip, and she now serves as an appren-
tice at Reba Place Fellowship, a community that practices common living
through shared meals, common purse, and worship in Evanston, IL. She
may be contacted at c¢_varela7@hotmail.com.
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Set Free

Love and Liberation in a Homeless Shelter
KEVIN AVERY

A student shares his experiences
as a Bible study leader for
homeless men and women in
Waco.

“Calcuttas are everywhere if only you have the eyes to see.”
Mother Teresa

I couldn’t help but smile. It wasn’t that I had accomplished some
great feat, and it wasn’t that the night was festive and carefree. We
were still at war in Iraq, [ still had an endless to-do list, and my home-
less friends would still be homeless the following morning. In fact, I'm
not sure if my smile was even visible.

Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but smile because I had encountered
life—deep, messy life. Whether we mean to or not, we often reduce
the good news to a bandage, an easy fix, or a false presumption. But
on that Friday night last April, several people in my Bible study felt
safe enough to expose their deep wounds. Four of the homeless men
expressed their struggles with suicidal thoughts: one had tried to
commit suicide the previous week, and another had recently been re-
leased from a mental institution. A woman indicated that Christ was
good even though she had recently been beaten up in the park, and an-
other woman finally opened up about her overwhelming depression.
She had hit bottom. Ever since a loved one had tragically died, she had
been grasping at anything to numb the pain.

To some in the homeless shelter, I am their priest. To others, I
am their pastor, or simply their friend. Still to others, I am the fool-
ish young man who keeps coming back on Friday nights, teaching that
God is not only real, he is dangerously loving. Officially, I am only their
Bible study leader, but sometimes it can be overwhelming to consider
how critical my role is in their lives. After all, though I am a pastor, I
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do not have a doctorate in psychology or years of experience in a men-
tal ward or rehab center. Of even greater concern is the fact that T am
to represent Christ to these wonderful, but hurting, people. Thank-
fully, the fact that I care and that I listen often overshadows my lack
of credentials. Still, there are moments when I must speak into their
lives.

In such moments, I find strength and joy in knowing that God will
give me the words to say, whether it be Scripture, a prayer, or even
silence. By surrendering, “Here I am, Lord,” I know that God will be
with my mouth and will teach me what to say. Indeed, these days

God has been teach-

ing me that people can

In his simple but profound  bc in so much bondage

and addiction that they

way, he said, “Jesus, | are unable to hear and

then say “yes” to Christ

want your life.” and follow him. God

sent Moses and Aaron

to Pharoah with this
message: “Let my people go so that they may worship me”(Exod 5:1).
There was no promise that the children of Israel would actually wor-
ship and serve God, but God provided liberation so that they could
choose whether or not they would worship. In a similar vein, 2 Cor
4:3-4 makes it clear that for those perishing, the gospel is veiled be-
cause “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving.”

In previous experiences at the homeless shelter, I had already wit-
nessed an unveiling. After praying with a man about his depression, I
sensed he was completely empty inside. When I asked him if he had
a personal relationship with Christ, he said no. Before I even had the
chance to say another word, he surprised me, saying, “I always want-
ed to. But I can’t.” His eyes exposed his deep sorrow and anguish, so I
asked him why he couldn’t. He looked away, shaking his head, “I just
can’t. [ can’t say the name of

“Jesus?”

In screaming silence, I waited, praying. I could literally see a battle
raging inside this man. His bondage and pain were serving as a wall
between us. “Henry (not his real name),” I said quietly but with the
confidence God was giving me, “I am going to pray for you. Whatever
it is that has you captive, I am going to pray for your release. I am go-
ing to pray that your tongue be freed, and then you can pray to receive
Jesus as your life.”

I prayed just that, and then I said, “Okay, Henry, you can pray
now.” In his simple but profound way, he said, “Jesus, I want your life.”
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I knew at that moment, my smile was obvious. It was the first time in
his life he was able to say the name of Jesus without using it as a curse
word. By April, it had been a month since Henry had been set free. He
was still dealing with “ups and downs” as he put it, and the confusion
and depression that had consumed him for years had not vanished.
Nevertheless, things had changed. Prior to that night, he was not ex-
periencing any “ups,” and he was unable to praise the name of Jesus.

When listening to the others that April night, I cannot say there
was as much rejoicing. In fact, one man got up and left while I was
praying for him. Apparently, it was too much for him. However, the
very fact that the group trusted me enough to open up and confess
their thoughts and actions was a huge step—a step that had taken
months of trust building to reach. In the case of the woman who had
lost a loved one, she was able to smile for the first time in days. She
realized she was not alone and that God still loved her, even after she
had been turning away from him. And in terms of our friendship, she
used to introduce me as the preacher. But for the first time, she re-
ferred to me as her pastor. She had hope when she said, “I know you
will be praying for me.” If that doesn’t make a minister of the gospel
smile, I don’t know what would!

On such Friday nights, I can only thank God for allowing me to
serve and worship him, for allowing me to be his presence in that shel-
ter. Being able to get my hands messy for Christ is why I can continue
doing what God has called me to do. It is how I avoid burnout in min-
istry, and it is why I can’t help but smile. I receive the joy that while I
may not have turned the world upside down, I sure gave it a nudge.

KEVIN AVERY

graduated from Truett in December 2006 with an M.Div. in the theology
concentration. He serves as pastor of Brookview Baptist Church in Waco.
He has been leading Bible studies in the homeless shelter since Febru-

ary 2005. His experiences there have helped lead him toward chaplaincy
training at Hillcrest Baptist Medical Center in Waco. He may be con-
tacted at Kevin_Avery@baylor.edu.
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Poetry
Surely Not [

WAYNE DOWNS

Lord if I, sat with you at your table

And shared, with you the wine and bread
Lord would I have been the one who betrayed you
Or would I, have turned to you and said

“Surely not I, Lord

Because I walk with you each day.”
“Surely not I, Lord

Because [ will follow you to the grave.”

“Surely not I, Lord

Because I am with you at this table.”
“Surely not I, Lord
Surely I'm not able.”

As you said, “One will dip his bread with mine.”
[ grew sad, and no longer felt quite whole
And you said, “The Son of Man must die.”

Then I saw, my hand with yours in the bowl

Surely not [, Lord
Why do I have to fail you
Surely not I, Lord
I shouldn’t be this way
Surely not I, Lord
How can you ever forgive me
Surely not I, Lord
What will be made of me

Yet while I, crumbled like the bread before me
You gave thanks, and offered me bread and wine
And you said, “This is my blood and my body.
This, this is how I will make you mine
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Surely not I, Lord
I don’t deserve to be made new
Surely not I, Lord
I know what I've done to you
Surely not I, Lord
I don’t deserve to be made new
Surely not I, Lord
[ know what I've done to you

Truly but you, Lord
You brought me to this table

Truly but you, Lord

Truly you are able

WAYNE DOWNS

is a second year student at Truett Seminary. After graduation in August
2007, he plans to pursue a Ph.D. in Moral Philosophy with aspirations to
teach theology and philosophy at a small college. He completed his un-
dergraduate degree at Campbellsville University in Campbellsville, KY.
His wife Amy is working on the M.Div./M.S.W. dual degree program with
future plans for Ph.D. work as well. Wayne may be reached at Wayne_
Downs@baylor.edu.
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Smith, James K. A. WHo’s ArrRAID OF POSTMODERNISM?:
TAKING DERRIDA, LYOTARD, AND FoucAuLT TO CHURCH.
Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006. 160 pgs.

At this time when many are wondering what the future of the
church will look like, James Smith offers some insightful perspectives
in his book Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism? He addresses an audience
of students and clergy who now find themselves trying to live out
Christianity and navigate the mysterious waters of “postmodernism.”
What is postmodernism? Smith avoids giving a strict definition to
characterize this concept. Instead, he explores the arguments of three
specific philosophers—Jacques Derrida, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, and
Michel Foucault—and gives implications for the church. Through-
out the book, Smith is laying the foundation for what he proposes is a
“Radical Orthodoxy”—a postmodern recovery of what has been lost in
modernity and a return to historic, traditional Christianity.

First, Smith explores Derrida’s claim that “there is nothing out-
side the text.” Smith quickly points out that this phrase and the
catchphrases of the other philosophers have been misunderstood and
provides context for clarification. Derrida intends to correct a Rous-
seauean misconception by proposing that there is nothing that comes
to humans without interpretation, and consequently nothing is with-
out context. Smith then applies this proposition to the gospel—a
terrifying scenario to some who fear the possibilities of complete sub-
jectivity.

Instead, Smith believes that acknowledging that the gospel is an
interpretation from a certain perspective would be a liberating con-
cept. For him, the gospel is the right interpretation. The responsibility
of the Christian then becomes to proclaim the gospel and allow the
Holy Spirit to work in the lives of those who hear in order that they
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might also come to the right interpretation. Smith and Derrida both
overcome the complications that could arise from individual subjec-
tivity by placing interpretation within the bounds of a community.
The Christian community is the church—the believing community
where the Holy Spirit works to ensure a good interpretation. Believers
are then to use Scripture as the interpretation medium through which
they see the world.

Smith then moves to Lyotard and his definition of “postmodern-
ism as incredulity towards metanarratives.” Again, this claim taken
out of context is a threat to Christianity, which bases its belief on
revelation through narrative—particularly the narrative that begins
with creation and ends with the eschaton. Smith settles this conflict
by explaining Lyotard in context. It is not all narratives that Lyotard
rejects—only those that are a product of modernity and seek to qual-
ify their stories through science or rational proof. These he rejects
because they fail to recognize their place among narratives, instead
posing as the ultimate form of truth and disregarding everything else.
For Lyotard, all truth is communicated through narrative, the meta-
narrative being no exception.

Smith proposes that postmodernism create room for the proc-
lamation of the Christian narrative which has been plagued by the
metanarrative criteria for all of modernity. Instead of having to try to
validate this ancient story with rational proof, Christians can be free
to proclaim and give people a chance to believe. Smith challenges the
postmodern church to tell the story of Christianity as it is—an ancient
tale beginning with creation, leading up to present, and carrying on to
the future. He is adamant about recovering the “timelessness” of the
faith and not being tempted to rework the faith, message, or worship
to make it attractive to our contemporaries. Smith believes there is
power in the mystery of ancient Christianity—something unique that
is found nowhere else.

The last thinker Smith explains is Foucault. Foucault’s observa-
tion is that in modernity, “power is knowledge.” Through a series
of case studies, Foucault exposes modern society as a machine that
shapes humanity to the values of society. In this process, the outsiders
are those who refuse to adhere to these values. These unfortunate ones
are “violently” rehabilitated and fixed through various systems in place
in the societal machine to assure universal conformity. What or who is
in power decides knowledge—thus power is knowledge.

Smith struggles with why Foucault presents this machine. The
two possibilities are either just to describe the way the word is or ex-
pose an injustice that must be corrected. Smith eventually questions
whether the power of this machine is intrinsically evil. He decides
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that evil is not inherent to the machine; instead, the machine is to be
judged by what it is shaping humans to be. Modern society shapes
humans to be docile producers/consumers. Smith proposes that post-
modern Christians utilize this machine for the shaping of humans
into what God has created them to be: creatures made in his image.
The challenge for the postmodern church is to form a community that
shapes itself through worship and discipleship to reflect the values of
Christianity.

Smith concludes his book with his own thoughts—a forecast of
sorts. In this he identifies what he feels are some essentials to the fu-
ture of the Christian church. The consistent message of his forecast is
that the main thing the postmodern church should do is to reincor-
porate various elements of tradition. First, he believes that Christians
should once again be a confessional people—the primacy of “I believe”
over “I know.” Next, he finds various ways of affirming a church that
incorporates tradition, whether it be through the arts or sacraments.
For Smith, it is important that Christians acknowledge the historicity
of Christianity, including the past two millennia of the church. Chris-
tianity is not a set of universal principles; instead, it is the story of
God working in the lives of people through time. Because of this, the
church should embrace a tradition that recognizes the catholicity of
Christianity. The church is not one Christian sect that triumphs over
all others, but a group of people called out who share in common the
Savior Christ. Smith repeatedly affirms a sacramental theology and a
church that operates on a parish structure. He concludes with his vi-
sion of what a postmodern worship service should be.

The book as a whole raises some interesting issues and spotlights
areas of Christianity that may have been either forgotten or neglected
in modern Christianity. Smith’s exploration of how Derrida, Lyotard,
and Foucault created space for some constructive conversation offers
hope for the church. However, his “forecast” fails to take advantage
of this created space. The last chapter reveals his own Reformed bi-
ases that were only subtle in the first four chapters. It is obvious that
Smith wants a return to a more sacramental and “traditioned” form
of Christianity. He repeatedly identifies all forms of contemporary
evangelicalism (with the exception of the emergent church) with mo-
dernity and throughout the book insinuates that modernity has failed.
While Smith makes many good points and offers enriching advice, the
chapter viewed in its entirety is too tainted with his personal biases.

For one thing, modernity as a whole cannot be equated with fail-
ure. There are many ways in which modernity has enriched human life,
and the practices of the modern church have edified Christianity. In
looking to the future of the Christian church, it is more appropriate to
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speak in terms of reforming (identifying baggage) rather than replac-
ing the modern church with a more pre-modern one. It is not possible
to “undo” modernity.

The space Smith created by exploring the thoughts of Derrida,
Lyotard, and Foucault he left largely unoccupied. After discussing
context and perspective with Derrida and then the value of narra-
tive with Lyotard, he did relatively little with the proclamation of the
gospel. There is an opportunity to take Scripture out from under the
microscope of the Enlightenment and let it stand by itself—as the sto-
ry of a particular point in time when God became human and opened
the door for salvation. If there is once again value in narrative and if
postmodern Christians have the freedom from “objective truth,” then
why did Smith not elaborate more on the role of evangelism in the
postmodern church? For all his references to postmodern Christianity
being more biblical, he fails to elaborate more on the importance of the
proclamation of the gospel in his personal forecast. Surely evangelism
is biblical.

Furthermore, Foucault’s image of the machine is perfect for recov-
ering the lost biblical principle of discipleship. He does mention this
in the chapter on Foucault, but Smith could have written his entire
final chapter on the importance of discipleship. It is important that
postmodern Christians understand the transforming work of the Holy
Spirit and the role of discipleship in this process. As Christianity is in-
creasingly marginalized, discipleship becomes even more important
because Christ-followers must be forged in this new and unique iden-
tity. They must take on the perspective and ways of Christ and know
the story of God’s redemptive work in order not to be dissolved by
secular society. Smith’s final chapter should have been on the impor-
tance of evangelism and discipleship in postmodern Christianity.

Although the final chapter could have been stronger, Smith’s work
as a whole is valuable to students and clergy looking to the future of
Christianity. Identifying these prominent philosophers and their ideas
will be helpful to ministers seeking to engage with society. Men and
women cannot possibly be adequately equipped for Christian service
today without understanding postmodernism and its relationship
with the church.

Graham Cook
M.Div., Missions and World Christianity
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ARMINIAN
THEOLOGY

Myths and Realities

Olson, Roger E. ARMINIAN THEOLOGY: MYTHS AND REALITIES.
Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006. 250 pgs.

In his most recent work, Arminian Theology: Myths and Realities,
Roger Olson lays to rest many of the most common misconceptions
surrounding this oft-misunderstood theological system. Arminian
theology has come under fire from a number of popular evangelical
corners in the last few years, with much confusion as to what exactly
it is and is not. Thus, Olson presents this work as a lucid explanation
meant to lay to rest many of the myths and half-truths surrounding
Arminian theology.

Arminian theology derives its core tenets and name from its origi-
nal expositor, Jacob Arminius (1560-1609), a Dutch theologian writing
in the post-Reformation period. Born out of the Reformed tradition, it
shares many tenets with what later became known as Calvinism. As-
sessing which variety is the more faithful interpretation of Reformed
theology becomes part of the problem in understanding Arminianism:
if Arminianism is from the same theological family tree as Calvinism—
commonly assumed to be the polar opposite of Arminianism—what
differences can there be? Olson, recognizing the confusion, adopts a
myth-busting strategy in order to set the record straight. This work
does a great service for two kinds of people: “those who do not know
Arminian theology but want to, and those who think they know about
Arminianism but really don’t.” To that end, the work spends equal
time correcting recent scholarly assessments of Arminianism and elu-
cidating the core tenets of the theory.

The first two sections deal with the historical origins of the move-
ment. Placing Arminius within his own historical context highlights
two things: (1) Arminianism has deep historical roots within the
Christian tradition and must not be confused with functional Pela-
gianism, Semi-Pelagianism, or folk religion and (2) Calvinism and
Arminianism are siblings in the family tree of Reformed theology.
Once one understands the historical roots of the movement, it be-
comes more evident why the movement has come under such fire in
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recent years from high-profile defenders of Calvinist Reformed theol-
ogy who see Arminianism as a false form of Reformed theology.

Arminian theology holds, with the Reformed tradition, to a
covenantal theology of grace and to the primacy of God’s glory.? Addi-
tionally, it holds, with Calvinism, that there is prevenient, sustaining
grace by which God upholds the world. But when the discussion turns
to questions of how this grace operates in the economy of salvation,
and what role freedom plays in salvation, Calvinism and Arminianism
part ways. In this way, Arminianism is understood not as an historical
anomaly, but as part of a robust theological tradition.

Having established its historical roots, Olson then examines a
more recent move within evangelicalism to eliminate Arminianism as
a truly evangelical option. Despite Arminianism’s deep inroads into
Methodism and holiness traditions, high-profile evangelical voices,
such as Robert A. Peterson and Michael D. Williams in their Why I Am
Not an Arminian, have argued for the incommensurability of evangelical
faith and Arminianism. Central to their complaints is the claim that
Arminianism is a works-righteousness faith, depending upon human
effort for salvation. Olson walks through the Christology of Arminius
at this point and refutes this common misunderstanding, showing at
every turn the commonality between Reformed orthodoxy and Armin-
ian writings.?

Having shown the confusion that exists even on the scholarly
level, Olson turns to the popular level, examining well-meaning at-
tempts to draw Arminianism and Calvinism together. As Olson notes,
attempts to synthesize the two into a hybrid of what he calls “Cal-
minianism” fails to understand the vast differences between the two
systems, despite their common foundation in the sovereignty of God
and in a covenantal theology of grace.* With regards to the issue of
atonement, for example, Calvinism holds that the atoning work of
Christ is limited to those elected to be saved, with all of humanity oth-
erwise under the curse of original sin. Arminianism, on the other hand,
holds to a double form of redemption: Christ’s death on the cross re-
moves original sin, opening the possibility of salvation to all people.

Similarly, Calvinism and Arminianism find themselves at odds on
the question of predestination. In Calvinism, Olson explains, predes-
tination is understood as an eternal decree without regards to human
response. With Arminianism, predestination takes into account the
free belief of the responder. Thus, God predestines those who would
believe to salvation. Issues surrounding freedom of the will cause any
attempt at a “Calminianism” to break down similarly: Calvinists tend
towards monergism—that God, as the cause of all that is, is the cause
of salvation, with human will playing no role in election; Arminians,
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on the other hand, tend toward synergism—that salvation involves
both the will of God and the responding will of humanity.

Central to Arminianism is the grace of God, which lavishly frees
all of humanity from the fall of Adam and offers to humanity the sal-
vation which comes from God in Christ alone. No less a theology of
grace than Calvinism, Olson maintains that Arminianism emerges as
a corrective to what it perceives as a misstep by Calvinism: an over-
emphasis on the sovereignty of God at the expense of the goodness of
God. While Arminianism confesses that God is the sovereign creator
of the world, it does not maintain that God causes all that is in the
world, but instead grants the gift of human freedom which plays a role
in the process of salvation itself, as well as an important part in all of
human existence.

With this foundation, one of the common critiques of Arminian-
ism is that it is simply a new version of Pelagianism—salvation as a
human effort. Rather, Olson argues, Arminianism finds its lifeblood in
the character of God as loving and just, as one who offers salvation to
all humanity and invites humanity to participate in its own salvation,
without accruing merit. Tracing the historical contours of this cri-
tique, he shows how Arminianism has gone to great lengths to defend
itself from this charge, often to little avail. Far from being an optimistic
theology, Arminius and those following him confessed to the classical
Reformed doctrines of the depravity of humanity and the bondage of
the will, but saw them in light of the grace of God which overcomes
both of these states.> Far from being optimistic about human poten-
tial, Arminianism sees the human condition as dire and in need of the
grace of God. It is Arminianism’s declaration that Christ’s work has
overcome the original disaster of Adamic sin and restored the freedom
of response that has created suspicion within the Calvinist ranks as to
Arminian orthodoxy.

Olson has done a great service to the academy and to the church
in clearing the smoke from this often misunderstood aspect of the
Christian tradition. In laying out the historical backgrounds in order
to explain contemporary struggles over the heritage of Reformed the-
ology, he has written an accessible and erudite volume which should
receive attention from those struggling to understand both the past
and the future of evangelicalism. Clear and concise, the work proceeds
with appropriate footnoting for further reading, without bogging
down the lay reader in too many sub-arguments. It is this reviewer’s
hope that the work will be taken seriously as a plea for a wider under-
standing of what it means to be both faithful and orthodox.
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2. Ibid., 49.
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5. Ibid, 14L

Myles Werntz
M.Div., Theology ‘03

TJCM  Vol. 4, No. 2 Spring 2006 113



Subscription Information

Our subscription rates are as follows:

One year (two issues): $12.00
Two years (four issues): $23.00
Three years (six issues): $34.00

To subscribe, please send a check made out for the exact amount of
your desired subscription and the following information on an enclosed
piece of paper: your name, full mailing address to which the Journal
should be sent, and your email address. The email address will be used
only by the Journal to communicate with you about your subscription.

The check should be made out to Baylor University. Please clearly mark in
the memo line that the payment is for a subscription to the Truett Journal
of Church and Mission (TJCM).

Checks should be mailed to:

Truett Journal of Church and Mission
Geo. W. Truett Theological Seminary
P.O. Box 97126

Waco, TX 76798-7126

For any further inquiries, please email us at truettjournal@baylor.edu,
or call at 254-710-6745 (the office of Dr. Michael Stroope).

114 TRUETT JOURNAL OF CHURCH AND MISSION






