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Conclusion
Why try to understand the councils? We learn something important from them: how the teachings of the prophets and apostles were consensually received by comparing Scripture to Scripture to grasp the meaning of the whole narrative of the history of salvation.
These conciliar decisions have been tested again and again, and have continued to be confirmed by the consent of believers. They reassure us that we can trust the understanding of God’s revelation in Scripture that has been held to be true by the whole worldwide church throughout changing cultures of all times and places. These conciliar decisions have been hammered out by intense examination of Scripture when nonconsensual opinions have been asserted. We learn from them those teachings that the ancient Christian consensus has confirmed as true apostolic teaching.
In Know the Creeds and Councils, Justin Holcomb accurately summarizes key points of the most crucial, contested issues of scriptural understanding, drawing readers today closer to the truth of classic Christianity.
—THOMAS C. ODEN
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What Are Creeds, Confessions, Catechisms, and Councils?
Tradition is the fruit of the Spirit’s teaching activity from the ages as God’s people have sought understanding of Scripture. It is not infallible, but neither is it negligible, and we impoverish ourselves if we disregard it.
— J. I. Packer, “Upholding the Unity of Scripture Today”
Obviously, Christianity did not begin when we were born. Nor did our generation invent Christian thought. We live two thousand years removed from the time of our founder, and — for better or for worse — we are the recipients of a long line of Christians’ insights, mistakes, and ways of speaking about God and the Christian faith. Today’s Christianity is directly affected by what earlier Christians chose to do and to believe.
The fact that Christianity developed — that the sixteenth century, for instance, looked very different from the third, and that both looked very different from the twenty-first — can sometimes lead us to wonder what the essential core of Christianity is. As a result, some people decide to ignore history altogether and try to reconstruct “real Christianity” with nothing more than a Bible. But this approach misses a great deal. Christians of the past were no less concerned with being faithful to God than we are, and they sought to fit together all that Scripture has to say about the mysteries of Christianity — the incarnation, the Trinity, predestination, and more — with all the intellectual power of their times. To ignore these insights is to attempt to reinvent the wheel, and to risk reinventing it badly.
The main difficulty is untangling the language of the church of the past, particularly for those of us who do not have time or energy to devote to historical studies. The goal of this book is to guide readers past that difficulty and to provide an overview of the main historical developments in Christian thought. It is not intended to be a comprehensive guide to all creeds, councils, confessions, and catechisms; that would take nothing less than an encyclopedia. However, I hope that after reading this book you will come away with a deeper and better understanding of how the church has wrestled with what continue to be the most important questions about Christian belief.
The chapters are brief and to the point. For each creed, confession, catechism, or council, I present historical background, a short summary of the content, and thoughts on contemporary relevance. At the end of each chapter are discussion questions and recommended reading for further study.
Before we examine the history itself, it will be important to learn the four major terms that you will encounter in this book. Each one represents a tool that the church has used to speak about God clearly and faithfully, to guide its members closer to God, and sometimes to distinguish authentic Christianity from the innovations, heresies, and false teachings that the New Testament warns of. While their purposes differ, all try to communicate complex theological ideas to people who don’t have sophisticated theological backgrounds (in some cases, to people who are illiterate). The four terms are “creeds,” “confessions,” “catechisms,” and “councils.”
Creeds
I believe in God,
The Father Almighty
Maker of Heaven and Earth
Of all that is seen and unseen . . .
— Opening lines of the Nicene Creed, AD 325
The English word “creed” comes from the Latin word credo, which means “I believe.” Church historian J. N. D. Kelly says that a creed is “a fixed formula summarizing the essential articles of the Christian religion and enjoying the sanction of ecclesiastical [church] authority.”1 More simply, the creeds set forth the basic beliefs of the church that have been handed down from earliest times, what the New Testament calls “the faith that was once for all entrusted to God’s holy people” (Jude 3). When teachers throughout history called parts of this faith into question (usually the parts that were taken for granted or were less well-defined), the early church reaffirmed the essentials in a way that honored the traditional teaching.
The earliest creeds are arguably to be found in Scripture itself. In the Old Testament, what is known as the Shema (“Hear, O Israel: the LORD our God, the LORD is one,” Deut. 6:4) is a creedlike statement. While there are no official, full-blown creeds in the New Testament, scholar Ralph Martin has suggested that the beginnings of creeds are already present in the New Testament and were developed by early Christians to defend against subtle pagan influences and to establish key beliefs.2 Many scholars believe that Paul recites an early creed in his letter to the Corinthians when he summarizes the facts that he taught as “of first importance”: “that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared [to the apostles and many others]” (1 Cor. 15:3 – 7). Furthermore, in the church’s acts of baptism, Eucharist, and worship, certain prayers and early creedlike statements of belief were developed, such as “ Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor. 12:3) and the Trinitarian baptismal formula of Matthew 28:19: “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” While there is no formal creed in the pages of Scripture, the idea of a central, basic teaching of Christianity certainly is.
After the age of the apostles, the early church possessed what is known as “the rule of faith” or “the tradition,” which theologian Bruce Demarest describes as “brief summaries of essential Christian truths.”3 Early church fathers such as Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and Hippolytus all assume this “rule of faith,” an unwritten set of beliefs that had been passed down from the apostles and taught to Christian converts. In the second century, Irenaeus described the rule of faith in this way: “One God, the Creator of heaven and earth, and all things therein, by means of Christ Jesus, the Son of God; who, because of His surpassing love towards His creation, condescended to be born of the virgin, He Himself uniting man through Himself to God, and having suffered under Pontius Pilate, and rising again, and having been received up in splendor, shall come in glory, the Savior of those who are saved, and the Judge of those who are judged, and sending into eternal fire those who transform the truth, and despise His Father and His advent.”4
Irenaeus’s rule of faith sounds quite similar to later formal creeds and contains the essence of the gospel. As the early Christian community dealt with new heretical movements, the rule of faith gave birth to more precise statements of the essentials of the faith, such as the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed.5
How Were Creeds Used?
In individualist cultures, we pick and choose what religion we like. More than that, we sometimes combine parts of different denominations or religions to make something entirely new — whatever works for us personally. For the early Christians, however, creeds were meant to be used by groups — not just a summary of what everyone in the room agrees upon but a promise made and kept as a group. Creeds were initially used in baptism, during which the baptismal candidate recited a formula or responded to questions, thereby publicly confessing belief in Jesus Christ. As time passed, however, the creeds also were used to teach new converts the basic elements of the Christian faith. Since the creeds were relatively short summaries of Christian doctrine, they were easy to learn. The creeds were also used in church liturgies (the set of actions and rituals in a worship service that illustrate Christian beliefs and mysteries), uniting the congregation in common confession. Far from being a device of the ivory tower, creeds were the way that ordinary tradesmen and farmers could learn about and pledge their lives to the God of the Bible.
Nowadays, we have a largely literate population and an ample supply of Bibles, and so it’s easy to wonder whether creeds are necessary. Some may even think that the creeds stand in opposition to (or at least in tension with) the authority of Holy Scripture. However, as theologian John Webster says, “We may think of the creed as an aspect of the church’s exegetical fellowship, of learning alongside the saints and doctors and martyrs how to give ear to the gospel.”6 Creeds aren’t dogmas that are imposed on Scripture but are themselves drawn from the Bible and provide a touchstone to the faith for Christians of all times and places.
Confessions
Although the light of nature, and the works of creation and providence do so far manifest the goodness, wisdom, and power of God, as to leave men unexcusable; yet are they not sufficient to give that knowledge of God, and of His will, which is necessary unto salvation. Therefore it pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in divers manners, to reveal Himself, and to declare that His will unto His Church; and afterwards for the better preserving and propagating of the truth, and for the more sure establishment and comfort of the Church against the corruption of the flesh, and the malice of Satan and of the world, to commit the same wholly unto writing; which makes the Holy Scripture to be most necessary; those former ways of God’s revealing His will unto His people being now ceased.
— Opening lines of the Westminster Confession on the purpose of Scripture, AD 1646
What about confessions? In contrast to creeds, which are basic statements of belief, confessions represent more detailed inquiry into the things of God. The great writer C. S. Lewis gave the following illustration to show the value of having confessions as well as creeds: “I hope no reader will suppose that ‘mere’ Christianity is here put forward as an alternative to the [confessions] of the existing communions — as if a man could adopt it in preference to Congregationalism or Greek Orthodoxy or anything else. It is more like a hall out of which doors open into several rooms. If I can bring anyone into that hall [creeds], I have done what I attempted. But it is in the rooms [confessions], not the hall, that there are fires and chairs and meals.”7
As Lewis’s illustration suggests, the creeds are the boundaries of the faith that separate orthodoxy from heresy, while the confessions color in the picture, tying theology to everyday life in all sorts of ways. Because creeds are bare-bones structures (the outlines of the sketch), it makes sense that the earliest statements of the church are creeds, while later statements of particular denominations are confessions. Creeds distinguish orthodoxy from heresy (or Christian faith from non-Christian faith). Confessions distinguish denominational distinctives (or one type of Christian faith from another type of Christian faith).
Christian confessions often define a particular group’s belief on secondary issues such as infant baptism, the end times, predestination, the Lord’s Supper, and the order of salvation. As a rule, Christian confessions addressed the immediate needs and concerns of those who wrote them. (That is, while the creeds strove to preserve “the faith delivered for all time,” confessions tried to apply the faith to the here and now.) Because confessions often arose out of theological debate, the issues emphasized in any particular confession may say more about cross-denominational arguments than anything else; hence, although those issues may still be relevant today, they may not be of the same importance as they were long ago.
Some Prominent Confessions
There are, broadly speaking, two different kinds of confessions. The first is meant to distinguish one denomination from another. Examples of this type of confession include the following:
• The Thirty-nine Articles (Anglican, 1563)
• The Formula of Concord (Lutheran, 1577)
• The Arminian Confession of 1621 (Arminian, 1621)
• The Westminster Confession (Presbyterian, 1646)
• The Dordrecht Confession (Anabaptist, 1632)
• The Augsburg Confession (Lutheran, 1530)
• The Scots Confession (Church of Scotland, 1560)
• The Belgic Confession (Reformed, 1561)
• The First and Second Helvetic Confessions (Lutheran, 1536 and 1562)
• The Twenty-five Articles of Religion (Methodist, 1784)
• The Confessions of Trent (Roman Catholic, 1545 – 63)
• Vatican II (Catholic, 1962 – 65)
The majority of these confessions arose during the Reformation. As various sects of Reformation Protestantism were coming into existence, they needed to put forth coherent teachings that distinguished their groups from other denominations.
However, because these confessions could not possibly foresee issues that would arise as later churches tried to live faithfully in contemporary culture, a second type of confession came into existence. This type of confession — illustrated by the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy and the Lausanne Covenant — puts forth a specific church’s (or group of churches’) response to a specific theological issue that is of pressing importance for the contemporary church. This second type of confession is typically supplementary; it is not a complete statement of a specific church’s beliefs and doctrines but is instead a collaboration among different churches to address a significant issue. (In the previous two examples, one is a response to biblical criticism and the other to the changing face of world evangelism.)
Use of Confessions
While confessions have not been as relevant to worship services as creeds have (it’s rare to find a congregation reciting the Twenty-five Articles of Religion on a given Sunday), they still play an important role in the life of the church. First, confessional statements form the basis of catechisms, which are used to introduce new believers and children to the basic teachings of the church. Second, confessions help a denomination to maintain doctrinal unity by providing a standard to which the teaching of individual congregations should adhere. This standard helps maintain denominational integrity and preserves the ideals of the group against cultural trends or the doctrinal innovations of an individual leader.
Some may worry that church confessions are archaic, that they undermine the overarching unity of the body of Christ, or that they nitpick over relatively insignificant issues of doctrine. While there may be some legitimacy to these critiques, it is important to keep in mind that confessions are meant to be worshipful responses to a truly gracious God. It isn’t enough for believers to stop at a basic knowledge of God, as Lewis so shrewdly noted, even though the basics tie together all the variations within orthodox Christianity. God has given us a lot of information about himself that a creed does not cover; it is within confessions that churches interpret that information and show believers how it can help them know God better. Seen in this light, the confessions of the church take on a new beauty, a beauty that finds its origin in the God of the gospel and in the salvation he offers to his people.
Catechisms
Q. What is your only comfort in life and in death?
A. That I am not my own but belong — body and soul, in life and in death — to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ.
He has fully paid for all my sins with his precious blood, and has set me free from the tyranny of the devil. He also watches over me in such a way that not a hair can fall from my head without the will of my Father in heaven; in fact, all things must work together for my salvation.
Because I belong to him, Christ, by his Holy Spirit, assures me of eternal life and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.
— Opening question of the Heidelberg Catechism, AD 1563
A catechism is a book or document giving a brief summary of the basic principles of Christianity in Q&A form. Catechisms represent the practical, “on-the-ground” application of the main teaching agreed upon at church councils and expressed through creeds and confessions. The word “catechism” comes from the Greek word katechein, which means “to teach” or “to instruct.” Catechisms are basic outlines of the teachings of the Christian faith, set forth in a way that those unfamiliar with doctrine can easily understand.
Catechisms have been around since the early church, which was quite devoted to instructing new believers in the Christian faith. Since conversion was a radical change from one way of life to another, Cyril of Jerusalem made the following description of the process: “Let me compare the catechizing to a building. Unless we methodically bind and joint the whole structure together, we shall have leaks and dry rot, and all our previous exertions will be wasted.”8 The process of catechesis was also alive and well in the Middle Ages: Aquinas wrote a catechism that was basically an extended explanation of the Apostles’ Creed, one of the earliest summaries of the Christian faith.
However, the era most commonly associated with catechisms is the Reformation, “the Golden Age of catechisms.”9 In fact, one scholar calls the catechism “the heart of the Reformation.”10 Martin Luther, who wrote both a small and a large catechism, put the burden of catechizing on parents, not the church: “If everything cannot be covered at once, let one point be taken up today, and tomorrow another [point]. If parents and guardians will not take the trouble to do this, either themselves or through others, there never will be a catechism.”11
John Calvin also thought the process of catechesis was incredibly important.12 Calvin was concerned that his congregation be instructed in the basic teachings of the gospel so that they could fight off the attacks of Satan. Indeed, Calvin thought that the success of the church was largely dependent on how it catechized its youth, which is why he wrote and revised a catechism for his church. In addition to Calvin and Luther, John Owen and Richard Baxter also wrote a variety of catechisms appropriate for various age groups.
Early Christian catechesis focused on immersion in God’s Word, basic instruction in doctrine, and ethical and moral guidelines.13 Catechisms in the Reformation were similar, but they implemented a question and answer format that had become popular in the Middle Ages. In this style, the person writing the catechism was able to anticipate questions and objections from those reading the document. Because of the widespread illiteracy during the period of the Reformation, catechesis often took place in face-to-face discussion. This is why “Luther intended his catechism to target primarily pastors, but also parents, and other ‘opinion makers’ who would in turn share the teachings of the catechism orally with children and illiterate members of the household.”14
Uses of Catechisms
Catechisms are designed to work on multiple levels for learners’ best retention. As Nordling notes, “Luther intended that the Small Catechism would come to constitute the Christian’s internal ‘computer operating system’ (for example, DOS, Windows, Mac OS), which would become fixed in the immediate stores of memory, and thereby become the foundation for approaching God and all things spiritual.”15 For instance, the basic content of Luther’s smaller catechism was to be memorized first, and the Scripture references supporting the basic answers were to be memorized at a later date. In this way, the catechism provided both an intimate acquaintance with the Bible as well as a guidebook for reading and understanding the Bible.
It is important to remember that catechisms are not meant to be an end in themselves. They are to lead to belief, practice, and love for God. As such, the counterparts to catechisms are confessions. Put most simply, catechisms teach in order that we may confess and believe. John Webster says that “through [a creed or confession] the church affirms its allegiance to God, repudiates the falsehood by which the church is threatened, and assembles around the judgment and consolation of the gospel.”16 However, the activities that Webster describes take place not only in church buildings but also in homes, offices, schools, and private conversations, so catechisms are tools to bring confessional beliefs into our daily lives.
Examples of Catechisms
Perhaps the most common catechisms today are those which are products of the Protestant Reformation: Reformed Westminster Catechism (shorter and larger), the Lutheran Small Catechism in the Book of Concord, and my favorite — the Heidelberg Catechism. While the content of these catechisms is a bit advanced, the introduction to the Westminster Shorter Catechism is an excellent tool for children. The Catechism for Young Children is used in many denominations as an introduction. Also, author Chris Schlecht has written a children’s catechism, which explains the basics of the Reformed faith. The Catechism of the Church of Geneva for children may also be a good choice for parents who want to learn how to teach their children about the faith.
Church Councils
Canon 1
We have judged it right that the canons of the Holy Fathers made in every synod even until now, should remain in force.
— Council of Chalcedon, AD 451
Many of the creeds, confessions, and catechisms of the church were decided upon at large church meetings called councils. Councils brought together leaders from all over the known world to hammer out issues, such as responses to heretical teachings, that were too difficult for individual pastors or bishops to handle alone. There are seven ecumenical councils that every branch of the church17 recognizes today, whether Orthodox, Catholic, or Protestant, and there have been fourteen additional Catholic councils.18
The first recorded instance of a church council is found in the New Testament. The Jerusalem Council is the name that was given to the meeting of church leaders of Antioch (with Paul and Barnabas) and of Jerusalem in which the large growth in the number of Gentile converts in the early church was discussed (Acts 15:2 – 29).19 The issue being addressed was a practical one concerning how Jewish and Gentile Christians would relate to one another on a daily basis. Gentile Christians were to abstain from certain activities that would be barriers for relationships with Jewish Christians, such as eating food offered to idols (see Rom. 14:1 – 23; 1 Cor. 8:1 – 13). As a result of that council, it was also agreed that Gentile Christians did not have to become Jewish or observe Jewish practices to worship God, even though God had chosen the Jews as his special people. Because the council allowed these changes to be put into place in all the represented churches (rather than on a case-by-case basis), it prevented individual leaders from requiring churches they led to conform to their own ideas about the Jewish question.
Like the Jerusalem Council, later church councils were called to address not only a disagreement over a theological issue but also the practical ramifications of that issue. For instance, in the Council of Nicaea, the question being asked was, “How can we worship one God (the Father) and also worship Jesus Christ?” Though this was a practical question about worship, it couldn’t be disconnected from the more abstract theological issue of how Jesus Christ is related to his Father. The council affirmed that both Jesus and the Father are members of a single being, God.
So are the councils’ decisions authoritative? It is instructive to notice that in 1 Corinthians when Paul is asked about whether Christians should eat food offered to idols (in 1 Cor. 8:1 – 13), he appeals not to the decision of the Jerusalem Council but instead to the revelation he had received from Jesus Christ. This shows that Paul saw the Jerusalem Council as in some sense authoritative but not ultimately so. His appeal was to God’s revelation as the arbiter of truth, not to a human decision at a council.
Uses of Councils
Councils bring together Christians from all over the world — not just the best and brightest thinkers, the flashiest preachers, or the most fervent activists but a cross section of informed Christian leaders. Ideally, the diversity that a council brings — both in the origins of the attendees and in their viewpoints — ensures that all viewpoints are fairly represented. Having asked the Spirit to guide their decisions, these Christians then try to work out a solution to the questions at hand that is best in line with Scripture.
Yet the councils didn’t always follow this ideal. They were sometimes marked by politics and dissension, even the use of force. The way that key questions about God were decided may make us wonder whether the lines that councils drew between orthodoxy and heresy are worth keeping or whether they are simply part of the struggles of a bygone age. Does it matter whether we believe that God is a trinity or that Jesus is both God and man?
In retrospect, the decisions of the councils seem to have been best. (They say hindsight is 20/20.) Contrary to the everyday perception that the church devised a dogma and then imposed it on the unwilling masses (the “extremists” on the “moderates,” as medieval Muslim scholar Ibn Taymiyya phrased it), the story of the councils is one in which the complexity and ambiguity of Scripture is defended time after time against oversimplifications that would have lost something crucial to the faith. If the proceedings of the councils were not always the best examples of witness to Christ, they nevertheless held the church together against a wrongful decision. Think of it as comparable to the Union and the Confederates in the American Civil War. That war still scars our national memory, but it was necessary to prevent our country from going in an unfortunate direction. In the same way, there is much to be grateful for in the councils.
Know the Creeds and Councils
This book aims to provide an accessible overview of the main creeds, confessions, catechisms, and councils of Christian history. It is an introduction to some of the most important theological declarations in the Christian tradition. It is not intended to be a comprehensive guide to all creeds, councils, and confessions; that would take nothing less than an encyclopedia. However, I hope that after reading this book, you will come away with a deeper and better understanding of how the church has wrestled with major doctrinal questions and has emerged stronger as Jesus continues to build his church.
Know the Creeds and Councils is not an academic book or only for “educated lay readers.” It is designed to be read by individuals or used in a group setting. My hope is that this book will complement more thorough treatments such as Jaroslav Pelikan’s Credo: Historical and Theological Guide to Creeds and Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition, which is a nearly seven-hundred-page book filled with top-notch historical scholarship on the creeds and confessions.
The chapters are brief and to the point. For each creed, confession, catechism, or council, I present its historical background, its content, and its contemporary relevance. Because some readers will prefer to look at just a few specific issues, I have tried to strike a balance between letting each chapter stand alone and building the narrative as things unfolded historically. Discussion questions and recommendations for further reading are included at the end of each chapter.
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Historical Background
The Apostles’ Creed is the oldest creed of the church, and its influence can be seen in many of the subsequent creeds in church history. The Apostles’ Creed1 was so named because of a tradition that emerged in the sixth century that each of the apostles contributed one of the creed’s twelve articles, or statements of belief.2 This story, although ancient, is almost certainly a legend: the Apostles’ Creed is not a direct production of the apostles themselves. Rather, the justification for continuing to call this formulation the Apostles’ Creed is that it preserves the “rule of faith” that was transmitted from the apostles. It should be understood as a summary of apostolic teaching.3
The creed is an early witness to the apostolic teaching, and not an attempt to attribute a later document to the apostolic era. This can be seen from its development from the so-called Old Roman Creed that was used during baptisms, which can be dated from the middle of the second century (about AD 140) in Greek and in Latin around AD 390. The Old Roman Creed featured the main tenets of the Apostles’ Creed, with a few additions that are explained in the next section. The present form of the Apostles’ Creed, which is both longer and more recent, was probably not compiled until the middle of the fifth century.4
During the Middle Ages, it became commonplace to recite the Apostles’ Creed throughout the day in Western monasteries, and this practice was retained in the Book of Common Prayer in the Church of England after the Reformation, where it is still recited during morning and evening prayer. Many churches still recite it during baptisms as a summary of the faith into which Christians are baptized.
Church historian Philip Schaff notes that “as the Lord’s Prayer is the Prayer of prayers, the Decalogue [10 Commandments] the Law of laws, so the Apostles’ Creed is the Creed of Creeds.”5 Perhaps more than any other profession of faith, the Apostles’ Creed has expressed the essentials of Christianity in a way that Christians of all stripes can rally around. Early theologians, like Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Origen, affirmed various parts of the creed. John Calvin devoted an entire chapter to the Apostles’ Creed in the first edition of his Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536), and Karl Barth presented his entire system of doctrine through the framework of the creed in Dogmatics in Outline. Today, the Apostles’ Creed has been at the heart of much of the movement toward Christian unity of the twentieth century. To give only two examples, in 1920 the Lambeth Conference of the Anglican Communion appealed to it as the basis of unity among all Christian churches, and in 1927 at the World Conference on Faith and Order that met at Lausanne, Western and Eastern Christians recited the Apostles’ Creed in unison during the opening session.6 The Apostles’ Creed has been and continues to be of great importance for Christians worldwide.
Content
The Apostles’ Creed is brief enough that its entire content can be reproduced here:
I believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Maker of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord: Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and buried; He descended into hell. The third day He arose again from the dead; He ascended into heaven, and [sits] on the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead. I believe in the Holy Ghost; the holy catholic church; the communion of saints; the forgiveness of sins; the resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting. Amen.
If you could go only by this creed (the earliest collection of “essentials”), what would you say that Christianity is? As we will see in the following chapter, on the Council of Nicaea, several key doctrines are not made explicit here: the relationship of Christ to God, and the identity of the Holy Spirit are the most obvious ones that modern Christians would miss. However, it is encouraging and surprising how many of the doctrines that we hold today appear here. There’s the incarnation (“Christ . . . was conceived by the Holy Ghost”), and the story of the Gospels (“suffered . . . was crucified, died, and buried . . . He arose again from the dead; He ascended into heaven”). There isn’t yet an explicit doctrine of the Trinity, but the creed wants the reader to know that God is tied to the names of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, and that Christ is said to still be alive and preparing for his role as cosmic judge. God’s forgiveness of sins and promise of physical resurrection are also present, and it is reasonable to assume that these are connected to the snapshot of the gospel story that accompanies the description of Christ. In short, knowing nothing else about Christianity, you could find out who God is, the story of what happened to Jesus of Nazareth, and what will happen next.
However, the creed also contains phrases such as “descended into hell” and “the holy catholic church” that may make modern Protestants pause. These are also essential elements of the Christian faith (now just as much as then), but since both of these phrases took on specific meanings during the Middle Ages, it is important to understand how ancient Christians would have seen them.
For those who grew up in a Roman Catholic context, the expression “he descended into hell” may be familiar because it is associated with the doctrine of the “harrowing of hell.” In Catholic theology, the idea is that after Christ’s death on the cross, his spirit descended into sheol (the word in Hebrew for the “underworld,” where the dead reside) in order to preach the gospel to the patriarchs, the Old Testament saints, and potentially to other “virtuous” pagans who lived before the revelation of Jesus Christ.7
Much of this discussion is not based on the Bible. The New Testament itself emphasizes the consequences of Christ’s death and resurrection from the dead, in which he triumphs over sin, death, and the devil, rather than what Christ did between death and resurrection.8 Initially the language of “descent into hell” was borrowed from the Old Testament; it simply meant that Jesus died or passed to sheol (the pit or grave) just as any other person did.9
Dying was the final stage of Christ’s humiliation, a necessary passage before his triumph in the resurrection. Second-century theologian Tertullian wrote that “Christ our God, Who because He was man died according to the same Scriptures, satisfied this law also by undergoing the form of human death in the underworld, and did not ascend aloft to heaven until He had gone down to the regions beneath the earth.”10 The Latin translations of the creed themselves do not agree on how to phrase this doctrine: some have that he descended ad inferna (“into hell”), and others ad inferos (“to the dead”). The latter reflects more closely, it seems, the intention of the creed.11 A number of contemporary translations reflect this understanding by changing the language of the creed to “he descended to the dead.”
The second potentially troublesome expression in the creed is “the holy catholic church.” Because only the Roman Catholic Church retains “Catholic” in its name, some Protestants might hesitate to confess that they believe in a catholic church. However, the word “catholic” is actually a way to refer to the whole church of Jesus Christ, deriving from two Greek words, kata and holos, which together mean “according to the whole.” The term is usually translated in Protestant churches as “universal,” but this does not quite do justice to its richness. “Catholic” means that the church exists in every nation where the gospel has spread. Second-century church father Ignatius of Antioch wrote that “wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the Catholic Church,”12 and fourth-century father Cyril of Jerusalem wrote that the church is catholic not only “because it is spread throughout the world” but also “because it teaches completely and without defect all the doctrines which ought to come to the knowledge of men.”13 Wherever the whole apostolic gospel is visibly maintained, that is where the “catholic church” is.
In general, the creed remains as accessible to believers today as it was two thousand years ago. Despite the updates (see the section on historical background), the Apostles’ Creed is as good a tool as any for finding out what early Christians believed, and to seeing how similar it is to what we believe now.
Relevance
Much of the genius of the Apostles’ Creed is in how it shows the supernatural significance of historical events. In a secular age, God the Father, the ascended Christ, and the Holy Spirit seem much less certain than the things that we can see and experience every day. The message that God has forgiven sin because of Christ’s sacrifice seems distant from the reality of a crucified religious leader. In the early church, it was important to ground religious belief in the historical life and death of Jesus of Nazareth — hence the gospel snapshot in the creed — against the elaborate myths of their rivals, the Gnostics, who were interested in Jesus as a figure for their spiritual allegories. In our day, we have the opposite challenge: how do we keep up our religious beliefs when the mundane realities of our daily lives make it hard to grasp that God interacts with our world?
The Apostles’ Creed answers both challenges. It denies that the Christian story is merely myth, but it also affirms that we have a glimpse into the supernatural world through it. It goes on to show the outworking of the historical Jesus and the supernatural world in our daily lives. The communion of saints and the forgiveness of sins are ways in which we can relate to and experience God, because of Christ, and through the Holy Spirit, in our everyday, mundane lives, proving that the supernatural still breaks through into the world. And it ends by reminding us that, just as Jesus’ time on an ordinary earth ended with his ascension into a very unordinary glory, so too will our everyday experience of the Holy Spirit end with our own resurrection and exaltation. C. S. Lewis wrote, “It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest most uninteresting person you talk to may one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare . . . it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit — immortal horrors or everlasting splendors.”14
The Apostles’ Creed reminds us of this reality, and the reason for our hope, in clear, simple terms.
Discussion Questions
1. Based on the Apostles’ Creed, what would you say the early Christians believed? Do you see anything that’s missing?
2. As the next chapters will show, the Apostles’ Creed was still vague about certain theological issues. Which areas do you think might be problematic?
3. How could you, your family, or your church group use the Apostles’ Creed as a devotional tool?
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COUNCIL OF NICAEA AND THE NICENE CREED
325
Historical Background
What we call the Nicene Creed is actually the product of two ecumenical councils — one in Nicaea (present-day Iznik, Turkey) in AD 325, and one in Constantinople (now Istanbul) in AD 381 — and a century of debate over the nature of the relationship between the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The Nicene Creed is perhaps the most famous and influential creed in the history of the church, because it settled the question of how Christians can worship one God and also claim that this God is three persons. It was the first creed to obtain universal authority in the church, and it improved the language of the Apostles’ Creed by including more specific statements about the divinity of Christ and the Holy Spirit.
In AD 324, Constantine reunited the Roman Empire under a single throne. Constantine was himself a recent convert to Christianity, having (temporarily) ended all persecution by decree in AD 313 after he claimed that he won a battle by calling out to the Christian God. It was Constantine who convened the first ecumenical, fully representative, universally recognized council of the Christian church. While it is common today to overemphasize Constantine’s role and authority in influencing the shape of Christianity as we know it (he did not declare that Jesus is God or decide the books of the New Testament by any stretch of the imagination), there is no doubt that this was one of the critical turning points in Christianity.1
The council was summoned to resolve a problem that had sprung up seven years earlier and had left the Christian church fiercely divided. In Alexandria in AD 318, a presbyter (elder) named Arius began publicly proclaiming his theory that Jesus was not God at all, only a celestial servant of the true Most High God, who alone was almighty, transcendent, the creator and first cause of all things. After all, Jesus was prone to emotion (as opposed to the Father, who was always in control of his emotions), grew and learned (as opposed to the Father, who never changed), and died (as opposed to the Father, who is immortal). Only the Father could be considered uncreated and “timelessly self-subsistent.”2
Arius thought that his interpretation had good footing in the theology of the great teacher Origen of the prior century. Origen had said that the Father was due glory and reverence as God himself (autotheos) that was not due to the Son.3 Arius’s bishop, Alexander, disagreed, pointing out that Origen also said “Father” is an eternal attribute of God. This means two things: first, since it’s not possible to be a father without also having offspring, the fact that God is eternally a father means that he eternally has a son.4 Furthermore, Alexander pointed out, God is perfect and not subject to change, so how could God change from not being a father to being a father? In attempting to preserve the dignity of the Father, Arius was tampering with some of the crucial distinctions that separate God from humanity.
But it was not ultimately so much a debate about Origen as a debate about Scripture. At places, Jesus seems to suggest that he is subordinate to the Father (for example, John 14:28). At the same time, Scripture is equally clear that Jesus is and claimed to be both divine and equal with the Father as God (John 1:1; 5:16 – 18; 10:30; 14:6 – 14). The question is how we can worship Jesus and worship the Father (who we know is different from Jesus) and still claim to be monotheists who worship one true God? (Many people today, such as Muslims, have particular trouble with this idea.) After years of fierce division that stretched from clergy to the common people, the ecumenical council was summoned to resolve the issue once and for all.
Content
The final form of the Nicene Creed reads as follows (note that the footnotes mark later changes to the creed):
I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds; God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God; begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made. Who, for us men and for our salvation,5 came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary, and was made man; and was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; He suffered and was buried; and the third day He rose again, according to the Scriptures; and ascended into heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father; and He shall come again, with glory, to judge the quick and the dead; whose kingdom shall have no end.
And I believe in the Holy Ghost,6 the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceeds from the Father and the Son;7 who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified; who spoke by the prophets. And I believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church. I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins; and I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.
The creed follows basically the same structure as the Apostles’ Creed — that is, it mentions all three members of the Trinity in a similar order and retains the snapshot of the gospel story when it describes Jesus. It expands the description of the life and work of Christ, explicitly stating that his mission was “for us and for our salvation.” Like all of the ecumenical creeds, the Nicene Creed does not set forth any specific theory or view of atonement — the way of understanding what Jesus accomplished on the cross. Still, in its final form, the creed tells us that Christ’s mission for our salvation included coming down out of heaven and taking on flesh from the Virgin Mary (the incarnation), carrying that flesh in suffering through life and into death on the cross. The creed declares that he was crucified by Pontius Pilate, “for us.” (Huper humon here in the Greek can carry a lot of meanings. “For us,” “because of us,” or even “in place of us” are all possible readings and can give us some insight into what the common faith of Christians is.) Somehow or another, Christ died for us to take our place of suffering and set us free to receive salvation. The creed deliberately draws on tradition to show that the ideas put forward here are not an innovation to the “faith delivered once for all.”
The main difference between this creed and the Apostles’ Creed, however, is a new, expanded section on the relationship between Jesus and the Father, since the chief concern of the council was to defend the true divinity of the Son against Arius. The creed asserts this by professing the “Lord Jesus Christ” to be the “Son of God,” “begotten of the Father,” “only-begotten.” These are biblical assertions (Mark 1:1 and 1 John 4:15 call Jesus the Son of God; Acts 13:33 and Heb. 5:5 speak of him as begotten of the Father; John 1:14 and 3:18 both use the Greek word monogenous, which means “only-begotten”). Jesus, they claim, is God: “God from God.” If you need an analogy, the next phrase serves. It’s like light. How can you separate light from light? You can’t. (This was a traditional example in early Christian writings, usually concerning the ray of the sun and the sun itself.) Neither can the Father and the Son be separated. Then it repeats for emphasis that Jesus is “very God of very God”; he is not made or created or a product of the true God. Jesus is the true God.
Athanasius was at the council as a deacon in the service of Alexander. He later recounted that up to this point, the Arians were still on board. In fact, they were winking and snickering at one another, as if to say, “This is fine. We can still get around this.”8 Something more had to be added to defend orthodoxy, even if it could not be stated using only biblical terminology. Something was needed that would settle once and for all that the divinity of Jesus is the divinity of the Father, one and the same. It was agreed to make it clear that this Jesus is forever and eternally “of one substance with the Father.” By insisting that the Son is “of one substance” with the Father, the Arian view was rejected and the council affirmed that the Father is not “more God” than the Son. God is God, in trinity.
Because the council was primarily interested in discussing Jesus, the original form of the creed did not have much to say about the Holy Spirit. (The creed was updated after the first Council of Constantinople to reflect the deity of the Holy Spirit.) However, there is a great deal that is said implicitly about his divinity. It is best to read the Nicene Creed as three articles. It begins, “We believe in . . .” and then suspends two subparagraphs: “ . . . and in one Lord Jesus Christ,” “ . . . and in the Holy Spirit.” It is Trinitarian in form. Understanding it this way, we see all that follows as part of the third article of the creed — the Holy Spirit’s article. To the Holy Spirit, and to his activity, belong the holy catholic and apostolic church, its teaching, its confession, its sacraments, and its ultimate new birth into the resurrection of everlasting life. Put simply, the Holy Spirit is the one who leads the church in its worship and its confession of the triune God.
Relevance
Because it is recited in many churches every Sunday, the Nicene Creed is familiar to many Christians. Like the Apostles’ Creed, it encapsulates the entire good news of the gospel into a short and rich summary. It describes the triune God, who turns toward humanity in the person of Jesus, the God-man who suffered, died, rose again, and ascended. Additionally, the creed goes on to express our future hope, the purpose of living the Christian life.
However, it is the Nicene Creed, not the Apostles’ Creed, that describes the minimum of Christian belief. By sad experience, the leaders of the church found that there were areas in the “rule of faith” that left too much open to personal interpretation. The fact that Jesus and the Holy Spirit are just as much God as the Father is a nonnegotiable part of Christianity. It is not that Christians are expected to have a perfectly precise Trinitarian theology to be considered orthodox, but since questions about the relationship between Jesus and God the Father are inevitable, they needed to be answered well. The Nicene Creed encapsulates what Scripture says about that relationship and acknowledges the mystery of it.
If Christianity had agreed with Arius that Jesus could be a lesser god — if it had failed to defend monotheism, if it had fallen into the trench of professing three unrelated deities — it may have dissolved into the religion of Rome and its pantheons of false gods. If the early Christians had lost their nerve and conceded the “lesser divinity” of Jesus, whatever that might mean, then the work of God in Christ for our salvation would have been rendered meaningless. No mere man, nor half god, could possibly intervene to save fallen and sinful humanity, let alone restore all of creation. Only the Creator can enter creation to fix its brokenness and redeem its original, latent purpose. Athanasius explored this truth in On the Incarnation, defending the claim that the Father and the Son share one common substance (homoousios). Only the Creator can recreate. Only the Maker can remake. Only God can save us from our sins.
Because the Father and the Son are one substance, we can also be assured that we actually know God in Jesus Christ. After all, “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being” (Heb. 1:3), and so when we look on Jesus, we look on God. Without confidence that Jesus is God, united in substance with the Father, we could not be sure that Jesus can speak for God, forgive sins for God, declare righteousness for God, or do anything to make us children of the Father.
Discussion Questions
1. Why is it critical that Jesus Christ is actually, fully, and essentially God — “of the same essence” as the Father?
2. What does “of the same essence” mean? Even if the Trinity is beyond our comprehension, how would you translate that into everyday language?
3. What images or metaphors do you use to understand the Trinity? Can you see their shortcomings?
4. Why can’t a half god save humanity?
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COUNCILS OF EPHESUS
431, 449, 475
Historical Background
Like the city of Constantinople, Ephesus was home to several church councils: the First Council of Ephesus (431), the Second Council of Ephesus (449), and the Third Council of Ephesus (475). However, only the First Council of Ephesus is recognized as an ecumenical council of the church.
The period between 428, when the following controversy began, and Chalcedon in 451 is one of the most important periods of christological discussion in the history of the church. (“Christology” is the study of the doctrine of the nature of Christ. Some samples of christological questions are found in the following sentences.) The orthodox position had always been that Christ was both God and man, and the Council of Nicaea, in 325, had codified this position: “We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the Father . . . For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary, and was made man.” But it was one thing merely to say that Jesus was both God and man; since he was a historical person, what did that mean? How much God was he, and how much man? Did it mean that he had two minds — a divine and a human one — which seems impossible, or did it mean that the divine part of him overwhelmed the human part, which seems to contradict the idea that he was fully human? All of these questions seem abstract and even irrelevant, but they had and continue to have implications for the way that Christians see the life of Jesus. To take only one scenario, think of how differently his temptation in the desert would be interpreted if he had a divine but not a human mind. Or consider his redemptive sufferings on the cross — what if he were suffering only as an ordinary human being, or conversely only as a human body propelled by a divine control center? Would that change how we look to Christ for inspiration or even salvation?
The Council at Ephesus attempted to resolve a dispute between two answers to these questions, one that emphasized the fact that Christ was fully human and fully divine to the point where it seemed as though he were two persons, and one that emphasized his unity but offered little explanation as to what being both divine and human meant. In the process, the council took a step toward the full-fledged Christology that later emerged at Chalcedon. However, as J. N. D. Kelly notes, “at no phase in the evolution of the Church’s theology have the fundamental issues been so mixed up with in the clash of politics and personalities.”1 Because the theology that emerged from Ephesus was so closely tied up with unpleasant political realities, this chapter will examine both the issues discussed at the council and the ways in which the two sides attempted to manipulate its decision.
People and Places
The Council of Ephesus represented the end of a clash between two powerful church officials: the Patriarch of Constantinople, Nestorius, and the Patriarch of Alexandria, Cyril. Their two theological approaches will be discussed below, but their political careers also had an impact on the events of the council.
Nestorius had been recently appointed as Patriarch of Constantinople by the time of the council. Fervent, stubborn, and politically naive, he quickly alienated many of the people in the city. For instance, having assured the emperor, Theodosius II, that the empire would triumph over its enemies once the emperor threw out all heretics, Nestorius proceeded to burn down a chapel belonging to members of the Arian heresy.2 A great deal of the city also burned as a result of the fire, which earned Nestorius the nickname “Torchie.”3 In another instance, he refused a request by the Roman pope, Celestine, to return another group of heretics who were taking refuge in Constantinople.4 Nor did he show himself open to listening to different points of view. When he could not answer the questions of some monks during one of his sermons, he invited them to come to his house the following day to discuss the matter further. When the monks arrived, however, they were beaten by Nestorius’s guards.5 In a short time, Nestorius had made an impressive number of enemies, although he had enough friends among the nobility to ensure his continued reign as patriarch.
Cyril, meanwhile, was earning much the same reputation across the sea in Alexandria. His tenure as Patriarch of Alexandria saw the murder of a female pagan philosopher,6 as well as the breakdown of secular Roman authority in favor of rule by militant monks.7 Unlike Nestorius, however, he had had twenty-five years of political experience by the time of the council and is generally held to have been a deeper thinker and more profound theologian than his rival.
It was perhaps inevitable that these two men would clash over both politics and theology. Not only did Cyril and Nestorius come from two of the most powerful cities in the world, but these cities also had long opposed each other on christological interpretation. Nestorius’s home diocese, the Syrian city of Antioch, favored a historical, literal approach that emphasized the humanity of Jesus, while the Alexandrian school in Egypt was prone to emphasize Jesus’ godhood.8 When battle lines were drawn at the council, the bishops split along largely ethnic lines — Syrians supported Nestorius, while Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans (whom Nestorius had alienated) backed Cyril.
To modern readers, the political background to the council can seem jarring. It is useful to remember that the ancient world operated under different conceptions than ours does. For instance, both Nestorius and Cyril believed that it was vital for the empire to hold the proper ideas about Christ in order for its people to prosper. Both were placed in a situation in which they were expected to forge political connections and wield authority, even authority backed by the use of force. These circumstances might not excuse the actions that they undertook to win the council, but it must be understood that they were not simply power-hungry fanatics. As the following section will show, both patriarchs were deeply concerned with understanding the nature of Christ in a way that was true to Scripture and that would lead others to salvation.
Nestorian Christology
Nestorius developed his Christology in the light of two major heresies that were threatening the Christian world: Arianism and Manichaeanism.9
Arianism (discussed in the previous chapter) argued that Christ was not God but only a celestial being that God had used to accomplish his purposes. To support their view, Arian theologians argued that God is impassible, a technical philosophical term that means that God is not controlled by emotions. If God is affected by emotion, it means that something other than God could hold power over God, which then means that God himself is not all-powerful. Orthodox theologians subscribed to the doctrine of impassability as well. Arians, however, took the logic of impassability one step farther. They said that since Jesus was passible, or affected by emotions, he could not be God. Instead, he was a demigod, God and man mixed together.
Manichaeans, on the other hand, took the opposite approach. Convinced that the material world was evil and that Jesus had come not to free us from sin but to free our souls from matter, the Manichaeans argued that Jesus was not a man at all. He was a divine being clad in human form, like a cloak, which he put on or off at will.
Nestorius attempted to form a Christology that would uphold orthodox Christian teachings against these two heresies and others like it. Against the Arians, who mingled the human and divine parts of Jesus, Nestorius held firmly to the belief that Jesus was both fully God and fully man, and that these parts were separate. Thus, Jesus could really suffer for the redemption of humankind in his passible, human part, but remain in control and impassible in his divine part.10 Against the Manichaeans, who believed that a human Christ would actually be a detriment to salvation, Nestorius tended to emphasize that Jesus was fully human in all points. That Jesus was human in every possible way was crucial to the way that Nestorius conceived of the atonement — in his body, Jesus was a substitute for those who were like himself, so that they would be able to pass through death into the resurrected life: “And since many are brought low by the fear of death, he endured unto death and gave a just compensation for us in that he exchanged for our death the death which came unjustly upon him.”11 If Jesus was somehow not like us, his atonement would be invalid.12
Nestorius wanted to reject any sort of suffering in the divine nature of Christ as well as to affirm that the human nature of Christ grew and was tempted. In his mind, the separation of the natures of Christ and the emphasis on Christ’s humanity did not mean that Jesus was two separate people or that he was not fully God.13 Although his opponents often accused him of holding such positions, it is important to understand that Nestorius himself did not believe that he had overstepped any boundaries.
Cyrilline Christology
If Nestorius emphasized the humanity of Jesus as crucial for salvation, Cyril believed that the real importance lay in the divinity of Jesus. What Cyril found most troubling about Nestorius’s two-nature theory was that the humanity of Jesus could potentially be so opaque that the divinity of Jesus would not be able to shine through. Cyril argued that if Jesus had two natures, one God and one man, and if to everyone around him he seemed to be like every other man, then he could offer no more salvation than Moses could. Those who worshiped Jesus would worship only the outward, human form,14 and those who were reshaped in his image would be reshaped to resemble only his human nature.15 For Cyril, Nestorius’s theory threatened the idea of Jesus as the “express image of God” and “God among us.”
Furthermore, Cyril thought that Nestorius’s theology threatened the unity of Jesus, and ended by making Jesus into two people who were loosely tied together. He was just as concerned as Nestorius with establishing Jesus as a human being rather than as a God who was cloaked in humanity, but he thought that if Christ suffered only in his human form, he would not be an effective high priest.16 Cyril held that it was through divine suffering that Christ mediated the sins of humankind, and so even though the suffering of God on the cross might be a paradox, it is nevertheless a nonnegotiable principle of the faith.
Events at the Council
Nestorius came to the center of theological controversy when, after arriving at Constantinople, he was asked to comment on whether it was fitting to call Jesus’ mother Mary Theotokos (“Mother of God”; literally “Bearer of God”). For Nestorius, who wanted to keep the two natures of Christ separate, this was a difficult assertion to make. While he maintained that Mary did indeed give birth to Christ, Nestorius thought it was inappropriate to speak of Mary as being the mother of God when she bore the child Jesus. God is eternal, and any attempt to say that God was born of Mary seemed to Nestorius to be closet Arianism (since Arianism taught that there was a time when the Son of God did not exist). He said that he could affirm Theotokos if Anthropotokos (“Mother of Man”) was added to her title, but he considered Christotokos (“Mother of Christ”) the most fitting title, for as J. N. D. Kelly notes, “God cannot have a mother, [Nestorius] argued, and no creature could have engendered the Godhead. Mary bore a man, the vehicle of divinity but not God.”17
In 429, Cyril had heard of Nestorius’s dismissal of Theotokos, and the two exchanged a series of heated letters. Both men appealed to Pope Celestine, who quickly held a synod in Rome (430) in order to affirm the title Theotokos against Nestorius. Cyril informed Nestorius of the ruling and ordered him to cease his teaching and recant his position; he wrote a long letter to Nestorius consisting of twelve anathemas, which were “deliberately provocative.”18 It is likely that Cyril’s new statement of anathemas was unfair, as it represented a more extreme version of Nestorius’s view than he himself held. Consequently, Theodosius the emperor called a meeting in June of 431 at Ephesus. This meeting, later known as the First Council of Ephesus, was the climax of the conflict between Cyril and Nestorius.
From the beginning, however, the council was slanted in Cyril’s favor. Although the council had been slated to take place at Constantinople, the sister of the emperor, Pulcheria, moved it to Ephesus.19 Pulcheria was a longtime enemy of Nestorius and knew that Ephesus was the site of a thriving shrine to Mary. The locals at Ephesus obviously favored the title of Theotokos, and their opinions became a key factor in the debate.
Nestorius thought that Cyril’s theology led to a God who was too closely unified — if Jesus were only God, unmediated by a distinctly human part that could absorb the shocks and experiences of the world, then it made sense to say that what was apparently true of Jesus’ human part was true of God. In an unfortunate blunder, Nestorius said that he refused to worship a God who was a baby of two or three months old.20 By this he meant that if Mary were the mother of God, then it was implied that she was the mother of God in all his fullness — an obvious absurdity. The Cyrilline party took this statement as an opportunity to paint Nestorius as a heretic. They accused him of believing that Christ was a man whom God later made divine (also known as the “adoptionist” heresy), a charge that was made more credible by the fact that Nestorius’s home city of Antioch had produced a prominent adoptionist not long before named Paul of Samosata. The people of Ephesus either believed the charge of adoptionism or used it as an excuse for their own ill will toward Nestorius, because threats were soon made against bishops friendly to Nestorius, and several abandoned him for Cyril’s side.21
The council decided against Nestorius. He was stripped of his power and rank and driven into exile, where he tried to rally support against Cyril with his own council, but was unsuccessful. Because Nestorius had several supporters among the nobility of Constantinople, Cyril was also imprisoned for a time. However, he was allowed to return to his office, and for the next two decades, his Christology dominated the theology of the empire.
The Legacy of Ephesus
Sympathizers of Nestorius fled the empire to Mesopotamia and Persia, where they established themselves in the intellectual center of the Persian church, at Nisibis. The Persian church continued to honor Nestorius and eventually separated itself from the West when the Persian Empire began to clash with the eastern Roman Empire. In the next few centuries, Nestorian missionaries planted churches in Iran, India, Central Asia, and up to the coast of China.22 Some of these communities survive to the present day. Inadvertently, the decision at Ephesus resulted in the expansion of Christianity; without the seemingly harsh ruling of the council, there would have been much less incentive to bring the gospel to those new territories.
Relevance
The political struggles of Ephesus can pose a problem for modernday believers. Even if denominations might differ on how difficult theological questions are resolved, it seems obvious that they should not be resolved the way that those at Ephesus were — with underhanded political tactics and a refusal to understand the points of the other side. The fact that one of the major councils of the church seems to depend just as much on politics as theology can be disturbing — can we be sure that the church made the right decision? Are the beliefs that we hold today the result of careful interpretation of Scripture, or the machinations of powerful figures? It is helpful to remember that the story of redemption in the Bible relies on people who deliberately did evil things — Samson, Saul, and David are excellent examples. When Jesus came, however, it became apparent that God not only had accounted for human failing but had even made it a part of his plan for the salvation of the world; as Joseph says to his brothers in Genesis 50:20, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.” Because God is able to work through human failings as well as in spite of them, Christianity does not need to rely on a whitewashed version of history.
At the same time, we should recognize that Ephesus represents an important development in Christian theology. Despite their personal rivalry, both sides were seriously trying to understand how Christ saves humankind, and the questions that they raised are worth deep consideration. How human was Christ? Did his humanity dilute or mask his divinity? Did his divinity interfere with the effectiveness of his sacrifice? As we have seen, the council came down firmly on the side that promoted the unity of Christ’s being, and despite the political wrangling, it did so because it considered Nestorius’s Christology as the beginning of a slippery slope that might disconnect Christ from his divinity in all but name. Later, at Chalcedon in 451, the council revisited the issue and refined the decision that it had made at Ephesus in a way that resolved some of Nestorius’s concerns, but by taking a decisive stand for Christ’s being a single person, the church had moved one step closer to a more articulate Christology that helped believers better understand the work of salvation.
Finally, we can learn to exercise great caution and care when dialoguing with people with whom we disagree. Theologian Kevin Vanhoozer described such virtue as “dialogical virtues,” which he defines as “honesty, fairness, and clarity . . . [and] in particular humility, the opposite of pride or self-righteousness. The dialogical virtues, first cousin to the intellectual virtues, aim to [create] right communication and right thinking . . . And make no mistake, the dialogical virtues that I’ve just enumerated are ultimately the fruit of the Holy Spirit.”23
Ephesus reminds us to ask for those virtues from God in all humility.
Discussion Questions
1. Cyril’s theology depended heavily on divine suffering. How does divine suffering impact the Christian faith?
2. Nestorius thought that the unity of Christ’s person resulted in one of two problems — either Christ became a demigod, or he lost his humanity.
a. Was he right? Do you see either of these trends today? (For instance, do people tend to think of Christ only as God?)
b. What is redemptive about Christ’s human nature?
3. How would you have ruled as a member of the council? Was emphasizing the unity of Christ really an important issue?
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Historical Background
The Council of Nicaea left unanswered the exact relationship between the man Jesus Christ and the eternal Son of God — the Logos of the gospel of John (1:1 – 4, 14). Based on this passage in John and the hymn in Philippians 2:5 – 8, the church had for four hundred years confessed the incarnation of the Son of God, but the full ramifications of the incarnation were not yet formally developed. How could Jesus be both human and God? Although the church rejected early attempts by the Gnostics (a collection of hyperspiritual religious groups) to say that Jesus was a helpful spirit who only appeared to be a man, it became much more difficult to think through the implications of what the Scriptures seemed to say — that Jesus was both man and God. Justo Gonzalez said of this theological dilemma, “Both sides were agreed that the divine was immutable and eternal. The question then was, how can the immutable, eternal God be joined to a mutable, historical man?”1 Nestorius had proposed one idea of how this might work, but the Council of Ephesus had dismissed it as inadequate in 431 because it made it difficult for believers to treat Jesus as a person in the way that one normally treats a person. The church had not yet articulated a thorough response, and as long as the issue was left open, the possibility of serious error was a real one.
That possibility soon became apparent in Eutyches, the head of a monastery on the outskirts of Constantinople. Eutyches was staunchly anti-Nestorian, but he fell into trouble in the opposite direction. For Eutyches, the emphasis was on the union of the two natures of Christ, to the point that while there were two natures before the union, there was only one nature after the union of the incarnation; this view is called Monophysitism (physis is the Greek word for nature). This meant that instead of a union, there was a mixture of the two natures into a new “third nature” that was neither divine nor human. Eutyches agreed with Cyril that there was only one person, but unlike Cyril, he adamantly refused to say that there were still two natures in the person of Jesus Christ.
The Council of Chalcedon — the fourth ecumenical council of the church — dealt specifically with the two natures of Jesus Christ. Just how, the council asked, did God become human? How, in other words, could the church navigate the extremes of Nestorianism, on the one hand, and Eutychianism, on the other? In 451, the church met to settle this question.
The Council of Chalcedon
The council began on October 8, 451, with more than five hundred bishops in attendance, the largest gathering in a church council thus far. Pope Leo sent a group to represent him, and his comprehensive work on Christology, known as the “Tome,” played an important role in creating the most significant christological statement of the faith the church had yet produced.
To reaffirm that the council was continuing tradition, the statement developed at Nicaea was read along with the letter from Cyril to Nestorius and the Tome of Leo. The bishops approved both the creed and the theological works as sufficient to solve the problems that had plagued the Eastern churches over the past fifty years. However, the emperor wanted a new creed developed that would not just unite the Antiochenes and the Alexandrians (those who emphasized the humanity of Christ and those who emphasized the divinity) but the whole of the Christian world — East and West.2 While not all of the bishops agreed that a new creed was needed, a committee was appointed to develop a draft that could be debated and voted upon.
The first draft presented to the council generally pleased everyone, except for the papal representatives. At issue was what to say about the two natures of Christ. The language that was originally drafted was too close to Eutychian or Monophysite language (that one nature overwhelmed the other). Originally it used the simple phrase “out of two natures,” and the papal representatives said that this did not do enough to secure the notion of the two natures remaining distinct in the one person of Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God. Leo’s Tome used the phrase “two natures are united without change, and without division, and without confusion in Christ.”3 When the changes were made, the resulting statement of faith shows that “while rejecting the extremes of both Alexandrines and Antiochenes, and particularly the doctrine of Eutyches, it reaffirmed what had been done in the three previous great councils.”4
The Definition of Chalcedon
The council was clear that the formulation of Chalcedon was not a new creed but an interpretation and elaboration of previous decisions. The Definition of Chalcedon itself is a statement of both simplicity and great depth, aiming to set out a coherent christological position that walked the line between the Nestorian heresy (two persons in Christ) on the one hand and the Eutychean heresy (only one nature in Christ) on the other:
Therefore, following the holy Fathers, we all with one accord teach men to acknowledge one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, at once complete in Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God and truly man, consisting also of a reasonable soul and body; of one substance [homoousios] with the Father as regards his Godhead, and at the same time of one substance with us as regards his manhood; like us in all respects, apart from sin; as regards his Godhead, begotten of the Father before all ages, but yet as regards his manhood begotten, for us men and for our salvation, of Mary the Virgin, the God-bearer [Theotokos]; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, recognized in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming together to form one person and subsistence [hypostasis], not as parted or separated into two persons, but one and the same Son and Only-begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ; even as the prophets from earliest times spoke of him, and our Lord Jesus Christ himself taught us, and the creed of the Fathers has handed down to us.5
The definition can be divided into two basic parts. The first part is a restatement of the Nicene Creed, with the addition of the Theotokos phrase from Ephesus (431). The second part combines the theology found in the writings of Cyril and Leo. The first part restates the important phrases of the fullness of both Jesus’ divinity and his humanity. The phrasing used is that Christ is homoousios, or of one substance, with the Father in his divinity and with us in his humanity. This maintained the fullness of the two natures in the incarnation. The council wanted to make it clear that a human nature was not something occupied by Christ, but that Jesus Christ was a man, just like every other man, except without sin. In keeping the Theotokos language, they were acknowledging that the union of the two natures in the one person allowed the use of the communication of properties: the impassible God suffers in the human person Jesus Christ, and the human person Jesus Christ is the creator of the universe. The Definition of Chalcedon described Christ’s descent as a true incarnation of the Logos, the Second Person of the Trinity, while denying that a man was converted into God or that God was converted into a man. There was no confusion or absorption between the divine nature and the human nature of Christ; the two remained distinct. Similarly, the incarnation was not merely a divine indwelling of a human nor a connection between two persons. Instead, Chalcedon asserted that there was a real union between the divine and human natures that existed in one personal life: the life of Jesus of Nazareth, who was the eternal Logos.
The second paragraph develops the important christological statements about the person of Christ. Most of these statements were influenced by Cyril and Leo. The statement “without any confusion, change, division or separation” excludes both Eutychian and Nestorian teachings. Against Eutyches, the creed also says that the union does not destroy the difference between the two natures; there is not a third nature created in the union. Each of the two natures retains its properties. Against Nestorius, the definition declares that these two natures are joined into one person. There can be no separation of the two natures, only a union in one hypostasis or person.
The council maintained a clear distinction between the concept of a person and the concept of a nature. Jesus was said to have a divine nature and a human nature while still being only one person; he had everything he needed to be divine and everything he needed to be human (yet without sin). The Second Person of the Trinity did not assume a human person (which is adoptionism) but assumed human nature. The council also made an important distinction, referred to technically as the anhypostasia/enhypostasia distinction, which declared that the human nature of Christ did not exist as a person without the divine person of the Logos to assume it. While clearly delineating these precise points of theology, the Council of Chalcedon did not in any way diminish the mystery of the incarnation, of God manifest in flesh.
Relevance
A modern reader who looks at the Definition of Chalcedon is struck by a couple of things right away. First, this is not the way the Bible describes the person of Jesus Christ. The Council of Chalcedon took advantage of extrabiblical ideas to express what they thought Scripture taught. However, it should be kept in mind that the use of different language from Scripture does not mean that there are not biblical principles involved. In many ways, the council and the theological debates leading up to it were driven by an attempt to understand what the Bible says about the person of Jesus Christ. When the Gospels say that Jesus did not know something, this can be explained by the wording of Chalcedon. Jesus’ human nature faced the same limitations that all human natures face, including the fact that we are not born knowing everything there is to know. Luke says that Jesus grew in wisdom and knowledge, and this can be understood with the categories provided by the council.
It is also true that Chalcedon is not really a definition as much as it is a set of boundaries. George Lindbeck compares the Council of Chalcedon to a set of grammar rules or rules for a game.6 If you do not follow the rules, you cannot say that you are playing the game anymore. How do you know how a word functions in a sentence? Through the rules of grammar. Doctrine functions in a similar way. If you go beyond the boundaries that Chalcedon established, you are no longer talking about the person of Jesus Christ, but someone else. Gonzalez says that Chalcedon did not define how the union took place, but “[sets] the limits beyond which error lies.”7 The Definition of Chalcedon is not expected to be an explanation of how God became a man, but rather is a statement of the mystery of faith that has been delivered to us through the prophets and through Christ himself, and in the Creed of Nicaea.
In that sense, it might be helpful to think of Chalcedon as a way to correct extremes in our thinking. Because we sometimes fall into the trap of thinking that Jesus is spiritual and far removed from us, it can be comforting to remember that he is really human. Max Lucado reminds us what it means for Jesus to be truly human in a vivid passage: “ Jesus may have had pimples. He may have been tone-deaf. Perhaps a girl down the street had a crush on him or vice versa. It could be that his knees were bony . . . For thirty-three years he would feel everything you and I have ever felt. He felt weak. He grew weary. He was afraid of failure. He was susceptible to wooing women. He got colds, burped, and had body odor. His feelings got hurt. His feet got tired. And his head ached.”8
However, against the tendency to think of Jesus as merely human, a wise man, or a spiritual leader, Chalcedon brings to our attention those passages that show his eternal power and glory: “The hair on his head was white like wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and coming out of his mouth was a sharp, double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance” (Rev. 1:14 – 16).
How do we reconcile these two seemingly opposite portraits: bony-kneed Jesus and the Holy One of Israel? Chalcedon does not give any illustrations that might help us. But it rules out a number of answers — that the human Jesus is a mask or a fad, or that Jesus is only human except insofar as being human is awkward or embarrassing. The conclusion of the council was that as paradoxical as a Godman might seem, it was important to remember that both portraits show us the same person.
Did Chalcedon satisfy all the questions about the person of Christ? As we will see, it did not. Much of the Eastern church believed that the Chalcedonian definition was too Nestorian and betrayed the simple idea of a single person that Cyril had fought for at Ephesus. In the churches in the West, the question of whether Christ had two wills or one will was addressed. But this was able to be addressed with less of the drama that surrounded the years preceding Chalcedon because the most important groundwork had been laid.
The Reformers in the sixteenth century accepted the Council of Chalcedon as an authoritative council, and the language of Chalcedon was incorporated into their own creeds and confessions. In the twentieth century, liberal scholars challenged the deity of Christ, but their challenge was rejected by a wide group of Christians, including Catholics, because it violated what the Scriptures teach. When B. B. Warfield wrote about this denial of Christ’s divinity in the early twentieth century, he used the language of two natures as an integral part of his argument, in addition to Scripture.9 That language is taken directly from Chalcedon and the history of the battle for the union of two natures in one person. Chalcedon lives today, more than fifteen hundred years later, because it guides the discussion between two heresies and helps us understand what Scripture says about Jesus Christ, God’s own son and the son of Mary.
Without the truths that were expressed in the Definition of Chalcedon, it is difficult to see how our salvation was accomplished. If Christ were not fully human, or if he were not fully divine, he would not be able to serve as our mediator — as the God-man. He would be either just another man or God himself. Rather, as Anselm put it in his famous Cur deus homo (“Why God Became Man”), since sin is an affront against God, then a payment from a human will not suffice. The satisfaction of the debt, he said, must come from God himself. However, only humans are guilty of the penalty due for sin. Put simply, humans ought to, but only God can, make right the wrong done. It is in the person of Jesus Christ, who was fully God and fully man, that this satisfaction was made and our salvation was completely accomplished.
Discussion Questions
1. Which do you think is more problematic: Nestorianism (two natures and two persons) or Eutychianism (one nature)? Why?
2. Do the details of the history and the people that led up to the Council of Chalcedon change your understanding of the Definition of Chalcedon?
3. Without using any of the language of Chalcedon, how would you explain the gospel accounts of Jesus’ getting tired or hungry? How does using the language of Chalcedon help you to be able to explain the same thing?
4. What are some examples of how Christians today use language that does not fully follow the Definition of Chalcedon? Does this language lean toward Nestorianism or Eutychianism?
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ATHANASIAN CREED
Late 400s to Early 500s
Historical Background
Like the Apostles’ Creed, the origin of the Athanasian Creed is unknown. As the name suggests, the creed was originally ascribed to Athanasius — the great “father of Nicene orthodoxy” and defender of the divinity of Christ and the doctrine of the Trinity — as early as the ninth century. Athanasius was a general of doctrinal warfare in his day. He was a pastor, preacher, bishop, and theologian, and most especially a leader in the defense of the faith of Nicaea — especially the claim that the Father and the Son are the very same substance (homoousios, in Greek).1 His battles were not without suffering, and he spent as much time banished from his position in Alexandria as he spent in office. Some of his works are still in print today, such as The Life of Antony, about a young man who goes out to the wilderness to defeat his demons, and On the Incarnation, outlining the ramifications of the bodily incarnation of Christ.2 Athanasius was a great champion. But he probably had nothing to do with writing this creed.
Since the seventeenth century, the document has been regarded as conclusively non-Athanasian for several reasons. For one thing, Athanasius never mentioned the creed anywhere in his writings. But perhaps more definitively, none of the councils of Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431), or Chalcedon (451) refer to the document, and it assuredly would have been written before then if it came from the pen of Athanasius, who died in 373. According to scholars, the most likely option is that the Athanasian Creed came from the Latin church from St. Augustine’s school of thought, in Gaul or North Africa (and as will be seen in the following section, the creed relies not only on Augustine but also on the three councils).3
In its earliest references it was not called a “creed” at all, but “The Faith of Athanasius.”4 Like the Apostles’ Creed, the statement of faith associated with Athanasius derives its power not from the name ascribed to it but from the truth that it expresses. Even if it was not written by Athanasius, it emerged out of the time of the church fathers and the ecumenical councils. One of the first references to the creed was made by Caesarius of Arles around AD 502, who transcribed the entire creed in a preface to a collection of sermons, “because it is necessary . . . that all clergymen, and laymen too, should be familiar with the catholic (i.e., the Christian) faith” so that they could know what to teach and preach as they went about their ministry.5 By AD 1090, the great medieval theologian Anselm of Canterbury counted the Athanasian Creed on equal par with the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed as part of the Tria Symbola, or Three Creeds of the Christian faith.6
The creed continued to wield influence during the Reformation. It sits at the beginning of the Lutheran Book of Concord alongside the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed. It is used by several Reformed churches, and it was mentioned approvingly in the Augsburg Confession, the Formula of Concord, the Thirty-nine Articles, the Second Helvetic Confession, the Belgic Confession, and the Bohemian Confession.7 According to Martin Luther, the Athanasian Creed was “the most important and glorious composition since the days of the apostles.”8 John Calvin considered it one of “the three symbols” that stand forever “in accordance with the Word of God.”9 The great historian Philip Schaff wrote of the Athanasian Creed, “This Creed is unsurpassed as a masterpiece of logical clearness, rigor, and precision.”10 However, it must also be noted that this creed never achieved universal acceptance, as the Greek church rejected one of the creed’s assertion about the Holy Spirit.11
What can we learn from the Athanasian Creed? Is it hopelessly stuck in its times, waging battles long past about the nature of God and Christ? Or is it relevant today?
Content
The Athanasian Creed consists of forty-two articles, which can be divided into three parts. The first part addresses the Trinity, relying heavily on Augustine’s ideas and even quoting some passages of Augustine’s On the Trinity verbatim (a strong indication that it was not written by Athanasius himself, since Athanasius died when Augustine was a young man, before he converted to Christianity). The second part defends the two natures of Jesus that Chalcedon had explained, summarizing the results of fourth- and fifth-century debates and presenting them in a neatly distilled and lyrical Latin form. The third part of the creed consists of a set of condemnations that assert that any who will be saved must adhere to the teachings of the creed. These statements have left a bad taste in the mouths of some who don’t like to see opponents damned, but it must be recalled that all early creeds and confessions contained “anathemas,” lists of beliefs rendered unacceptable to Christian conviction by the truths expressed in the very same creeds. The creed itself reads as follows:
Whosoever will be saved, before all things it is necessary that he hold the catholic faith. Which faith except every one do keep whole and undefiled; without doubt he shall perish everlastingly. And the catholic faith is this: That we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity; Neither confounding the Persons; nor dividing the Essence.
For there is one Person of the Father; another of the Son; and another of the Holy Ghost. But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, is all one; the Glory equal, the Majesty coeternal. Such as the Father is; such is the Son; and such is the Holy Ghost. The Father uncreated; the Son uncreated; and the Holy Ghost uncreated. The Father unlimited; the Son unlimited; and the Holy Ghost unlimited. The Father eternal; the Son eternal; and the Holy Ghost eternal. And yet they are not three eternals; but one eternal.
As also there are not three uncreated; nor three infinites, but one uncreated; and one infinite. So likewise the Father is Almighty; the Son Almighty; and the Holy Ghost Almighty. And yet they are not three Almighties; but one Almighty. So the Father is God; the Son is God; and the Holy Ghost is God. And yet they are not three Gods; but one God. So likewise the Father is Lord; the Son Lord; and the Holy Ghost Lord. And yet not three Lords; but one Lord.
For like as we are compelled by the Christian verity; to acknowledge every Person by himself to be God and Lord; So are we forbidden by the catholic religion; to say, There are three Gods, or three Lords. The Father is made of none; neither created, nor begotten. The Son is of the Father alone; not made, nor created; but begotten. The Holy Ghost is of the Father and of the Son; neither made, nor created, nor begotten; but proceeding. So there is one Father, not three Fathers; one Son, not three Sons; one Holy Ghost, not three Holy Ghosts.
And in this Trinity none is before, or after another; none is greater, or less than another. But the whole three Persons are coeternal, and coequal. So that in all things, as aforesaid; the Unity in Trinity, and the Trinity in Unity, is to be worshipped. He therefore that will be saved, let him thus think of the Trinity.
Furthermore it is necessary to everlasting salvation; that he also believe faithfully the Incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. For the right Faith is, that we believe and confess; that our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is God and Man; God, of the Essence of the Father; begotten before the worlds; and Man, of the Essence of his Mother, born in the world. Perfect God; and perfect Man, of a reasonable soul and human flesh subsisting. Equal to the Father, as touching his Godhead; and inferior to the Father as touching his Manhood. Who although he is God and Man; yet he is not two, but one Christ. One; not by conversion of the Godhead into flesh; but by assumption of the Manhood by God. One altogether; not by confusion of Essence; but by unity of Person. For as the reasonable soul and flesh is one man; so God and Man is one Christ.
Who suffered for our salvation; descended into hell; rose again the third day from the dead. He ascended into heaven, he sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty, from whence he will come to judge the quick and the dead. At whose coming all men will rise again with their bodies; And shall give account for their own works. And they that have done good shall go into life everlasting; and they that have done evil, into everlasting fire. This is the catholic faith; which except a man believe truly and firmly, he cannot be saved.12
It is sometimes said that you cannot describe the Trinity without committing some sort of heresy. Either you make God out to be three gods, or you make the three persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) into a sham and pretense. The reason for this is that to speak about God, to speak about the Trinity, is different from speaking about any other thing. God is categorically separate from all other subjects. God is God. And nothing else is. So when we discuss the Trinity, we are peering into what theologians call the “aseity” of God — God as he is a se, to himself. God presents himself fully only to himself. We know about the Trinity only because God lovingly reveals aspects of his being and character to us. But God knows himself very well!
Given these challenges in expressing the great mystery of the Godhead who is “one God in Trinity and Trinity in unity,” the Athanasian Creed is about as careful and thorough an attempt as can be found in the history of the church. It not only describes and summarizes the core doctrine of the Trinity but also sets boundaries to prevent potential heresies and misunderstandings from creeping in.13
Despite the dense language, the creed is designed to be practical. It begins by recognizing what Christians must believe and whom we must worship. It is essentially a guide to worship, and worship for the purpose of individual right-relatedness to God. This means worshiping one God who is revealed to be Father, Son, and Holy Spirit for “their glory is equal, their majesty coeternal.”14
The Athanasian Creed then guides the worshiper through key aspects of divinity, qualities or attributes of God, that are shared by all three persons of the Trinity. God is uncreated. God is unlimited. God is eternal. Each person of the Trinity is each of these things, but does that mean that there are three separate divinities? The Father is uncreated. The Son is uncreated. The Spirit is uncreated. Since the creed makes a point of distinguishing each person from each other and since all three are uncreated, doesn’t that mean three Gods? The creed answers with the simple formula, which it will repeat throughout, “not three, but one.”15 “In the same way, the Father is almighty, the Son almighty, the Holy Spirit almighty; yet there are not three almighties, but one almighty.” The authors of the creed take pains to identify each quality with each person to show their equality, but it is made very explicit that there is only one God. In this way there is no room for tritheism, the suggestion that there are three gods worshiped in Christianity. (This was never a serious suggestion in Christian circles anyway. It was used as a polemic against rival Christian groups.) More important, the creed eliminates a prominent view of the Trinity that was very active, and openly supported throughout the fourth century. This view (sometimes called Neo-Arianism after the original advocate, Arius) was promoted by royalty and bishops alike, and suggested that while the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit were all “God,” the Son and then the Holy Spirit certainly had to be regarded as less God than God the Father. Maybe they are God, enough for us to worship them. But not as much God as the one true God at the top of the triangle.16 The Athanasian Creed disallows this view of God. There cannot be multiple Almighties.17
Why not just think of God as a single person, if monotheism is the goal? Are the persons of the Trinity simply ways that God chooses to appear to us at various times and for various purposes? There is no room for this misunderstanding, which is sometimes referred to as Modalism because it suggests that God appears to us in different modes; or Sabellianism, after its early advocate Sabellius (exiled in AD 220). Maybe God just appears to us sometimes as Father, sometimes as Son, sometimes as Spirit. The view was untenable because Scripture records and reveals to us interactions between the persons. The Father blesses the Son. The Son prays to the Father. The Son breathes the Spirit. The Father raises the Son from the dead. We do not understand fully how the Father, Son, and Spirit interact, but as the creed teaches, we can say that the Son is “begotten” of the Father. We can say as well that the Spirit “proceeds.” (Both of these expressions come from Scripture: Ps. 2:7 and John 15:26 respectively.) The orthodox reading is more difficult to understand than simple monotheism or separating the three persons altogether, but it is most faithful to Scripture.
Relevance
The Athanasian Creed does not add any new interpretations on the Trinity or the nature of Jesus Christ (part of the creed, but not analyzed here) — for the most part, it is a summary of the decisions of the past councils. However, it takes the Trinity seriously. It is refreshingly straightforward in that it challenges the reader to believe these things or face eternal damnation.
Why should we have to believe these particular things to be saved? For centuries, scholars and Christian leaders have expressed their discontent with the confident proclamation that to believe these things is to be saved, but to deny them is to “assuredly perish eternally.” A William Chillingworth (1602 – 44) biographer records that he despised the creed: “ . . . he could not apprehend, much less affirm, that anybody should perish everlastingly, or be damned, for not believing that exposition. He thought that it was a great presumption thus to confine God’s mercies.”18 These sentiments are no strangers to our times. We have a hard time accepting that eternal damnation is the potential result for any human being. This creed serves to remind us of that fact. Even its damnatory clauses are helpful “in the reminder they give of the awful responsibility of making the right decision in matters of fundamental belief.”19 The Christian faith is not only a matter of the heart, an exercise in sentimentality, for “Christian faith is a matter of the mind as well as the heart and the will, and as thinking persons we must give intellectual expression to our faith.”20 Still it does not demand blind acceptance to empty propositions. It is concerned with the direction of our souls. To paraphrase Philip Schaff, the point of the creed is not that we are saved by memorizing a set of statements, but that we are saved by trusting in the one who has revealed himself. Trusting in him, as far as he has told us about himself, is what saves, while straying from him is what condemns.21 The Athanasian Creed points us to the identity of the one who saves.
Discussion Questions
1. How do you think about the Trinity? Has reading this creed challenged your understanding?
2. Why do you think the Athanasian Creed is so insistent that you have to believe certain things to be saved, and that if you do not believe them, you open yourself up to suffering eternal damnation?
3. Is the creed right to be so insistent on the Trinity? Why or why not?
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COUNCILS OF CONSTANTINOPLE
381, 553, 681
Historical Background
As Rome declined in power, the emperor Constantine established a new capital in Greece that he (very modestly) named after himself. Constantinople became the heart of the empire for the next thousand years, and since it had been founded by a Christian emperor, it quickly became the symbol of imperial Christianity. Massive cathedrals such as Hagia Sophia defined the skyline of the city, while famous scholars such as John Chrysostom and Gregory of Nazianzus made pronouncements that spread throughout the entire Mediterranean world. It is perhaps unsurprising that three major councils took place in such a setting, one in 381, a second in 553, and a third in 681.
The issues addressed by these councils varied widely, and although their pronouncements settled important controversies, they are much less well-known than Nicaea or Chalcedon. Constantinople I established the full deity of the Holy Spirit, while Constantinople II and Constantinople III clarified the nature and the divine will of Christ. You might think of these councils as refining the definitions that the church had settled on earlier. Inevitably, the language used in the earlier councils had left more wiggle room than the writers had intended, and these subsequent councils worked to make sure that the original intent was preserved.
It will be useful to clarify a potential point of confusion. The three councils were known as “ecumenical,” a term that meant that representatives from all of the branches of the Christian church (both East and West) met and acknowledged the rulings of the councils as authoritative for the life of the church. Because other ecumenical councils occurred in other cities as well, the numbers of the councils of Constantinople do not correspond to their numbers as ecumenical councils. As a point of reference, the First Council of Constantinople (381) was the Second Ecumenical Council of the church; the Second Council of Constantinople (553) was the Fifth Ecumenical Council of the church; and the Third Council of Constantinople (681) was the Sixth Ecumenical Council. In this chapter, however, we will be using only the designations “first,” “second,” or “third” to avoid confusion.
Constantinople I (381)
In 325, the Council of Nicaea had ruled that Christ was “very God of very God,” not merely a created being that God used to create the world, which was what the monk Arius had claimed. Many accounts of church history end here and say that Constantine then Christianized the empire with the sword and forced the Arian Christians to conform to a few orthodox thinkers. However, for the next several decades Roman emperors favored a form of Arianism1 and persecuted orthodox Christianity. As just one example, when eighty priests petitioned the Arian emperor Valens to reconsider appointing a controversial figure, he is said to have had them set adrift in a boat and burned them to death.2 While orthodox Christians in 381 no longer had to live in the same fear of mass persecution they had during the previous century, they were still locked in a desperate struggle to preserve their doctrines.
Nicaea had condemned Arianism, but many of the Arians had found a way to conform to Nicaea (more or less) without compromising their key beliefs. Arius had said that Christ was a created being, but some Arians, who were often called Semi-Arians, said that Christ was “like God.”3 In this, they reflected older orthodox language of the church, which had said that Christ was “like God” in order to ward off the objections of those who said that there was no difference between Christ and God the Father. At first, the orthodox faction gave the Semi-Arians the benefit of the doubt and declared that they too were orthodox.4 However, it quickly became clear that the two groups were indeed separate. The Semi-Arians could agree wholeheartedly with Nicaea that they “believed in the Holy Ghost,” which was all that Nicaea had to say about the matter, but they understood the Holy Ghost to be a force or a power, while the orthodox had meant that the Holy Ghost was the Third Person of the Trinity.5 Consequently, another council was called after the death of Emperor Valens (who, as mentioned above, had been militantly Semi-Arian) in order to settle the matter.
Both sides had ample reason for believing as they did. In order to understand the Semi-Arian position, consider some of the language used of the Holy Spirit in Scripture. A prophecy in Joel 2:28 (and quoted in Acts 2) says: “And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions.” How does someone “pour out” a person? David prays to God the Father in Psalm 51 not to “take your Holy Spirit from me,” which suggests that the Holy Spirit is something that God uses rather than a separate person who acts. In the New Testament, it seems that the Holy Spirit is a way to describe a state of being, as when the disciples are “filled” with the Holy Spirit or the Holy Spirit is “quenched.” If these verses are talking about a person, then it would have to be a person like no other, and the Semi-Arian case is strengthened by the fact that neither God the Father nor Jesus are described in these terms.
Moreover, the early church itself varied widely on how it referred to the Holy Spirit. The language of the Spirit as a power was used at early ordinations, for example: “God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, Father of mercies and God of all comfort . . . Pour forth now that power, which is yours, of your royal Spirit, which you gave to your beloved Servant Jesus Christ, which he bestowed on His holy apostles.”6 A third-century book of liturgy speaks of church as “the place where the Holy Spirit abounds,” as though the Holy Spirit were an especially favorable crop.7 Finally, then as now, the Holy Spirit was referenced less frequently than the Father and the Son, and the theology surrounding the Spirit had been less developed; hence, the Semi-Arians could correctly point to places in the historical tradition that implied the Spirit was an impersonal force that could be predicted, measured, or used.
The orthodox faction had its own Scripture and history to support the idea that the Holy Spirit is a divine person. Despite the verses that suggested that the Holy Spirit is impersonal, theologian Gregory of Nazianzus maintained that the vast majority of the Bible spoke of a personal being. Hence the Holy Spirit could be grieved (Isa. 63:10; Eph. 4:30), as well as lied to (Acts 5:3), and could speak (Mark 13:11),8 empower (rather than simply being a power, Acts 1:8), and console (John 14:16). With respect to history, it had been customary since the earliest times to baptize new believers in the name of the “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” as an early secondcentury manual known as the Didache attests.9 Did it make sense, the orthodox theologians asked, to baptize someone in the name of a divine being, a semidivine being, and an impersonal force?10 Surely the fact that baptisms had to include all three names meant that there was some sort of equality between them. In the early third century, North African theologian Tertullian had explained the meaning behind the triple name by saying that baptism is not a way of gaining a new superpower but the process in which believers purify their bodies so that they would be fit for God to live there: “Not that in the waters we obtain the Holy Spirit, but in the water . . . we are cleansed and prepared for the Holy Spirit.”11 In this view, the Holy Spirit is a person who interacts with us according to his will, rather than ours.
At the time of the first council, the orthodox faction worried most of all that the Semi-Arian doctrine of the Holy Spirit would betray the promise that God himself, rather than a power, would be with us always. The orthodox held that because of Christ’s death and resurrection, the gap between a holy God and a sinful humanity had been bridged, and God himself had come to dwell with us forever. However, the Semi-Arian interpretation leaves us to our own devices — equipped with the Scriptures and a special power given through baptism, we are then responsible for making the long climb to God on our own. Instead, the orthodox party believed that the Holy Spirit was given to us always so that God would guide us to himself. In a sermon to his congregation in Constantinople, Patriarch Gregory of Nazianzus explained how the Holy Spirit leads us to godliness and salvation: “[He is the one] That reveals, illumines, quickens, or rather is the very Light and Life; That makes Temples; That deifies; That perfects so as even to anticipate Baptism, yet after Baptism [is] to be sought as a separate gift . . .”12 It is notable that many of the Semi-Arians were men of exceptional moral rigor but apparently little gentleness,13 and although Gregory also exhorted his listeners to focus on doing good works, he reminded them, “God specially rejoices in revealing Himself to the world as Love.”14 The Holy Spirit is the one who provides that love, rather than being a power for morally perfect people to wield.15
The council was convened in early 381 by decree of the Emperor Theodosius, but unlike Constantine at Nicaea, he recused himself and left the bishops to their own devices. The council was thus largely free of political pressure and could focus on purely theological issues, with both sides well represented. The decision of the council favored Gregory of Nazianzus and the orthodox; consequently, the Nicene Creed was expanded to say, “I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord, the Giver of Life, who proceeds from the Father16 [the Western churches later added ‘and the Son’], who with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, who has spoken through the prophets.” The revised creed left no wiggle room for the Semi-Arians. The Holy Spirit was now identified as a person who fulfills a role that God had reserved for himself (the Giver of Life, both physical and spiritual), intimately connected with the Father and not a separate deity, who deserves to be the object of worship, and who has been active in salvation from Old Testament times. Constantinople I marked the final ruling on the Arian controversy, and Arianism was finally and officially banned from the church.
Constantinople II (553)
The issue of Christ’s nature had largely been settled in the fifth century, at the councils of Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451), but controversies continued for centuries to come. The earlier councils had tried to sort out two doctrines: first, that Christ was a single person, but second that he was both fully human and fully divine. As you might imagine, these rulings seemed to contradict one another, and there were large groups that refused to accept these councils outright. In Persia, far to the east, Nestorians (those who believed that Jesus consisted of two persons) who had rejected the decision at Ephesus were gathering force, while all along the Mediterranean coast in Syria, Egypt, Palestine, and farther inland in Armenia were large groups that rejected Chalcedon, known as Monophysites (those who believed that Jesus’ humanity was absorbed into his divinity). The church was thus splintered into three large segments, two of which (those who accepted Chalcedon and the Monophysites) lived in the same empire. Constantinople II attempted to reconcile the Chalcedonians and the Monophysites by condemning Nestorius once more and putting the language of Chalcedon into terms that might be more palatable to the Monophysites.17
Historian G. L. C. Frank has summarized the Monophysite objections brilliantly: “Nestorius’ ‘prosopic union’ failed to answer very easily the question of who, rather than what, was the subject of the experiences of Jesus of Nazareth.”18 While Nestorius had argued that Christ suffered only in his human nature, the thrust of his opponent Cyril’s arguments was that Jesus was a single person who had experienced everything as a whole. Cyril had since become the darling of the Monophysites, the standard by which they measured all pronouncements as orthodox. However, while the bishops had struggled to keep Cyril’s emphasis on the unity of Christ at the Council of Chalcedon, they also felt a need to assert that Christ was utterly and completely human as well as being divine. It had been held for centuries that it was vital for redemption that Christ was completely human; as the third century theologian Origen had written: “What was not [taken up] is not saved.”19 Chalcedon tried to retain the emphasis on humanity and divinity in Cyril’s single person, and had decided to speak of the two aspects as natures, rather than persons, to avoid Nestorianism. To the Monophysites, however, the decision at Chalcedon was merely Nestorianism under another name. The Monophysite theologian Philoxenus of Mabbug stated bluntly, “There is no nature without person, just as there is no person without nature. If there are two natures, there must be two persons and two sons.”20 Clearly, there was a need to clarify the decision of Chalcedon further.
Emperor Justinian therefore summoned an ecumenical council in May 553, hoping to reconcile the Monophysites by making clear his dismissal of Nestorianism. The patriarchs from Rome and Constantinople (with a primarily Chalcedonian constituency) as well as those from Alexandria and Antioch (with a primarily Monophysite constituency) were in attendance. Together, they hammered out a compromise that they thought would uphold Chalcedon but alleviate the Monophysite concern that Cyril’s theology was being undermined. The record of the council shows a high reverence for Cyril, and frequently cites his arguments as authoritative. The council also deliberately mentions that Christ is a single person, not two, in several places,21 and specifically condemns those who understand two natures as two persons either in the way that they talk about Christ or in the way that they worship him. The writings of several theologians, such as Theodore of Mopsuestia, were condemned as Nestorian. The extent of the council’s reverence for Cyril has led some historians to conclude that Constantinople II was a counterattack by the Monophysites that undid the decision at Chalcedon. At the same time, however, the council was also careful to reinforce the ideas of Chalcedon: Cyril’s language was accepted only insofar as it also coincided with Chalcedonian language.22
The attempt at reconciliation, regrettably, failed; it simply did not alleviate the concerns of the Monophysite faction sufficiently. To this day, the Syriac Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, and Coptic Orthodox churches continue to reject Chalcedon. The theological break between the Chalcedonians and the Monophysites eventually became a political break as well, as those provinces that embraced Monophysite Christianity were all swept into the Islamic Caliphate less than a century later.23 The territories involved represented a significant percentage of Christians at the time, as well as many of the oldest Christian communities.
Constantinople III (681)
Because Constantinople II had not reconciled the Chalcedonians and the Monophysites, a new idea was proposed, called Monothelitism. Monothelitism was a variety of the Monophysite position — it suggested that Christ had only one active will, the divine (monothelite is Greek for “only one will”), while his human will was passive. In this way, the proponents of Monothelitism believed, the controversy was resolved. Christ retained two natures and two wills, but since one will was subordinated to the other, there was no question of how Christ had experienced his earthly life as one person. The theory was advocated by a small group of dedicated theologians led by a man named Sergius and heartily endorsed by Emperor Heraclius, who saw Monothelitism as the key to mending the break between Chalcedonians and Monophysites once and for all.
The issue of “one will versus two wills” is perhaps one of the most obscure debates in church history. As mentioned before, several of the early church fathers were concerned that if Christ was not completely human, humanity could not be completely redeemed. But Monothelitism does suggest that Christ is completely human, only that his human will was a nonissue in his life. The divine will even governed basic human tasks like eating, drinking, and other material functions.24 On the surface, it seemed like an ideal compromise between Monophysitism (Christ as a single person is the most important doctrine) and Chalcedonianism (Christ as a single person both fully human and divine is the most important doctrine) because Christ steers both wills with a single rudder.
Ranged against the Monothelite view were the Dyothelites, led by a theologian named Maximus, who maintained that Christ had two wills that worked in concert. Maximus was keen to avoid the error of reducing Christ to several whats instead of a single who — in that respect, he sympathized with the Monothelites. But he held that having two wills did not necessarily mean two wills that conflicted. Instead, Christ needed to add a human will to his divine, preexistent will so that he could bring his humanity into obedience. Christ’s human will covered every aspect of his life, including both basic functions and more advanced goals, as he “did not will to drink sour wine, did not want to walk in Judea, did not want anyone to know when he passed through Galilee.”25 But all these human desires were innocent and did not offend God.
Constantinople III, which eventually adopted Maximus’s position, phrased the saving cooperation of the wills in this way: “His human will was lifted up by the omnipotency of his divinity, and his divine will was revealed to men through his humanity.”26 Scholar Demetrios Bathrellos puts it like this: “If Christ did not have two distinct wills — namely, a human will next to his divine will — then a basic aspect of our humanity would have been left unassumed, or would have been confused with the divinity, and this would have endangered not only the reality of the humanity of Christ and his consubstantiality with us [in other words, Christ would not have really been human as we understand human], but also the reality of our salvation.”27
To see how the “one will” versus “two will” theories make a difference, consider how a Monothelite theologian, Pyrrhus, and a Dyothelite theologian, Maximus, handle the issue of Christ’s suffering. Pyrrhus describes the plea of agony at the garden of Gethsemane as “expressing our nature, which loves life and does not want to die.”28 Christ was not really asking the Father to spare him the cross, Pyrrhus explains, since that would mean that Christ was willing something that the Father did not. Instead, he was empathizing with how one of us would feel in the situation. By way of contrast, Maximus argued that Christ genuinely wrestled with the question of dying, but redeemed our disobedience in Eden by making his human will obedient to the point of death. Pyrrhus’s position certainly resolves some potential difficulties with Christ’s divinity, especially his relationship to God the Father, but in the final analysis, Christ’s life ends up being a sort of sham, where he takes on human experience as though he is playing a part in a play. Thus, the seemingly minor doctrine of “two wills” has real consequence.
Maximus did not live to see his theology vindicated at the Third Council, because he was martyred by a Monothelite emperor in 662.29 The Third Council of Constantinople was summoned almost twenty years afterward, in 681, and resolved that the doctrine of Monothelitism was anathema. Today, no major group maintains Monothelitism.30
Relevance
The three councils of Constantinople were clearly about very different issues, and each has lessons to teach us. Constantinople I showed how necessary it is to submit to God’s guidance through the Holy Spirit rather than trying to establish oneself as a sort of spiritual master. To remedy the awkward way of talking about the two natures of Christ, Constantinople II reinforced the idea that Christ is a single person, a who rather than a what, a person who has two natures rather than the sum of a human/divine merger. Constantinople III showed how vital Christ’s human will was to our salvation.
Different though they may be, a common thread of “generous orthodoxy” appears throughout all the councils. None of them were free of political intrigue, and the execution of Maximus was a great blow to free theological discussion. All three, however, were interested in maintaining unity as far as it would go. Until the Semi-Arians had made it clear that they could not accept the deity of the Holy Spirit, the orthodox had assumed that the division was simply the result of different, but equally valid, perspectives. Constantinople II attempted to redefine and extend the language of Chalcedon to include those who had objected to it. Constantinople III began out of an attempt to concede even more ground to the Monophysites. What G. L. C. Frank wrote of Constantinople II could be applied to all three: “[Constantinople II] represents an orthodoxy which is inclusive and embracing, rather than exclusivistic. Throughout the history of the church various kinds of ‘orthodoxy’ have arisen and have degenerated into sectarianism, in part at least because of the unconscious desire on the part of their proponents to exclude and cut off as many people as possible. The orthodoxy of Constantinople II was the exact opposite. It struggled to give the conflicting parties as much theological space as possible without compromising or sacrificing the truth.”31
However much the fathers wanted a united church, however, they maintained their loyalty to Christ above all. Hence, each council also demonstrated the “orthodoxy” part of “generous orthodoxy.” The deity of the Holy Spirit was deemed crucial to salvation, as was the full humanity of Christ. When the emperor favored a theology that might have reconciled political parties but which compromised the truth, the council maintained the truth even though it meant the continued division of Christendom. For modern Christians, the councils can serve as a reminder to extend all possible charity to those who disagree with us, but also to maintain strong views in the face of opposition.
Discussion Questions
1. How do you approach the Holy Spirit in your life? Is he a person to whom you submit, or a force that you try to channel? What Scriptures can you think of that suggest the Holy Spirit is personal and not a force?
2. In addition to guiding us to God, what other roles does the Holy Spirit play?
3. Although the Second Council of Constantinople attempted to reunite Christendom, it failed to do so. To what extent should modern Christians attempt union with each other, and where should we draw the line?
4. Why might it be helpful to maintain that Christ has two wills? What problems does the “two wills” theory present?
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COUNCILS OF CARTHAGE AND ORANGE
419 and 529
Historical Background
In the first four centuries of its existence, the church hammered out a firm theology of the Trinity, the person of Christ, and the person of the Holy Spirit, and its attention turned from the nature of God to the relationship between God and humanity. The main questions that confronted it in the fifth through seventh centuries revolved around grace, free will, and the sinfulness of humankind. Although it was now the nature of humanity rather than the nature of God that was the center of church councils, the decisions reached at Carthage and Orange were no less important to the development of Christianity than those at Nicaea and Chalcedon. In fact, the councils defined what scholars term “theological anthropology” — a description of humanity derived from a God-centered worldview. With God in the picture, humanity has a new standard by which to measure itself.
However, while the knowledge of a good and loving God throws a light on how far short humankind can fall, Christian doctrine is complicated by the teaching on Adam’s fall from grace. Orthodox Christian doctrine has always been that each human bears responsibility for his or her own sinfulness. The question is, How much responsibility? If sin came into the world through Adam and infected everyone else without their consent, can individuals really be held accountable for sins they commit?
Secular views of humankind sometimes blame the evil in the world on oppressive institutions, bad genetics or upbringing, or psychological disorders. Although these explanations are certainly valid, they can be abused to avoid taking real responsibility for one’s actions. The challenge for orthodox Christianity is to agree with these secular views that there is an evil influence beyond our control that has skewed our ability to do good, but to maintain that we bear some responsibility even given this influence, and that there is a great deal that we do that cannot be blamed on anyone but ourselves. Worse, there is a great deal that we do with good intentions that ends up only causing harm.
In the debates at Carthage and Orange, theologians attempted to strike a balance between human responsibility for sin (and human ability to do good) and the doctrine that we live in a fallen world. The debate began with a British monk named Pelagius, who thought he had found a real answer to those who blame evil on our environment rather than ourselves. He advocated a worldview in which humans had full freedom and full responsibility for their actions. If God is just, Pelagius believed, he will punish or reward humans only for the choices that they can freely make, and so he created a world that lets each person choose good and bad however they please. On the other side, a North African bishop named Augustine promoted a view in which humans are born into the bondage of Adam’s sin. People are destined to sin more and more unless God intervenes, in which case they are gradually freed to do good by the power of God’s Spirit. At Carthage, the council ruled that Augustine’s idea was more true to both Scripture and to the human experience than that of Pelagius, even though it was much less palatable. Later, Orange reaffirmed Augustine’s teaching against the Semi-Pelagians, those who didn’t go as far as Pelagius but still held a more optimistic view of human nature.
Pelagius and the Doctrine of Grace
Pelagius was a British monk who was deeply devoted to living a moral life. When he came to Italy to be a teacher, he was shocked to see how lax the Italian Christians often were. One of their more infamous offenses was a tendency among Italian noblemen to take multiple mistresses in addition to their wives, or to buy slave girls to keep as mistresses, and this was apparently true of both pagans and Christians.1 Several lived comfortable lives in the midst of great wealth, while the society around them was often desperately poor. The clergy was taking little action to confront these Christians, either allowing them to continue in open sin after baptism without any rebuke or permitting them to remain in a sort of halfway state, as “catechumens” (unbaptized Christians — they could participate in church but not the Eucharist).2 To Pelagius, the situation clearly violated Christ’s teachings. In one of his letters, he wrote, “Do you consider him a Christian who oppresses the wretched, who burdens the poor, who covets others’ property, who makes several poor so that he may make himself rich, who rejoices in unjust gains . . . and a man of this kind has the audacity to go to church!”3 Unless a person denied himself and imitated Christ, Pelagius warned, he had no business calling himself a Christian.
Partly from his observations in Italy as well as from his own strictly disciplined life, Pelagius developed a doctrine of sin and salvation that hinged on good works. According to him, sin cannot stem from a preexisting condition, because it would mean that God had created sin as part of human nature: “To say that man cannot be without sin is like saying that a man cannot live without food or drink or sleep or other such things without which our human state cannot exist.”4 Instead, Pelagius taught, sin comes from bad habits that people willingly form. As humans continue to sin, their wills become weaker and bad deeds more frequent, but if they will commit themselves to do good, they can reverse these trends. The role of God in this scheme is threefold: God gives each person free will, the ability to see for themselves what is right and wrong, and revelation through Scripture to guide them.5 Christ is the ultimate form of grace, the perfect divine guide that God has given humanity to demonstrate the right way. In the end, however, the only thing that matters is whether one has fully eradicated evil from oneself.
To modern ears, Pelagius’s ideas might seem self-righteous, a way of setting yourself up to be holier than those around you. Pelagius himself, however, wrote from pastoral concern. He thought that the idea of original sin inherited from Adam — that the world was already crippled by an evil influence — led Christians to be apathetic about their own sins. “Anyone who hears that it is not possible for him to be without sin . . . will never do penance appropriate to his misdeeds but will believe that God will lightly remit what rightly he ought not even to impute.”6 (In plain English — if Christians are always going to be sinful and God is just going to forgive sins, what’s the motivation to even try to change? Pelagius is suggesting that original sin removes the sense of evil from sin.) Pelagius worried that if the church embraced the idea of original sin, it would inadvertently give Christians an excuse for tolerating their own sins, and that God would judge them harshly on the day of judgment.
Augustine and the Doctrine of Grace
On the other side of the debate was Augustine, a prominent North African bishop who had already weathered many controversies. Only a few years before the Council of Carthage, Augustine had dealt with a splinter group known as the Donatists, who preached that the church should consist only of those who live perfectly holy lives. In many ways, the Donatists prepared Augustine for the new challenge of Pelagius. Against the Donatists, Augustine had argued that the church does not consist of perfect people (not that he believed there is such a thing) but consists simply of those who have been baptized into the church. He compared the church to the parable of the tares and the wheat in the gospel: “What swelling of arrogance it is, what forgetfulness of humility and gentleness, that any one should dare or believe that he can do what the Lord did not grant even to the apostles — to think that he can distinguish the tares from the wheat.”7 Having dealt with the Donatist disappointment of how the institution of the church looks in real life, Augustine now turned to Pelagius’s disappointment with how sinners look in real life.
Augustine firmly believed in original sin. In his view, humans begin life in the grip of a power that they cannot shake, and which will draw them deeper and deeper into destruction unless God himself rescues them. Just as Pelagius’s dogmas reflected his own life of self-discipline and hard work, Augustine was influenced by a youth that was wasted in increasingly selfish pursuits. From his point of view, his desires had propelled him into sin, but he had not reformed his life by increasing his desire to do good. In his spiritual autobiography, Confessions, he took the words of Paul in Romans 7 as his watchword: “Even though a person may be delighted with God’s law as far as his inmost self is concerned, how is he to deal with that other law in his bodily members [which delivers] him as prisoner to the law of sin dominant in his body. Who will free him from this death-laden body, if not your grace, given through Jesus Christ our Lord?”8 By these words, Augustine demonstrated how helpless he had been in his former life, and how much he owed to the mercy of God.
If Pelagius had solved the problem of sin and human responsibility by arguing that humans are perfectly capable of doing whatever they want, Augustine solved it by saying that humans deliberately act against the good ideals that they don’t know and are selfish, greedy, lustful, stubborn, and proud. In his words, people are non posse non peccare, “not able not to sin,” because even the good things that we do are not out of love for God but for some lesser purpose. In Augustine’s scheme, grace is not a divine nudge but a power that frees people to love God for who he really is. It is this God-empowered love that destroys the rule of sin and bestows the ability to choose to sin or to choose not to sin (posse non peccare — “able not to sin”). However, until this grace is given, people cannot choose goodness. Though we might be in the grip of an evil power that we do not understand, we are still responsible for spending our time and energy on the things that we do wrong. Furthermore, he held that all of humankind had committed sin when Adam had — the act of disobedience had been committed together, in a mystical way.9 As such, there were no innocent victims who had been wronged by a third party — everyone had crippled themselves.
The Council of Carthage (418)
Pelagius and Augustine might never have clashed if the Roman Empire had remained intact. As it was, however, the empire was crumbling, and in 410 Rome itself was sacked by Alaric, king of the Visigoths. The Gothic incursions sent Roman nobles fleeing to fortress towns on the coast and forced Pelagius and his followers across the sea into North Africa. There, a disciple of Pelagius named Caelestius began spreading Pelagian ideas, and it was not long before a synod of African bishops was assembled to deal with the two conflicting visions of God’s grace and human free will. The Council of Carthage was assembled early in May 418, and came down heavily on the side of Augustine.
Among the eight canons that the council passed, there are three ideas that pose significant challenges to Pelagius. Two of these are about original sin and free will. First, the council stated that infants require baptism because baptism is not only a symbol but actually washes away sin.10 This was a practical way of recognizing Augustine’s position that humankind is born into sin rather than working itself into sin.
Second, the council decreed that a sinless life was impossible. Over and against the idea that Pelagius and Caelestius had proposed, that the biblical writers called themselves sinners out of humility rather than any real sin, the council reaffirmed the statement in 1 John 1:8: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.” It was an important recognition that our sins go deeper than we ourselves ever realize. By taking this position, the council was refuting the idea that we are in complete control of what is good or bad in us, and consequently the idea that we can perfect ourselves.
Finally, the council took a stand on the power of God’s grace. Pelagius had said that the phrase “God’s grace” means that God has given people a natural ability to overcome their sins. The council took a much stronger view of the power of grace and of its role in the relationship between God and humankind: in short, the council stated that grace is primarily related to bringing God and man closer together, “so that we may know what to seek, what we ought to avoid, and also that we should love to do so.”11 Grace is not simply a tool that people can use to conform to certain behaviors but also a description of how God changes people from the inside as well as the outside by helping them love him rather than sin. The council argued that God’s grace is something he gives, not something that we choose at our convenience, and that it overpowers the stranglehold sin has on our lives: “Without the grace of God, we can do no good thing.”12 Since the council had also said that God remains distant from the world because of our sins, the presence of grace shows the believer in a very tangible way that God has forgiven us and voluntarily united himself with us again.
The council proceeded without much political excitement compared with the councils at Ephesus or Nicaea. The only exception is the actions of Pope Zosimus, who was impressed by the piety of Pelagius and Caelestius and who strongly urged the African synod to recognize the orthodoxy of the Pelagian party.13 The Africans politely but firmly refused — they had had several unpleasant dealings with Roman officials and considered themselves competent to decide such a matter in their own province.14 After a few months, Zosimus conceded the point.
Partly because it was not ecumenical, however, the council remained open to question. Its decision was not accepted as authoritative in the East, and several Christian theologians felt free to question its rulings. In particular, the council’s deep pessimism about human freedom alarmed thinkers who thought that the Africans had gone to extremes in rejecting Pelagianism, and that a more moderate position would serve the same purpose without devolving into fatalism. Thus, a second council was called more than a century later at Orange to resolve some of the more controversial issues at Carthage in a way that would be more binding.
The decision at Carthage left much of the Western Christian world torn. On the one hand, most theologians opposed Pelagius, and they were glad that the council thoroughly defeated his ideas. On the other, there was a growing fear that the council had been influenced by Manichaeanism, a sizeable religion that proposed that humankind is trapped in an utterly evil material world and that the only escape is through the spiritual realm. In comparison with this trapped, fatalistic view, the church had traditionally been optimistic about the ability of humans to choose their own fate. The fact that Augustine had once been a Manichaean and that his ideas were central to the council made the suspicion of Manichaean influence a plausible one. Consequently, theologians such as John Cassian argued that while the intent of the Council of Carthage was good, it left no room for human decision-making, or at least decision-making that had any real meaning. The church in their eyes had become just as fatalistic as the Manichaeans.
Those who questioned Carthage thought (1) that the idea that fallen humans are unable freely to choose good in their unredeemed state is self-evidently false, and (2) that the fatalism implied by the council’s ideas about predestination is repugnant and contrary to the teaching of Scripture. Perhaps the most famous of the theologians who called Carthage into question was John Cassian, who argued that human freedom is not in conflict with God’s grace and that God’s predestination is based on his foreseeing who will freely (by grace) come to faith in Christ. For instance, Cassian cited the story of Zacchaeus from the Gospels.15 In the story, Zacchaeus is a universally despised tax collector who was desperate to catch a glimpse of Jesus. Since he was a short man, he was forced to climb a tree and wait until Jesus passed by. John Cassian argued that God did not cause Zacchaeus to climb the tree — he decided of his own accord to do so, and Jesus rewarded his initial step of faith. Zacchaeus made a decision of his own free will and God responded to that decision — two separate beings treating each other with dignity, rather than one using the other as a puppet.
Unfortunately, in the seventeenth century these “dissenters” from the decision at Carthage were labeled Semi-Pelagians, which links them much closer to the Pelagian heresy than they actually were. Indeed, calling these theologians Semi-Pelagians is much akin to calling those who lived in post – World War II Germany Semi-Nazis, strictly on the basis of their historical location. Regarding the fate of this “Semi-Pelagianism,” church historian J. N. D. Kelly notes, “It suffered, inevitably, but unjustly, from a suspected bias to Pelagianism, but what chiefly sealed its fate was the powerful and increasing influence of Augustine in the West.”16
A second council was called in 529 at Orange in southern Gaul (modern-day France) to deal with these questions. It decided once more in favor of Augustine (who was now deceased). In fact, Augustine’s influence was so prevalent that many of Orange’s rulings used his language word for word.
Twenty-five canons were passed that ruled out the arguments of those who questioned Carthage. They frequently accused the opponents of the council of having been unknowingly influenced by Pelagius, perhaps as a counterpoint to the accusations that the Council of Carthage had been unknowingly influenced by the Manichaeans. However, while it might be thought that the council was simply called to reaffirm Augustine’s teaching, some of the canons acknowledge that free will is a mystery, and in fact Augustine’s doctrine of predestination to hell was ruled as heretical.17 For instance, the council affirmed that free will is restored by baptism (Conclusion) and that Christians have a duty to pray and to persevere in good works (Canon 10). But it was adamant that the will has to be freed by God first before someone can choose to love him: “The love with which we love God . . . is wholly a gift of God to love God. He who loves, even though he is not loved, allowed himself to be loved. We are loved, even when we displease him, so that we might have means to please him” (Canon 25).18
Relevance
Despite the fact that Pelagianism was never widespread, the ideas of Pelagius are compelling and deserve a carefully thought-out response. You might say that Pelagianism is wrong in its denials but challenging in its assertions; in many ways, it seems to answer certain questions about Christianity much more satisfactorily than the rulings at Carthage. For instance, there is no problem about whether God is fair, or of salvation outside of the church, or of the way that leads to heaven. Good people do good things and are rewarded; bad people do bad things and are punished. Any bad person can become a good person if they will only pull themselves up by their bootstraps.
Like most heresies, however, Pelagianism provides easy and attractive answers at great cost. Though Pelagius’s God seems more fair, he is certainly much less intimate. The wonder of salvation for Augustine was that God loved him when he was deeply in sin. Rather than waiting until Augustine had gotten his act together and freed himself from sin, God broke into Augustine’s life on his own timing and with a scandalous disregard for whether Augustine was a good person. The question of original sin, which seems far removed from everyday life, becomes much more real when applied to those who are trapped in sin. Their fate hung in the balance at the Council of Carthage — whether they would be told to simply get their act together, or told that they were loved first in spite of themselves, and that because of God’s love they would be given the ability to conquer sin. At the same time, Pelagius’s critiques about leading a holy life and not using grace as an excuse to sin should ring strongly in a consumer culture that often takes it for granted that God should be conforming to its preferences. David Wells, a Protestant cultural critic, once wrote, “Pagans were deathly afraid of the gods and goddesses . . . By contrast, we feel that the sacred will be pleased to have us, will spread out the welcome mat, so to speak, and will be grateful for our attention.”19 For all the faults in his theory, Pelagius reminds us that we should not take advantage of God’s mercy.
As for the case of those who questioned Carthage, the ruling at Orange is more ambiguous. Some today question how firmly we should hold the rulings at Orange and Carthage at all. They were not ecumenical councils of the church; that is, they were not universally affirmed by the Eastern and Western branches of the church. In addition, some argue that the councils were so concerned with Pelagianism that they ruled out legitimate understandings of the grace of God and human salvation. Today, we can broadly consider both sides at Orange as orthodox, since there are several threads that unite both those who sided with Augustine and those who wanted to avoid the heresy of Pelagius without sacrificing legitimate expressions of human freedom. Most important, both sides absolutely affirmed “that humanity’s present condition does not correspond to God’s ultimate purpose and original intention in its creation.”20 Moreover, they agree that humans are responsible for their condition, and that God is ultimately responsible for reversing the curse and restoring that which has been broken. Put differently, both sides affirm the crucial doctrine that salvation is by grace alone; nothing that humans can do could warrant their acceptance before a holy God.
Discussion Questions
1. In your everyday life, do you tend to view God’s grace as a tool to help you overcome problems, or as a way that God builds a relationship with you? Are these views mutually exclusive?
2. If Christ is a divine guide, what purpose might the crucifixion have for Pelagius?
3. In your opinion, does the influence of original sin detract from our responsibility for sinful actions? Why or why not?
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Historical Background
Zoom forward more than a thousand years. If we were watching Europe through a time-lapse camera, we would see civilization contract sharply, then expand again. Roman cities shrink and fall into disrepair. The tribes that had been kept north of the Roman borders move west and south, building forts and dividing up land. Christianity spreads to England, Ireland, and Scandinavia, and Irish missionaries spread the gospel to the remaining pagan lands. Vast armies of Crusaders make their way to the Holy Land and carve out kingdoms, which soon collapse again into Muslim hands. The knowledge of stoneworking that the returning Crusaders bring back leads to the building of stone castles, monasteries, and churches. Nations form, with roads, bridges, industries, and professional armies. Columbus sets out from Spain and finds a whole new world.
Christianity has never been so pervasive. By the end of the Middle Ages, a series of Crusades in Eastern Europe brings the last pagan lands into the Catholic fold, and the Catholic Church seems to hold complete sway over what is now called Christendom. Christian tenets are a part of the hearts and lives of almost all Europeans. Although Old Rome is now long gone, the church has dubbed a huge section of Central Europe (mostly modern-day Germany) as its successor, the Holy Roman Empire.
However, there are signs that Christendom is beginning to crack. In 1453, Muslim Turks conquer Constantinople, the center of Orthodox Christianity, and begin to advance as far as modern-day Austria. Fears that heretics and witches might threaten Christendom result in expanded powers for the Inquisition, which enters the height of its influence. The papal office is occupied by a series of corrupt popes, including Julius the Warmonger, who leads personal armies into battle, and Alexander VI, who hosts orgies at the papal palace. Priests are likewise reputed to be corrupt and illiterate, while both church services and the Bible are available only in Latin. Although there are several attempts to reform the church by introducing more pious clergy and Bibles in the language of everyday people (most notably by Jan Hus, William Tyndale, and John Wycliffe), the church hierarchy reacts with hostility, and these reforms are thwarted.
In 1517, the efforts at reform finally yield fruit. A theology professor named Martin Luther nails a list of demands for reform known as the Ninety-five Theses to the door of the church in Wittenberg, thus setting off a movement that endures. Luther is infuriated by the Catholic practice of “indulgences,” a promise that the church will secure forgiveness for those already dead and suffering in purgatory (see the next section) — if people will just contribute some money to the church. The issue of indulgences leads Luther to list further complaints, mainly theological. He feels that with its claims to hold divine authority, the Catholic Church is holding Christians hostage — they can never be quite perfect enough, quite forgiven enough, and so they are always left hoping that the church will be merciful to them and spare them from hellfire. Luther’s counterpoint is that Christ does not hold out forgiveness and goodness just a little ways out of reach as something to work toward but brings forgiveness and holiness down to the believer. Protected by powerful supporters, Luther’s ideas spread rapidly through the Holy Roman Empire (modern Germany).
By the 1540s, all attempts on the part of the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire to bring about peace between the growing Protestants (Luther did not want anyone to be called Lutherans) and the Catholic Church have failed. The best attempt, the Colloquy at Regensburg in 1541, achieves agreement on justification (how sinful people are reconciled to a holy God) but fails to bring unity to the issue of the authority of the pope and church tradition. But even the agreement on justification rings hollow when the compromise is rejected by both Luther and Rome. Emperor Charles V’s long-desired peace between the two factions of his kingdom never materializes.
The challenges brought by the Protestant Reformers force the Roman Catholic Church to recognize that there are serious issues that need to be addressed. Some tend to view the period of reform that took place in the Roman Catholic Church during the middle of the sixteenth century as nothing but an attempt to squelch the fire started by the Protestants, but this is far from what actually happened. Whether one refers to this period as the Counter-Reformation, the Catholic Reformation, or Early Modern Catholicism, the Catholic Church felt the need to respond to the Reformers, clarify its doctrine and vision, and get its institutional politics back on a track that served the church’s mission. Put simply, the reforms of the Catholic Church in the middle of the sixteenth century were much more than anti-Protestant polemics; they were a genuine attempt to achieve doctrinal and institutional clarity — albeit with many political and social factors bound up with the church’s efforts.
In order to make these reforms, the Catholic Church convenes the Council of Trent, which is held in three stages over the period between 1545 and 1563. As early as 1536, Pope Paul III expresses desire for a church council to meet, but his desires are ignored. This is mostly because even in 1536 the Protestant Reformation is still in its infancy: the Augsburg Confession (Lutheran) is formally presented to the emperor in 1530, Philipp Melanchthon’s Apology of the Augsburg Confession is written in 1531, and John Calvin writes the first edition of his Institutes of the Christian Religion in 1536.
The council inadvertently gains an air of neutrality when political motives lead to the Council of Trent being held in a strictly neutral location. Charles V, the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, strongly desires some sort of solution to the religious problem in his empire, which is constantly under threat from Muslim invaders. His many efforts on this front include an attempt to have the council in Germany appease the Lutherans with a promise of the reform that they claim to want. However, the pope wants to have the council somewhere in the Papal States in Italy, preferably close to the Vatican so that he can insure his influence is felt.1 However, the French are not going to attend any council that is held in the Papal States. Finally, the little town of Trent in northern Italy, which is on the cultural border between Italy and Germany, is agreed to, and even though the cardinals are not happy with the accommodations, Trent proves to be satisfactory for all involved.
Since one issue that led to the Council of Trent is the exact boundary of the pope’s authority, there is some internal discussion regarding what role the pope will play at Trent. The pope believes he is above the rulings of the council, such that he has the power to veto any decrees of the council. Many of the cardinals and bishops agree with such strong papal authority. On the other side is a group of leaders called the Conciliarists, who believe that the decisions of a council are binding on the whole church, including the pope. This means that the pope will be forced to agree with the conclusions of the council. The pope seeks to avoid such an outcome at all costs, and in the end the council ends up strengthening the pope’s authority in relation to the councils.2
The Council of Trent is formally called to order on December 13, 1545. “In attendance for the opening session were four archbishops, 22 bishops, and five generals of religious orders along with three papal legates, Cardinals Giovanni Maria del Monte and Marcello Cervini, who were both future popes, and Cardinal Reginald Pole, who was to depart early because of ill-health.”3 Over the next eighteen years, the council meets in three periods, including a ten-year hiatus, ending its work with a 235 to one vote to send the decrees and canons of the council to the pope (who by this time is Pius IV) for his approval.
The Council of Trent
The Council of Trent aimed to remedy the problems within the Catholic Church that had contributed to the Reformers’ cries of protest. The reforms included correcting abuses of power by the clergy, clarifying the balance of authority between Scripture and church tradition, and issuing official statements on justification, the sacraments, and purgatory. All in all, the Council of Trent did not repair the fractures between the Catholics and Protestants, but it did succeed in clarifying the Catholic Church’s position on significant areas of doctrine and bringing moderate reform to the abuses of power against which the Reformers had revolted.
Institutional/Clergy Reform
Because the Reformers had initially revolted against the abuses of power within the Catholic Church, Trent attempted to straighten out these problems. For instance, whereas bishops before the Reformation could hold office in more than one location (a practice known as pluralism), Trent ruled that under normal circumstances bishops were to be resident and involved in the pastoral ministries of their own dioceses alone. (This cut down on power grabs and forced the bishops to focus on their assigned flocks.) Also, in discussing the sacrament of Holy Orders, or ordination, the Council of Trent specified what qualities should be evident in the lives of priests, which can be seen as an attempt to resolve the moral laxity Luther had seen among them when he visited Rome. Moreover, the council called for each bishop to create a seminary for the training of clergy. This was one of the longest-lasting reforms that the council passed, resulting in more educated clergy who would be better able to serve in their pastoral duties to their congregations.
The most important institutional reform was related to the selling of indulgences (forgiveness for money). Without admitting that Luther was right, the council encouraged the pope to reform the practice of indulgences. While they were still considered a valid form of penance, the church acknowledged that the rampant abuse of the sales of indulgences needed to end.
Scripture and Tradition, and Revelation
The Reformers had decided that the church hierarchy could no longer be trusted. Henceforth, they established the position of sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”), meaning that Scripture is our only ultimate authority for faith and practice. This doesn’t mean that the Bible is the only place where truth is found, but it does mean that everything else we learn about God and his world, and all other authorities, are subordinate to the Scriptures. The Scriptures are the sole necessary and sufficient source of our theology.
In contrast, Trent ruled that Scripture and tradition were to be given equal weight in determining what Christians ought to believe. The council decided that in addition to the Scriptures stood “also the traditions, whether they relate to faith or to morals, as having been dictated either orally by Christ or by the Holy Ghost, and preserved in the Catholic Church in unbroken succession.”4 This is in contrast to the Protestants, who wanted to give the final and arbitrating authority to the Scriptures alone.
In addition, the Reformers had insisted that only those books that were to be found in the Hebrew Bible could be considered the legitimate Old Testament. This was a departure from early Christianity, which had used a Greek version of the Old Testament that had included several additional books known as the Apocrypha (some of these are: 1 and 2 Maccabees, the Book of Sirach, the Book of Wisdom, and the Book of Tobit). Trent affirmed the Apocrypha as part of the Bible5 and took up the issue of the Protestant trend of printing Bibles in the vernacular. The council did not directly forbid the translation of the Bible into other languages but declared that the Latin Vulgate was sufficient for the determination of doctrine. Furthermore, it decreed that no edition of Scripture could be made without the permission of the church, reinforcing the penalties that came with printing or owning unauthorized Bibles (thus effectively forbidding translation anyway).6
Justification
The most significant doctrinal issue addressed at Trent was the issue of justification, or how a sinful person is reconciled with a holy God who cannot stand sin. Luther argued that we are saved solely through faith in Jesus Christ because of God’s grace and Christ’s merit alone. We are neither saved by our merits nor declared righteous by our good works. We do not deserve grace, or else it wouldn’t be grace. This means that God grants salvation not because of the good things we do, or even our faith — and despite our sin. God’s election is the unconditional and unmerited nature of his grace.
Luther further taught that all humans are sinful and sinners, and that Christ is the only one who is good and righteous. As humans, we inherited from Adam a nature that is in bondage to sin. We are born in sin. We are naturally enemies of God and lovers of evil. We needed to be made alive (regenerated) so that we could even have faith in Christ. All of this is grace that we don’t deserve. Because we didn’t earn or attain this grace, we cannot lose it. God graciously preserves us and keeps us. When we are faithless toward him, he is still faithful.
We can stand before God only by his grace as he mercifully attributes to us the righteousness of Jesus Christ and attributes to him the consequences of our sins, which were judged on the cross. Declaring sinners righteous based on the work of Christ is called the doctrine of “imputed righteous ness” — God declares a believer to be good, and even though the believer is not good in reality, this declaration is all that matters.
Because salvation is entirely a work of the Lord, the believer does not have to constantly worry about the state of his or her soul. If salvation is genuine, God will gradually make the sinner obedient to God’s commands, but it is a slow process that one never really completes.
The Catholic position was that of “infused righteousness” — God offers to the believer the opportunities and the strength to be good, and it is up to the believer to respond to God on a case-bycase basis. The result is that as the believer responds, his thoughts and habits gradually shape him into the person that God wants him to be. As you might imagine, Luther’s position was based solely on faith — trust in God, and he will do the rest — while the Catholics argued that faith is all too often boxed away into a set of ideas, and that the faith that God is looking for needs to be grounded in practical, concrete responses.
The decree on justification took nearly six months to produce and was the longest decree of the council. Part of the problem was that many in the council were somewhat sympathetic to the arguments of the Reformers. Ultimately, however, the attitude at Trent was not amenable to compromise with the Protestants. In the end, the decree on justification clearly defined the Catholic position over against the Protestant principle of sola fide (faith alone). The Catholic Church believed that the Reformers had misunderstood both Augustine and the New Testament emphasis on works in advancing a position of justification by faith alone.
The Catholic position on justification has several significant features. First, it might surprise those who think that Catholicism is based on good works that the council asserted that only God can justify. Humans cannot save themselves, but they can prepare themselves for justification.7 They do this by “freely assenting to and cooperating with” the quickening and helping grace of God; in responding in this way, they “convert themselves to their own justification.”8 In speaking this way, the council preserved the Catholic idea that humans are not able to bring about their own justification without the grace of God, but neither are they merely passive.
The council is explicit that the term “justification” meant a gradual progression rather than a one-time event. By engaging in good works, the believer moves farther and farther away from sin and becomes a truly new creature.9 The main objection that Trent presents to the Protestant position, that by faith a person can be saved from sin, is that merely believing in Christ does not shape a person into the sort of new creature that God desires: “For faith, unless hope and charity be added thereto, neither unites man perfectly with Christ, nor makes him a living member of His body. For which reason it is most truly said, that Faith without works is dead and profitless.”10
The council also rejected the Reformation idea that a believer can know for sure that they are saved and destined for eternity with God. This did not mean that the merits of Christ were in some way insufficient, but as a person “considers himself and his own weakness and indisposition, [he] may have fear and apprehension concerning his own grace, since no one can know with the certainty of faith, which cannot be subject to error, that he has obtained the grace of God.”11
Finally, while Luther and the other Reformers said that good works are the result of being declared righteous by God rather than something that God requires before accepting a believer, the council decreed that believers have not only the ability to do good works, but that good works are part of entering into eternal life. The doctrine of purgatory was formalized as an official church teaching, indicating that the work of becoming righteous continued even after death.
Church and Sacraments
The sacraments were another significant issue discussed at Trent.12 The Protestant claim that there are only two sacraments was rejected; instead, the council officially upheld seven sacraments: baptism, confirmation, the Eucharist, marriage, penance, extreme unction, and matrimony. The council also confirmed that the sacraments convey God’s grace to recipients in and of themselves, regardless of the attitude or morality of the recipients or the priest administering them.13
Baptism was deemed to be necessary for salvation and to be administered to children; rebaptism, generally meaning baptism of adult believers as practiced by the Anabaptists, was forbidden.
Confirmation was an anointing with oil, signifying a christening by the Holy Spirit, to be administered near adolescence by the bishop.
With regard to the Eucharist (also known as the Lord’s Supper — the bread and wine received by believers in a worship service), the council addressed the Catholic/Protestant disagreement on Christ’s presence in the bread and wine. Trent approved the term “transubstantiation,” which “meant that at the consecration during the Mass, the substance of the bread and wine was changed into the substance of the body and blood of Christ,”14 even though the outward appearance of the bread and wine remained unchanged. The term transubstantiation was an attempt to explain the mystery of what the Roman Catholic Church believes takes place during the Eucharist.
Another divisive issue in relation to the Eucharist was addressed by the council at this time: whether to continue the practice of offering to lay people the bread only and reserving the wine for priests, or to allow, as the Protestants all insisted, that both the bread and the cup should be offered to everyone. The council argued that it was up to the church to distribute the sacrament as it pleased, although it acknowledged that the pope might change the policy.15
The council also discussed in detail the controversial issue of the sacrament of penance. If Christ died for our sins on the cross, why perform penitential acts for sin? First, the council affirmed the traditional order of penance: the person who came for confession had to be contrite, but perfect contrition was not necessary. (Perfect contrition means being sorry for having damaged the relationship with God, but a person who was sorry for his sins out of fear of punishment would also be forgiven.) The confession to the priest had to be auricular (told to the priest), complete (sin and circumstances), and secret (confessors were bound to secrecy). The basis for this practice was John 20:23: “If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” After confession, a work of satisfaction is assigned by the priest after the priest absolves a person of his sin. This work is not meant to atone for sin. (Notice that the sin proper has already been forgiven through the power of Christ.) However, penance is necessary for the progressive justification mentioned earlier. It balances out the evil effects that sin has on the believer so that he is equipped for holy living.16 Penance was meant to be a practical solution to sin; without these works of satisfaction, the believer is likely to fall into greater sin and incur a greater punishment on the day of judgment.
Marriage was also formalized as a sacrament of the church. The council said that for marriage to be valid, it had to take place in front of two witnesses and the local priest, ending the practice of “clandestine marriages.” A clandestine marriage was a private vow of sexual fidelity between a man and a woman, usually peasants. It was customary to pay a fee to be married,17 and the bride’s family was usually expected to provide a dowry, which put marriage out of reach for poorer people. Private vows bypassed the financial issues and (seemed to) achieve the same purpose. However, on a religious front, the Protestants were now challenging the idea of marriage as a sacrament of the church rather than a natural gift of God, and on a social front, the private vows could be given up at any time, resulting in broken families and serial partners.18 By reinvesting marriage with sacred implications, Trent was hoping to counter both of these problems.
Besides sacraments, the council also formalized church teaching on images and the veneration of saints. Images are material objects (statues, portraits, and so forth) which Protestants said were idols, just as images were in Israel. However, the church claimed that these objects are not to be worshiped as idols were but point to a spiritual reality beyond themselves. In a similar vein, Protestants were concerned that the medieval practice of praying to saints deprived God of the worship he deserved — especially since saints often had their own areas of control, like protecting travelers or finding lost things. In response, the church said that since Christ has only one body, those who had died and gone to heaven were in no way cut off from their brothers and sisters still on earth.
Reception and Influence
The task of implementing the reform measures in the church fell to the pope based on his interpretation of the council. As a result, the authority of the pope actually increased over the coming years.
One of the most lasting influences of the council was the creation of the Roman missal, the books which were used in worship by all Catholic churches until the 1960s. The missal created a formalized liturgy, but also gave the impression that the liturgy could not be changed or altered. The Tridentine (of or relating to Trent) catechism was also created during this period as a means of instruction in the teachings of the church. Similar to the confessions of Protestantism during the time, the Tridentine catechism sought to bring the doctrine of the Catholic Church to common churchgoers. The task of teaching the catechism fell to the local priest, who was to teach the catechism every Sunday and on feast days. In this and other ways, the clergy were now expected to be more pastorally involved in their parishes.
Relevance
Trent revitalized the Catholic Church and corrected a number of abuses. Through Trent, Catholicism regained its power in many of its former lands and was prepared for the great missionary endeavors in the New World, Africa, and Asia. Not long thereafter, the Catholic Counter-Reformation was able to show that real progress had been made and earned back a great deal of the trust that had been lost through decades of corruption. There is little doubt that the church that emerged after Trent was more educated, better equipped to meet the needs of its flock, and much more focused on piety. Nevertheless, the Protestants did not return to the Catholic fold.
When we consider today the many divisions in Christianity, it is apparent that Jesus’ prayer “that all of them may be one” (John 17:21) has not yet been answered. The fact that Christians often fight with one another and have even launched wars against one another is not lost on the outside world, and our lack of unity certainly hurts our witness. The Catholic solution, which is to put all Christian groups under the authority of Rome, is increasingly suggested, and if we reject that solution, it is important to know why, because continued division comes with a steep price. What motives could the Protestants have had to keep the church divided, and do we find those reasons compelling?
The Reformers wanted to see Christians living without fear that the church could take away the salvation that properly belongs to God, and to understand that while God requires good works and obedience and reverence from us, he himself comes down to heal us even while we are sinful. They wanted the Bible to be a way in which ordinary people could communicate with God and know God, not just as a sacred object reserved for the most holy. (Remember that since the Bible was in Latin, only priests could read it.) Although Catholicism also sought to meet many of these needs in its own way, the Reformers did not agree that the Catholic Church met them adequately, and the decisions at Trent did not satisfy Protestant objections.
It is fair to ask, Since Trent was in part a firm response to the Protestant Reformation, does it have anything to offer other Christian traditions outside of Roman Catholicism? First, Protestants can acknowledge with Trent the importance of tradition in understanding what Christians ought to believe. Both Catholic and Protestant scholars can enjoy the resurgence of the study of the early church fathers as a shared heritage.
Similarly, while Protestants disagree with Catholics on the doctrine of justification by faith, they can, with Trent, declare anathema the following proposition: “That man can be justified before God by his own works, which are done either in the strength of human nature or through the teaching of the law, apart from the divine grace through Jesus Christ.”19 While the Catholic Church has not changed their decree on justification, the centuries have provided ample opportunity to resolve miscommunication. In 1999 the Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation signed the Joint Declaration on the Decree of Justification, in which they agreed on the issue where they could and acknowledged each other’s misgivings where they could not, depicting each other fairly and in the best possible light.20
In another way, Trent helps us to think out the differences between Protestantism and Catholicism. Is marriage a natural gift of God, for instance, or a special grace given to the church? What were the issues that made the Protestants break away from the church, and were they right? We should definitely not look for reasons to divide those who are called Christians, but there may be issues that are worth disagreeing over (with the humility that most things are a mystery). Trent gives the Catholic answer for those issues and is worth learning for that reason.
Discussion Questions
1. Thinking about the Council of Trent as a reform movement in the Catholic Church, what stood out to you or surprised you about the council’s efforts?
2. What do you think would have been different about the Catholic Church’s efforts to reform doctrine and practice if the Protestant Reformation had not taken place?
3. What do you think is the importance of Christian tradition and other historical interpretations of the Bible when it comes to understanding the Bible for yourself?
4. How does the Catholic Church’s teaching on justification differ from your own understanding? How is it similar?
5. How do you think knowing more about the Council of Trent might help you in your interactions with Catholics?
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Historical Background
By the middle of the sixteenth century, several different strands of the Protestant Reformation had begun spreading like wildfire across the European continent. The diversity within Protestantism proved to be a double-edged sword. Unlike Roman Catholicism, which had established a solid core of beliefs at the Council of Trent, Protestants were only loosely bound together by the five famous “solas” — from the Latin word sola, meaning “alone” or “only.” The five solas are five phrases or slogans that emerged during the Protestant Reformation and that summarize the Reformers’ basic theological convictions that the Reformers believed to be essentials of the Christian life and practice. The five solas are:
1. Sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”): Scripture alone is our highest authority.
2. Sola Fide (“faith alone”): we are saved by grace alone, through faith alone.
3. Sola Gratia (“grace alone”): we are saved by grace alone, through faith alone.
4. Solus Christus (“Christ alone”): Christ alone is our Lord, Savior, and King, and the only mediator between God and humanity.
5. Soli Deo Gloria (“glory to God alone”): we live for the glory of God alone.
These basic beliefs emerged in the Protestant effort to distinguish itself from the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church. On a positive note, this allowed the movement to gain traction quickly in a variety of different contexts and locations, but unfortunately it also meant that disputes and disagreements frequently arose between the different branches of the newfound Protestantism.
Disagreement between the Lutheran and Zwinglian (a group of Protestants founded by Swiss Reformer Ulrich Zwingli) factions was particularly intense. One pointed conflict broke out in Heidelberg under the rule of Otto Heinrich (1556 – 59) concerning Christ’s presence in the Lord’s Supper. The Lutherans believed that Christ’s body is really present in the bread and wine in the same way that heat permeates an iron placed in a hot fire. In contrast, the Zwinglians believed that the Lord’s Supper is primarily a symbolic service of remembrance. Since Christ’s body is at the right hand of the Father in heaven, the Zwinglians found it hard to believe that Christ’s body could be a real human body and somehow be present both in heaven and in the bread and the wine. (The Calvinists, by contrast, held a third position: they maintained that Christ is present not in body but in Spirit.) One staunch Lutheran fought for making Lutheranism the official religion of the city, and he even went so far as to excommunicate a Zwinglian deacon after getting into a fight over the communion cup with the deacon at the altar.
Because politics and religion were closely related in pre-Enlightenment Europe, it was difficult to just “agree to disagree.” So when Frederick III succeeded Otto Heinrich in ruling the city of Heidelberg, he charged the theology faculty to develop a new catechism to lay to rest the often-heated debates over the Lord’s Supper and at the same time provide a tool for teaching all of the basic doctrines of the broadly Reformed Protestant faith. The Heidelberg Catechism served as a rallying point for Protestantism, around which the various Protestant denominations could gather in agreement. Because the Heidelberg Catechism both captured the essence of Protestant theology but still managed to avoid being vague or general, it became one of the most famous documents of the Protestant Reformation.
Content
At the time of the writing of the Heidelberg Catechism, catechisms were not terribly common. Martin Luther wrote his first catechism in 1528 and is often credited with being the father of the modern catechism, even though he relied heavily on the previous work of the Bohemian Brethren.1 The Genevan catechisms, written by Calvin and Guillaume Farel, served as the only other major international catechisms in use prior to the Heidelberg Catechism.2 Indeed, the Heidelberg Catechism’s view of the Eucharist is clearly influenced by the developing Calvinist position as a third way between the Lutheran and Zwinglian stalemate.
The Heidelberg Catechism differs from Luther’s Small Catechism (1529) and the Shorter Westminster Catechism (1647) in both tone and content. It aimed both to provide a guide for the religious instruction of the city’s youth as well as to provide a unified confession of faith for the newly formed Protestant church. As a document intended to squelch conflict rather than draw lines in the sand, the Heidelberg Catechism is the most inclusive of all the Reformed confessions; as Philip Schaff puts it, the Reformed doctrine of the catechism “is herein set forth with wise moderation, and without its sharp, angular points.”3 It was meant to bring together the various strands of the Reformation that disagreed sharply at significant points of doctrine.
The authors divided the catechism into 129 questions, which were themselves divided into three sections and into fifty-two “Lord’s Days” to aid in the teaching endeavor. Within these divisions, the catechism discusses the major tenets of the faith, including a detailed discussion of the Apostles’ Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments. To aid in the education process, the writers of the Heidelberg Catechism pioneered the system of numbering the questions of the catechism, a system that has been followed by every major catechism subsequently written.
Ursinus said that the major divisions of the catechism were the Law (the discussion of the Ten Commandments) and the gospel (the discussion of the Apostles’ Creed). He explained the threefold division (the misery of man, the deliverance of man, and the thankfulness of man) of the Heidelberg Catechism by stating that the three parts actually align well with the two major divisions. The Ten Commandments (the Law) demonstrated the misery of humanity, the Apostles’ Creed demonstrated the deliverance of humanity (the essence of the gospel), and prayer demonstrated the thankfulness of redeemed humanity (the response to the gospel).4
According to Philip Schaff, the order of the catechism corresponds to the division of the Christian life under the headings of repentance, faith, and love.5 The second part of the catechism is the largest and contains an exposition of the entire Apostles’ Creed under the divisions of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.
Ursinus said that the overarching goal of the Heidelberg Catechism is to lead to salvation (“the enjoyment of the highest good”) and comfort (“the assurance and confident expectation of the full and perfect enjoyment of this highest good, in the life to come, with a beginning and foretaste of it already, in this life”).6 As such, the catechism attempts to find a mediating position on several of the issues that proved contentious among Protestants. Specifically, the Heidelberg Catechism does not take a hard stance on the doctrine of election, which was then becoming a hot topic largely because of Theodore Beza’s stance on double predestination. Double predestination is the view that God has determined the eternal destiny of every human being. He has chosen some to eternal life to be saved through the work of Christ (election), and foreordained others to everlasting punishment for their sin (reprobation). Instead, the Heidelberg Catechism leaves any discussion of election or reprobation for the commentaries on the catechism, successfully rendering the catechism useful for religious groups from across the spectrum of the debates about predestination.7 Indeed, the majority of the discussions in the Heidelberg Catechism follow this approach. The catechism does not take sides on debates regarding the order of divine decrees. The decrees of God refer to his purpose or determination with respect to all that shall come to pass. The question of the order has to do with the logical relationship between creation, predestination, and redemption established by the eternal purpose of God. There were debates which were logically prior to the others. Also, while nothing is said of the doctrine of reprobation or limited atonement (the view that God’s intent in sending Christ to die on the cross was to pay for the sins and secure the redemption only of those whom God has predetermined to save, the elect), election to salvation in Christ is portrayed solely as a source of humility, gratitude, and comfort (see Questions 1, 31, 53, and 54).
However, the major dividing line of the day for Protestantism — the doctrine of the Eucharist, or the Lord’s Supper — is not exactly spelled out “inclusively.” Question 78 tackles the contentious issue head-on, asking, “Do then the bread and wine [of the Lord’s Supper] become the very body and blood of Christ?” The catechumen is taught to respond, “Not at all: but as the water in baptism is not changed into the blood of Christ, neither is the washing away of sin itself, being only the sign and confirmation thereof appointed of God; so the bread in the Lord’s Supper is not changed into the very body of Christ; though agreeably to the nature and properties of sacraments, it is called the body of Christ Jesus.”
While the authors threw a bone, so to speak, to the Lutherans in their rejection of the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation (that the bread and wine become body and blood), it is doubtful that any person with a Lutheran view of the Eucharist would be satisfied by the symbolic interpretation written in the Heidelberg Catechism.
Relevance
Within only a few years, the Heidelberg Catechism stood atop the bestseller lists of its day, supplanting even the Genevan Catechism (written by another Reformer, John Calvin). Even in the Englishspeaking world, the Heidelberg Catechism served the religious community as the most readily available catechism for at least a century. Because of its popularity, the Heidelberg Catechism served as the basis for several later works written in the seventeenth century, including (arguably) the one produced by the Westminster Assembly, which eventually became the most popular English catechism. Even 450 years after it was written, the Heidelberg Catechism remains an official statement of theology for most of the branches of the Reformed church worldwide today.
The fact that the Heidelberg Catechism has enjoyed such a long period of relevance demonstrates its brilliance in handling controversial issues — it focused heavily on the major issues central to the gospel and left the minor issues of the faith for personal conviction. Ursinus and his coauthors did not shy away from the difficult topics of the day, but they also did not make unnecessarily strict interpretations of Scripture. On the fundamental issues of their faith, the Heidelberg Catechism spoke clearly and without hesitation. However, at the same time, it did not promote a rigid doctrinal system and tried to establish “catholicity” (broad agreement on the fundamentals) for the newly developing Protestant faith.
Few documents in church history prove as relevant today as the Heidelberg Catechism. Two contemporary issues in particular are directly addressed by the catechism: the content of the gospel and the comfort of divine providence.
The first question of the Heidelberg Catechism provides a nutshell summary of the whole gospel:
Question 1: What is thy only comfort in life and death? Answer: That I with body and soul, both in life and death, am not my own, but belong unto my faithful Saviour Jesus Christ; who, with his precious blood, has fully satisfied for all my sins, and delivered me from all the power of the devil; and so preserves me that without the will of my heavenly Father, not a hair can fall from my head; yea, that all things must be subservient to my salvation, and therefore, by his Holy Spirit, He also assures me of eternal life, and makes me sincerely willing and ready, henceforth, to live unto him.
Rather than a stuffy static document, it “represents Christianity in its evangelical, practical, cheering aspect, not as a commanding law, not as an intellectual scheme, not as a system of outward observances, but as the best gift of God to man, as a source of peace and comfort in life and in death.”8 Indeed, while many Christians today view God’s guiding hand of providence as limiting human freedom, the Heidelberg Catechism sees the doctrine as an essential element of the Christian’s confident trust in God:
Question 28: What advantage is it to us to know that God has created, and by his providence does still uphold all things? Answer: That we may be patient in adversity; thankful in prosperity; and that in all things, which may hereafter befall us, we place our firm trust in our faithful God and Father, that nothing shall separate us from his love; since all creatures are so in his hand, that without his will they cannot so much as move.
The Heidelberg Catechism powerfully describes the benefits of faith in Christ:
Question 60: How are you right with God? Answer: Only by true faith in Jesus Christ. Even though my conscience accuses me of having grievously sinned against all God’s commandments and of never having kept any of them, and even though I am still inclined toward all evil, nevertheless, without my deserving it at all, out of sheer grace, God grants and credits to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of Christ, as if I had never sinned nor been a sinner, as if I had been as perfectly obedient as Christ was obedient for me.9
Schaff calls the catechism “by far the richest and deepest in Church history next to the age of Christ and his inspired apostles,”10 and this is hardly an exaggeration. He continues, “It is the product of the heart as well as the head, full of faith and unction from above. It is fresh, lively, glowing, yet clear, sober, self-sustained. The ideas are Biblical and orthodox, and well fortified by apt Scripture proofs.”11 Even at its inception, the Heidelberg Catechism was viewed as a marvelous work of the Reformed Protestant Church. Heinrich Bullinger, Zwingli’s successor and author of the Second Helvetic Confession (1566), wrote of the document, “The order of the book is clear; the matter true, good, and beautiful; the whole is luminous, fruitful, and godly; it comprehends many and great truths in a small compass. I believe that no better catechism has ever been issued.”12 For this reason, the Heidelberg Catechism is a document that deserves to be read, memorized, taught, and meditated on by every Christian of every age.
Discussion Questions
1. How would you meet Ursinus’s criteria of teaching salvation (“the enjoyment of the highest good”) and comfort (“the assurance and confident expectation of the full and perfect enjoyment of this highest good, in the life to come, with a beginning and foretaste of it already, in this life”)?
2. How did the Heidelberg Catechism deal with the division of the 1500s? Why is there so much emphasis on the goodness of God, and how does that resolve division?
3. The Lutherans and Zwinglians fought fiercely over the Eucharist. What issues are highly divisive among Protestants today and how might we deal with them in a “Heidelberg way”? Feel free to identify either theological issues (did Jesus satisfy the wrath of God?) or more everyday ones (do we use contemporary Christian music or hymns?)
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THIRTY-NINE ARTICLES OF RELIGION
1563
Historical Background
The Thirty-nine Articles of Religion (1563/1571) of the Church of England are hard to categorize as a creed, a confession, or a catechism. The best way to describe them might be as a short set of statements intended to set out Anglican theology as differing from the Roman Catholic Church, Protestant dissenters, Calvinists, Anabaptists, and Lutherans.1 As the Church of England found itself in a sort of middle ground between the papacy of Rome and the Protestant Reformers, it recognized the need to set out its general beliefs. It is this need that the Thirty-nine Articles addresses.
The world that led to the establishment and adoption of the Thirty-nine Articles had, at its core, an intimate and inextricable relationship between religion and politics. When the Thirty-nine Articles were penned, state churches were emerging across Europe and religion was inextricably bound with political decisions. To understand the content of this confessional document of the fledgling Church of England, we need to explore the relationship between church and state in the sixteenth century.
Henry VIII (r. 1509 – 47), the king of England, inadvertently created the Anglican Church when the pope would not grant him an annulment. (Henry hoped that he could remarry to improve his chances of begetting a legitimate male heir.)2 When he heard of the refusal, Henry cut off the Church of England from obedience to Rome and established himself (and the crown) as its supreme head.3 But it was unclear what this Church of England was supposed to be — a miniature Catholic Church with a new leader? One of the Protestant denominations now fighting for recognition on the Continent? Over the next several years, the Church of England wrote several treatises to distinguish itself from the Catholic Church. The Ten Articles (1536), the Six Articles (1539), and the King’s Book (1543) got the ball rolling in this direction.
The next few decades saw the church swing wildly in different directions. The most significant of the confessional documents came from the pen of Protestant reformer Thomas Cranmer (1489 – 1556), who served as Archbishop of Canterbury (the highest position in the Church of England) from 1533 until his martyrdom in 1556. Cranmer’s theology was expressed in a document known as the Forty-two Articles (1552), which pushed the Church of England into what might now be called an evangelical position, distinct from Lutherans and Catholics alike. This confessional document rejected the authority of the pope, the Catholic doctrines of purgatory and transubstantiation (that the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper turn into real flesh and blood), and the celibacy of the clergy. The Forty-two Articles also denied the Lutheran view of the Eucharist and set the doctrine of justification (the action of declaring or making righteous in the sight of God) by faith as foundational for the Church of England. This monumental document was put into place by Edward VI in June of 1553. However, before the doctrines could be enforced, Edward died (a mere three weeks later), and his half sister, Mary I, was crowned queen.
Mary almost immediately moved to return the Church of England to Rome and to once again be subject to papal authority. To do so, she reestablished the Six Articles (1539) as authoritative, outlawing marriage among the clergy and reestablishing the Catholic doctrines of the Mass, confession, and the Eucharist. Mary’s reign also proved to be short lived. After she used her royal power to persecute heretics — some 283 heretics (including Cranmer) were burned at the stake during her half-decade reign — Mary died unexpectedly in November 1558,4 leaving the throne to her half sister, Elizabeth I.
Elizabeth, a devout Protestant, revived Cranmer’s Forty-two Articles and returned the Church of England to the Protestant camp, an act which became official when she was excommunicated from the Roman church in 1570. Elizabeth sought true reform, and so she insisted on hosting theological debates to solidify the Anglican theological position instead of merely repeating what Cranmer had written. While the conclusions reached under Elizabeth were quite similar to Cranmer’s, the new document (published in Latin in 1563) contained thirty-nine instead of forty-two articles. After a political controversy with the Lutherans, an English version of the Thirty-nine Articles was finally published in 1571.5
The entirety of the Elizabethan Settlement (Elizabeth’s policy and, hence, also the Thirty-nine Articles) was presented as an alternative to the extremes of the day, a sort of “middle way” or via media between the traditional religion identified with the Roman Catholic Council of Trent and the dismissal of all church tradition as seen in the radical Protestant sects of the day such as the Anabaptists. This path on the middle ground can be seen in numerous places throughout the document, but especially in articles XIX: Of the Church; XX: Of the Authority of the Church; and XXXIV: Of the Traditions of the Church.
Content
The leaders of the Church of England under Elizabeth envisioned the Thirty-nine Articles as a document that would provide firm boundaries for the young Protestant church. The church that emerged from the Thirty-nine Articles was much closer to Cranmer’s evangelical vision than it was to Catholicism, but it was also much more self-consciously traditional than Luther, Zwingli, or Calvin.
In terms of tradition, the Articles are catholic; that is, like the other Protestant confessions of the Reformation, the Articles agree with the great ecumenical councils of the church in their statements about Jesus Christ and the Trinity. They depart from the other confessions in the visible forms of their church — in their use of the prayer book and their view of church government (archbishops, bishops, priests, and deacons), for example, which closely mimic the Catholics.6 The confession also establishes that the Roman church is indeed prone to error, like the Church of Jerusalem (among others) before it. In so doing, the Thirty-nine Articles both denies any subservience to Rome and yet acknowledges some legitimacy of the Roman church.7 The Elizabethan Settlement also establishes the role of the national church to settle matters of the faith — denying the role traditionally held by the Church of Rome but also denying the authority given to the individual believer in many Protestant sects. Additionally, the Thirty-nine Articles provides a place for the authority of tradition. That role was not nearly as authoritative as in the Roman Catholic Church, but it was more so than in many of the radical sects of the Reformation and even than many of the Puritans desired.8
However, in their theology, the Articles lean much more toward the Protestant side. The Thirty-nine Articles distance themselves from Catholic teaching in confessing the sufficiency of Scripture alone to understand theological matters,9 in condemning the “Romish Doctrine concerning Purgatory, Pardons, Worshipping and Adoration, as well of Images as of Relics, and also Invocation of Saints,”10 and in reforming church structures by allowing services to be held in the common language of the day and in allowing clergy to marry. Moreover, “they are Protestant and evangelical in rejecting the peculiar errors and abuses of Rome, and in teaching those doctrines of Scripture and tradition, justification by faith, faith and good works, the Church, and the number of sacraments, which Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin held in common.”11 Finally, the Articles are moderately Calvinistic, in that they teach both predestination (that God predetermines who will receive salvation) and a spiritual view of the Lord’s Supper as opposed to transubstantiation.
In the remainder of the strictly theological articles, the English confession clarifies the stance of the Church of England on secondary doctrinal issues, including original sin, free will, infant baptism, and the doctrines of predestination and election.12 The stance of the Church of England on these issues serves mainly to announce to the international community her orthodoxy within mainstream Protestantism. In other words, having decisively distanced herself from Roman Catholic theology, the Church of England attempted to establish her distance from the more radical Protestant groups as well. Against the feared Anabaptists, the confession holds dogmatically and unapologetically to the practice of infant baptism and to the obedience of the believer to the magistrate.13 The failed attempt by a group of Anabaptists to establish the kingdom of God as a political (and anarchical) society cast a large and formidable shadow over all of Protestantism in the sixteenth century.14 Against the burgeoning rationalists, the confession suggests that, though the Bible contains everything necessary for salvation, believers should not rely so much on their own reading of Scripture that they distance themselves from the tradition and teaching of the church.15
The Articles are also the most Erastian of the confessions, which means that they affirm the superiority of the state over the church. Remember that the reason the Anglicans came into being at all was to be an official church that would serve the will of the king. The Anglicans themselves soon took on a life of their own, using the separation from Rome as the chance to introduce real reform into the English church, but their alliance with the state remained an important part of their identity.
Legacy
The Thirty-nine Articles were a useful statement of faith for a young church attempting to carve out its own place among the other emerging Protestants of the Reformation. The document itself proved far more valuable than perhaps even its most ardent supporters could have imagined. Under its umbrella, opposing groups such as the official English representatives at the Calvinist Synod of Dort16 and the firmly Arminian Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud (1573 – 1645), could coexist without needing to amend the document. In fact, famous church historian and sometime Bishop of Salisbury, Gilbert Burnet, writing more than a century after the adoption of the Thirty-nine Articles, comments on the varied interpretations of the Thirty-nine Articles already present in the Church of England. In the nineteenth century, John Henry Newman, a prominent Anglican writer who later converted to Catholicism, could even use the positive attitude of the Thirty-nine Articles to demonstrate his own appreciation of the Roman Catholic Church.17 The document was narrow enough to identify the Church of England as a unique expression of Christendom found in the British Isles, but wide enough to allow all English Protestants to find comfort in it. Even in the twenty-first century, the Church of England encompasses a wide variety of doctrinal camps — all of which still subscribe (at least officially) to the Thirty-nine Articles.
One of the most common points of controversy — both soon after the Elizabethan Settlement and today — focuses on the document’s stance on the doctrines of predestination and election. The modern discussion often overlooks the historical context of the confession, failing to note that at this point in history, practically all Protestants were dogmatic about doctrines. However, in perhaps the most telling discussion of the doctrine of predestination, the Thirty-nine Articles warns that this doctrine can provide comfort for believers and can be of real damage for unbelievers. Thus, the church officially urges caution when handling this doctrine, a warning that has hardly been heeded.18
Relevance
The middle ground established by the Thirty-nine Articles and the rest of the documents of the Elizabethan Settlement provides guidelines for navigating the potentially rough waters of religious polemics. By providing room to disagree within a broad range of orthodoxy, the Thirty-nine Articles created a fertile ground for theological exploration while simultaneously identifying the potential pitfalls of heresy. Additionally, unbeknownst to the founders of the Elizabethan Settlement, Anglicanism would soon move well beyond the British Isles. Within a century and a half, the Anglican Church spread to the North American colonies, and, during the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, the Anglican Church expanded to the rest of the continents, bringing with it the theological foundation established by the Thirty-nine Articles.
Perhaps the most relevant section of the Thirty-nine Articles for today’s church is the brilliant and vivid rebuke of those who continually dispute the minutia of predestination and election. It would be wonderful if more Reformed Christians talked about God’s sovereign grace in this manner:
As the godly consideration of Predestination, and our Election in Christ, is full of sweet, pleasant, and unspeakable comfort to godly persons, and such as feel in themselves the working of the Spirit of Christ, mortifying the works of the flesh, and their earthly members, and drawing up their mind to high and heavenly things, as well because it doth greatly establish and confirm their faith of eternal Salvation to be enjoyed through Christ, as because it doth fervently kindle their love towards God: So, for curious and carnal persons, lacking the Spirit of Christ, to have continually before their eyes the sentence of God’s Predestination, is a most dangerous downfall, whereby the Devil doth thrust them either into desperation, or into wretchlessness of most unclean living, no less perilous than desperation.
Put most simply, God’s electing grace turns us to the cross of Christ, not only to the divine decree of election itself.
Discussion Questions
1. What do you think of a confession that is based on finding a middle road? What are the positives and negatives of that approach?
2. Given that Anglicanism is one of the most theologically diverse groups of Christians, have the Thirty-nine Articles succeeded or failed? Is it better to have a broad or a narrow confession?
3. What is the ideal balance in your view between Scripture and the traditions of the church (either of a particular church or going back to earliest times)? Do you think that it’s valuable to acknowledge Christian tradition? Why or why not?
4. Why do you think that the Anglicans wanted to distance themselves from the radical Protestants?
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WESTMINSTER CONFESSION OF FAITH
1646
Historical Background
The Thirty-nine Articles satisfied the Protestants in England for some time, but in a few generations conflict broke out again. The more radical Protestants, called Puritans, preferred to use the Bible alone, to have very simple worship services and live modestly, without bishops, rituals, or any hints of Catholicism. As Anglicanism became a sign of the upper class and Puritanism a sign of the middle class, the country entered civil war in 1642. By the following decade, the Puritans had won control of the government, but Catholics and Arminians (who advocated free will and a universal invitation to salvation) hovered in the wings in hopes of recovering the throne. To guard against the influence of Catholic king James II and Arminian Archbishop William Laud, Parliament convened a council of 121 theologians (along with thirty laymen, six Scottish commissioners, and nine Scottish elders) in 1646 and charged the assembly with overseeing a “more perfect reformation of the Church.”1
The Westminster Confession of Faith (WCF) is a Reformed confession produced by that Westminster Assembly in London. Intended to set the doctrinal standards for the Church of England, it became a powerful force in the Church of Scotland and has influenced Presbyterian churches all over the world. Centuries later, numerous churches and denominations worldwide look to the Westminster Confession as their standard of doctrine, subordinate, of course, to Scripture.
Initially, Parliament charged the assembly with the task of revising the Thirty-nine Articles (1563), the doctrinal statement that had served as the official stance of the Church of England since the early days of Elizabeth I’s reign. However, when the English Parliament forged a political alliance with their Scottish counterparts, the assembly aborted this endeavor in favor of more thorough reforms in favor of Protestantism.2 When Anglican troops regained the government and reestablished the monarchy, the Puritan groups kept the Westminster Confession (especially in Scotland) and carried it with them on their missionary expeditions, while the English government returned to the Thirty-nine Articles for its own use.
Content
The Westminster Assembly initially met to settle what you might call “housekeeping” issues — how churches were to be organized, how wrongdoers were to be disciplined, and what qualified a person for the clergy.3 Remember that at this time the Puritans had complete control of England, so they were thinking about how to build a society based on their ideals rather than explaining what they believed about God. However, rival groups were still competing for power. The assembly eventually decided that its main purpose was to connect Christian doctrine to society, particularly a Calvinist brand of Christianity (one that believes that God predetermines who will be saved). Although the confession itself saw little official use, it met its goal to bring systematic Calvinism to everyday life; part of its appeal was that it was broad enough to include multiple kinds of Calvinists but also intent on practical Christian living in light of Calvinist doctrine. (Not only are suggestions along this line found in the confession, but the assembly also produced a Larger and Shorter catechism.)4
To combat an anti-predestination view (predestination is the idea that God predetermines who will be saved), the assembly allowed their own predestinarian theology to permeate their official documents. In fact, of the thirty-three chapters in the Confession of Faith, at least fourteen could be said to be laid firmly on the foundation of predestination.
Against the Arminians of the day, the assembly made sure to include the five classical points of Calvinism (TULIP — Total depravity,5 Unconditional election,6 Limited atonement,7 Irresistible grace,8 and the Perseverance of the saints9) in the document. So people are said to be unable to will their own conversion. (Remember the earlier chapter, on the Council of Orange? God has to awaken in the human heart the desire to be reconciled to himself.) Since people can’t save themselves, God has to save them, and he does so without considering their good works, heritage, or any other condition. Christ died to save those God chose, those whom in his mercy God was pleased to rescue from this state of being spiritually dead. The grace of God overcomes all resistance to him and all sin that prevents union with God. Finally, since God alone has to initiate salvation, he is also responsible for seeing it through to the end, and those that he brings into the Christian fold, he keeps there.
In addition to the doctrine of predestination as it relates to salvation, the Confession of Faith also included the accompanying doctrine of reprobation, teaching that God not only elects some to salvation but that the others he “foreordain[s] to everlasting death.”10 This sentiment is repeated in Article VII: “He extendeth or withholdeth mercy as He pleaseth, for the glory of His sovereign power of His creatures, to pass by, and to ordain them to dishonor and wrath for their sin, to the praise of His glorious justice.” The members of the assembly wrote these articles deliberately because they wanted to preserve the doctrine of God’s sovereign power (that is, the belief that God is in control of everything, including who is or is not saved) against the Arminian position that seemed to limit it (since God’s desire for everyone to be saved is, in the Arminian view, dependent on people’s response to him).
However, the confession qualified this predestinarian theology with a discussion upholding human free will11 and the necessity of repentance in the life of the believer,12 all the while maintaining a view of salvation that emphasized divine grace. What the reader should take away from the doctrine of predestination is an appreciation of the mercy of God (rather than speculating on how election works or priding themselves on being part of the “in” group).
While the issue of predestination is a significant topic in the Confession of Faith, the confession was more than merely a discussion of predestination. The documents produced by the assembly actually covered the breadth of Christian theology. The Confession of Faith includes chapters on broadly orthodox theology — the doctrine of God, his essence, and divine character, good works, marriage and divorce, and synods13 and church councils, among others. Notably, according to John Frame, Benjamin Warfield called the opening chapter on the doctrine of Scripture “the best single chapter in any Protestant confession.”14 God’s covenants with his people are emphasized (chapter 7), and “[i]ts doctrine of redemption structured according to God’s acts (chapters 10 – 13) and human response (chapters 14 – 17).”15
In other words, this confession served as far more than a discussion of a single doctrinal issue. The assembly saw theology as an all-encompassing endeavor with the right teaching of biblical truth affecting every aspect of life.
The other major contribution that the document makes to Calvinist believers is in its explanations of the sacraments and church order. Against both Lutherans and Catholics, the confession holds to a largely spiritual version of the Lord’s Supper, stating that the bread and wine are not merely symbols or literal flesh and blood but are a gateway to actual contact with God: “The body and blood of Christ being then not corporally or carnally in, with or under the bread and wine [the first part takes aim at the Catholics, the latter part at the Lutherans, and the next part at the Zwinglians, who believe only in symbolism], but spiritually, present to the faith of believers in that ordinance, as the elements themselves are to the outward senses.” Similarly, the confession outlines Calvinist stances on baptism, the Sabbath, and the role of the lay people and the secular government in church matters, all of which varied among the Protestant denominations in England at that time. The goal of the assembly was to make Calvinist Christianity a workable system for the nation, and that meant considering matters that veer from the strictly theological (like appropriate activities on the Sabbath).
Although the confession is heavily Calvinist, its appeal lies just as much in its ability to bring high theology to the everyday believer. For instance, consider its practical statement on the authority of Scripture, which opens the confession:
VII. All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all: yet those things which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed for salvation are so clearly propounded, and opened in some place of Scripture or other, that not only the learned, but the unlearned, in a due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them . . . IX. The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself: and therefore, when there is a question about the true and full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, but one), it must be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly.
In other words, the assembly acknowledged that the Bible can be a hard book to read (and that merely surface-level readings are not always the right ones; the Bible is not Wikipedia), but also argues that the parts that are really necessary to understand salvation can be understood by an ordinary person. It also mentions that since all the books of the Bible are inspired by the Holy Spirit, the reader can find answers in one section that illuminate puzzling parts of another. The section also lists the books in the Bible as well as the reason that the church accepts certain books and rejects others. Other examples range from the Trinity, the Chalcedonian depiction of Christ (fully human and fully divine), the three stages of salvation (justification, sanctification, and glorification),16 and the way that God uses natural as well as supernatural events to work his will. While these answers are far from exhaustive, the confession is expert at making quick, pointed statements that capture the heart of the matter at hand.
Because of its blend of high theology, pastoral matters, and social life, the confession proved a hit with Christians of many denominations. Ironically, the Westminster Confession of Faith had far more impact outside of the Church of England than within it. The works of the assembly not only became official statements of the Scottish Church but also served as the basis for the foundational theological statements of two other English sects and, through them, several other denominations. The Westminster Confession of Faith also made its way across the Atlantic, forming the basis of the statement of faith of the Philadelphia Association of Baptists as well as the early Presbyterians in the colonies. The document still officially serves some of these sects several hundred years later.
The Westminster Confession of Faith can hardly be boiled down to a single issue. The Westminster Assembly surely saw themselves as doing more than simply repeating a theological system by rote recall. They were engaged in practical matters of extreme import, including the implications of a robust theology on everyday life — such as how to trust in God and how much weight to give the supernatural in major events.
Relevance
One of the most remarkable aspects of the Westminster Assembly is how a group of theologians labored amid extreme political turmoil to follow a higher calling. The temptation in any political crisis is to support one’s own side or to avoid offending anyone at all. There may be a little evidence of the first temptation in the more extreme statements on predestination, but as a whole the document is virtually free from it. It certainly takes a firm stance, but hardly a vindictive one. Rather, the overall theme of the confession is in understanding how far-reaching the implications of seemingly academic doctrines can be. The Westminster Assembly clearly understood that practice follows teaching, and for the assembly, the theology of the church could not be divorced from the actions of the laity. The confession puts its heart into making the implications of this theology understandable rather than repeating a set of ideas.
Aside from continuing to serve as the theological foundation of several denominations, the all-encompassing nature of this version of Reformed theology stands as perhaps the most enduring aspect of the Confession of Faith and the supporting documents published by the assembly. The Westminster Standards left practically no aspect of church life (or human life, for that matter) untouched. The biblical and theological thinking that undergirds this system simply cannot be reduced to a single doctrine, as is often tried in much contemporary theological discussion. Specifically, the Westminster Confession does not limit its discussion of predestinarian theology merely to a discussion of salvation, nor does it focus on small portions of Scripture to prove its stance. The attempt to strike some balance between human free will — albeit one corrupted by depravity — and divine sovereignty demonstrates well this desire to incorporate the whole testimony of Scripture.17
Those who find the Thirty-nine Articles too general and noncommittal and the Book of Concord too Lutheran may be drawn to the Westminster Confession of Faith as an alternative reading of Scripture that falls within the bounds of orthodox theology.
The assembly’s focus on divine prerogative and gracious activity, highlighted especially by the centrality of the covenant of grace, has often led to this version of Reformed theology being referred to as “the doctrines of grace.”18 The fine-tuned nature of the confession, due largely to the amount of time taken to craft the document as well as to the large number of theologians involved in the process, has allowed it (and its daughter confessions) to stand the test of time. Ultimately, the Westminster Assembly succeeded in coordinating its theology within the historically accepted creeds and confessions, separating themselves from the heterodox theologies promulgated throughout Europe and even readily found in the British Isles.
Besides setting an example for modern theologians, the confession will also help believers broaden their thinking. One of the more jarring aspects of the document is its discussions of everyday life — regulating the Sabbath, for example, which is hardly something that churches spend much time discussing nowadays.19 The fact is that the confession does open up its readers to seeing Christian life in a more all-encompassing way. Additionally, the confession gives excellent summaries of the decisions of the major early councils and their importance for Christian life. (The same thing that I am trying to do in this book!) While the language of the seventeenth century may intimidate some readers, the sections are relatively short and worth the effort to understand God’s providence and the serious implications of living a Christian life.
The confession overflows with scriptural proofs, and it is anything but a cranky “hammerheaded” Calvinism. Because the document is Calvinistic, its tone is that of a theology permeated by divine grace. The confession is thoroughly concerned with maintaining conversation with the great creeds of the church that elaborated a robust doctrine of the Trinity (Nicaea) and Christ’s nature (Chalcedon). For all of these reasons, the Westminster Confession remains relevant as one of the most significant statements of faith for the Protestant tradition.
Discussion Questions
1. If a person disagrees with the Westminster Assembly on major points of doctrine (for example, that God predetermines whether a person goes to heaven), how can he or she benefit from the Confession of Faith?
2. What do you make of the fact that this confession was written during a civil war? Does it lead you to suspect it of being exclusive or vindictive?
3. Besides being a confession for Calvinists, the Westminster Confession of Faith was meant to be a confession for a nation. What do you make of this? Would a national confession be appropriate today? Why or why not?
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SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL
1962 – 65
Historical Background
The Second Vatican Council (known as Vatican II), which met from 1962 to 1965, is incredibly significant for the Roman Catholic Church, as the time when the church’s monumental modern developments took effect. Called by Pope John XXIII, with observers from other denominations present, the Second Vatican Council represented an aggiornamento (a “bringing up to date”) for the Roman Catholic Church. The aggiornamento had been a hundred years in the making, when events in the nineteenth century had set in motion the final collapse of Christendom. Faced with a Europe that was increasingly skeptical of Catholic influence (political and otherwise), the church prepared to critically examine itself in order to revitalize its witness.
During the nineteenth century, the church was rocked by the rising tide of political revolution in Europe and the increasing popularity of liberal theology, which denied central teachings of the early creeds, and historical criticism, which sought to separate within the Bible a “historical Jesus” from a supposed “mythological Jesus.” Its political influence waned with the loss of the Papal States to the Italian resurgence (risorgimento) in 1871. The pope was allowed to maintain control of the Vatican, but everything else was taken from him. Pius IX refused to leave the Vatican; a self-imposed exile and protest.
During this time, Pius IX reasserted his authority by calling for a general church council, to be held at the Vatican (Vatican I, 1870) — the first sanctioned council of the Catholic Church since Trent. Two major matters were at issue: papal infallibility (whether the pope’s statements on theology could never be wrong, provided they were made officially) and the universal jurisdiction of the pope (thus overriding the authority of individual bishops), each of which increased the pope’s authority. With the significant exception of Leo XIII (who was influential in developing a modern approach to social justice in the newly industrialized world), the popes that followed issued strict bans on modernist thinking. Any attempts at reconciling Catholic teaching with modern historical criticism or at combining traditional medieval thinking with modern philosophy and theology were condemned.
But there were also signs that changes were taking place in the thinking of Catholic theologians. One sign was a resurgence of the study of the early church fathers, which led theologians to question whether certain Catholic practices were universal in the church’s history. It also led to a renewed interest in liturgical practices. The struggle with the church’s relation to modern culture and these renewal movements set the stage for Vatican II.
The Calling of a New Council: John XXIII and Vatican II
The historical background is important because “if Vatican II needs to be understood as a repudiation of certain aspects of the nineteenth century and an embracing of certain others, it also must be understood as a response to the immediate and profound changes taking place in the world at mid-century.”1
The rise of communism and the fall of the Iron Curtain, the dawn of the atomic age, a world devastated by the second world war in a forty-year period, and the rise of democracy all marked the middle of the twentieth century. The United States, “the only industrial nation to survive World War II with its cities, factories, and roads intact, the largely Protestant democracy mocked by European bishops at Vatican I, now dominated the world.”2 The Vatican of the nineteenth century had rejected freedom of speech, press, and religion, but now these values were being promoted by the United States as the best hope to defeat communism. Many were wondering if the Roman Catholic Church could change from its nineteenth-century responses to address twentieth-century realities.
In 1958, John XXIII was elected as pope. He was not the first choice to replace Pius XII; no candidate was able to gain the majority. So the cardinals agreed to a compromise candidate who they assumed would be in office only for a few years. He was elected pope on the twelfth ballot, and chose a name, John, that had not been used by a pope since the fifteenth century.
In spite of the fact that he was seen as merely a caretaker pope, John made it clear that he would be no such thing. Just three months into his pontificate, John announced that he planned to call a churchwide council. This announcement was surprising for several reasons. For the first time in history, a council was being called when there were no major doctrinal issues or crises that needed to be solved. He told no one of his plans, not even his advisors, who were as shocked as everyone else. His announcement took place on January 25, which is the close of the traditional week of prayer for Christian unity. In his announcement he made it clear that other Christian denominations would be welcomed to come to the council as observers in a way that had never been done before. There were schemata for Vatican II. It was not entirely an open agenda, making it possible for John to invite the bishops to submit their opinions on what the council should discuss. Nearly two thousand bishops responded with suggestions.
The goals that John XXIII expressed in calling for the council were symbolized in three ideas: aggiornamento (updating), ressourcement (return to sources), and development of doctrine. The concept of aggiornamento was not about updating doctrine but about communicating these doctrines to the modern world. “The church’s teaching remained, but its understanding and formulation had to be changed, as John XXIII would often say.”3
Ressourcement was about the return of the language and pastoral emphasis that were present in Scripture and the patristic fathers. “It entails a return to the sources with a view not to confirming the present but to making changes in it to conform it to a more authentic or more appropriate past . . . a more profound tradition.”4 This return to the sources played a large role in the changes that were made to the Catholic liturgy. It was about how tradition was to be understood and what weight the ancient traditions had for the church of the twentieth-century.
Development of doctrine was a more controversial concept. American theologian John Courtney Murray described it as the “issue under all issues” at Vatican II.5 This was evidenced in the council’s treatment of several issues, none larger than Murray’s specialty: the separation of church and state. Previously, the concept of separation of church and state had been condemned, but now the bishops agreed that this was a legitimate doctrine of the church, based on the idea of a “living,” rather than static, tradition. Vatican II was not about doctrine as much as it was about tradition. It was about self-understanding, the nature of the church, and the expression of the Catholic Church to the modern world.
The Reforms of Vatican II
Vatican II officially began on October 11, 1962, with John XXIII setting the tone for the council with his opening address, Gaudet Mater Ecclesia (“Mother Church Rejoices”). John wanted the texts of the council to be expressed in positive terms instead of condemnations and canons.
The first session of the council addressed two main issues: the liturgy and the doctrine of revelation. With regard to the former, the bishops of the council determined that Latin should be retained for the Catholic Mass, with concessions being made to the vernacular — the common languages of everyday Catholics. This ruling gave local bishops the authority to use whatever language would best serve their church members and showed that the church was attempting to be relevant and keep up with post – World War II globalization. However, wholesale vernacularization of the Latin liturgy came in a later reform. In the years following the council, the liturgy rapidly shifted from Latin entirely to common languages.
In addition, the importance of Scripture in the liturgy was highlighted by a lectionary that was to be read during services. The council made it clear that one of their principal concerns “was to restore the proclamation and study of the word of God to its central place in the life of the church.”6 Along with this came a renewed emphasis on the homily, or sermon, and on preaching that emphasized the texts found in the lectionary each Sunday.
The first session of Vatican II also made strides in the doctrine of revelation. Although continuing the idea of a two-source theory of revelation that had been outlined at Trent (that is, both Scripture and Christian tradition are authoritative for church teaching, since tradition represents what has been said through the Holy Spirit), the Vatican documents approached the matter in a new way. Revelation is a matter of encountering God — hence, Jesus himself was revelation. The council adopted the idea that Christ is the revelation, the Word of the Father, and that revelation flows from him in two streams, Scripture and tradition. The documents presented Scripture and tradition less as the two places where revelation can be found than as the two tools that believers use for revelation. “This sacred tradition, therefore, and Sacred Scripture of both the Old and New Testaments are like a mirror in which the pilgrim Church on earth looks at God, from whom she has received everything, until she is brought finally to see Him as He is, face to face.”7 The new definition lost nothing of Catholic dogma but came across as friendlier to those unfamiliar with the tradition.
John XXIII died shortly after the end of the first session of Vatican II and was replaced by Paul VI (1963 – 78). In many ways, Paul was very different from John, but one thing the two men shared was agreement about the goals of Vatican II. Paul made it clear that the council would continue as John had envisioned.
The second and third sessions of Vatican II focused on the structure and hierarchy of the church as well as its relationship to secular culture.
One major issue that was discussed was the nature of the bishop. Whereas bishops had long been treated as the hands and feet of the pope, doing what he commanded, the council decided that in order to follow the pattern of the early church, bishops should have more authority in their own regions. They were given the freedom to make authoritative decisions on their own in order to determine what was best for the people they served. Furthermore, a document on the church, known as Lumen Gentium, emphasized that the clergy and laity together constitute one “people of God.” The document contains a high Mariology (view of Mary, Jesus’ mother), while at the same time affirming the unique mediatorship of Christ: “In the words of the apostle there is but one mediator . . . (1 Tim. 2:5 – 6). But Mary’s function as mother of humankind in no way obscures or diminishes this unique mediation of Christ, but rather shows its power.”8
The council also addressed the relationship of the church to non-Christian religions, declaring that open dialogue with other religions was encouraged. While the old Roman Catholic principle stated extra ecclesiam non salus est (“there is no salvation outside the [Catholic] Church”), the council focused on the positive aspects in other religions: for instance, the council stated in regard to Eastern faiths, “the Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and holy in these religions.”9 Vatican II affirmed that the Catholic Church is the church of Christ and the universal sacrament of salvation, and that what is holy and good in other religions are those elements shared with the Catholic Church. Because other religions have elements of truth, beauty, and goodness (and sometimes worship one God), the church recognized that they express truths or partial truths about God that the church itself affirms; however, the council still held to the fact that Christ is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14:6). The council also addressed the political issue of religious liberty, affirming that other religions are free to practice as they saw fit. Other religions are free to practice not because they are true but because their practitioners have human dignity and freedom from coercion.
The new statement on divine revelation, Dei Verbum, was put forth during the third session of the council. The emphasis of the new document was on the fullness of God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, carried on by Scripture and tradition (a “one-source” view of revelation). The text also insisted that the laity should read and study the Bible and that the Bible should be translated into native languages.
Finally, the document Gaudium et Spes (“Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World”) honored Leo’s earlier legacy of social justice. It included the church’s teaching on human rights, dignity, and social justice, and addressed contemporary issues like world peace and economics. The church was rejecting the stance of the nineteenth century and coming to see itself as a helper for all people.
Relevance
Some saw Vatican II as a complete break from the past, an utterly new beginning, which in itself would pose a problem for a genuinely Catholic theology, whereas others saw it as a new emphasis in unity with all that came before it, and to be interpreted in the light of church history and dogma.
Not everyone was pleased with the outcome of Vatican II, and not everything that was put on paper was easy to carry out. However, the efforts of the Catholic Church to become more involved in the lives of the laity and to interact with other religions was generally appreciated. Some, however, saw Vatican II as the beginning of the decline of the Catholic Church. They believed that all of the changes led to a crisis of authority.
Even though Vatican II signaled the formal end of the Catholic reaction against Protestantism known as the Counter-Reformation, Protestant and Catholic disagreement still continues. Dialogue between Catholics and Protestants began almost immediately after Vatican II and continues today, yet there has been little real progress other than the Joint Declaration on the Decree of Justification that was signed by the Vatican and the Lutheran World Federation (1999), which clarified differences and fostered goodwill. Pope John Paul II made it a goal of his pontificate finally to heal the Great Schism, the division between Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy that has existed since AD 1054, but that goal has proven elusive.
Non-Catholics can glean wisdom from some of the formulations of the Second Vatican Council. Perhaps most important, they can learn from the council’s urging for Christians to be the church in the world in a relevant and faithful way.
Discussion Questions
1. How do you think the Catholic Church changed at Vatican II? Do you see these changes as big changes? Why or why not?
2. Do you think that the changes at Vatican II were good or bad for the Catholic Church? Why?
3. Of all the changes, which one surprises you the most?
4. Do you think doctrinal expressions need to be updated? Do you see a danger in updating doctrine?
5. Recognizing that the church lives in history and culture, how do you think the church should adapt to changes in culture and history? What do you think is not changeable?
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MODERN CONFESSIONS LAUSANNE COVENANT AND CHICAGO STATEMENT ON BIBLICAL INERRANCY
1974 and 1978
Introduction
Christian doctrine did not stop developing after the ancient councils. Although the majority of new confessions of faith came about during the Reformation in order to distinguish Christian bodies from one another and to affirm the historic ecumenical councils, more recent times have seen joint confessions from Christians of all kinds of denominations. Indeed, a new series of movements are calling themselves ecumenical to show that they are attempting to reestablish the unity that has been eroded by the splintering sectarianism of modern Christianity. Just as new dilemmas had prompted the ancient Christians to define their beliefs more sharply, the fresh challenges presented by a well-connected, technologically advanced world have led Christians of all stripes to seek doctrinal unity to address the challenges posed by the modern world.
Two of these challenges include biblical criticism and world evangelism. The late nineteenth century saw the rise of a skeptical academic class that claimed hitherto unknown techniques for unlocking the origins of the Bible. With the Bible being treated more and more like a merely human book, as prone to mistakes as any other human book, various conservative Protestant churches found it necessary to define and defend the inerrancy, or complete accuracy, of Scripture. As a result, the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy was drafted in 1978 by a gathering of several hundred evangelical church leaders.
Although historical-critical readings of Scripture that focus primarily and almost exclusively on the human origins of a text had been attempted in both the early and medieval church, the results had never before seemed both so plausible and so threatening to the faith. The Chicago statement addressed this new challenge by incorporating the historical-critical techniques when appropriate, defining what was inappropriate, and expounding a definition of sacred Scripture that was consistent with that of the historic church. While the Chicago statement clarified what the church has traditionally believed about the Bible, it specifically addressed an issue that the early church never really had to consider. In that regard, it serves as an example of a modern confession.
The problem of world evangelism dealt less with doctrinal matters than it did with the reality of the challenges of globalization. Population explosions, advances in communication, and the number of new worldviews that were suddenly on the front doorstep of the West demanded a way forward for Christian missions. The Lausanne Conference, in 1974, was a careful reexamination of the past for both its successes and its mistakes, with the hopes of producing a faithful witness for Christ in the years to come.
The new councils1 differed from the old ecumenical councils in one important detail, however; they did not consider themselves authoritative. Wary of the abuses of church authority in the past, the councils self-consciously advised their hearers to use their decisions for guidance only, not as dogma.
Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy (1978)
Historical Background
As early as AD 170, a list of canonical books, or books believed by the church to be part of the Bible, set forth a basic explanation of the inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible. After explaining the traditions behind each human author and the authority with which each author wrote, the list adds a curious note on the problem of contradictions: “And so, though various elements may be taught in the individual books of the Gospels, nevertheless this makes no difference to the faith of believers, since by the one sovereign Spirit all things have been declared.”2
Far from being a reaction to modern scholars who questioned the authority of the Bible, the idea of divine inspiration of Scripture and its reliability was a staple of early Christian belief. It was accepted that the authors wrote in their own human capacity,3 and that the Bible was not a miracle in and of itself; nevertheless, it was equally true that God stood behind the authors and guided them in their writing to accomplish his ends. J. N. D. Kelly cites Irenaeus, Gregory of Nyssa, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Origen, and Gregory of Nazianzus as holding to the inspiration (and therefore, the reliability and truthfulness) of Holy Scripture down to the smallest detail of its content. Indeed, he says, “This attitude was fairly widespread, and although some of the fathers elaborated it more than others, their general view was that Scripture was not only exempt from error but contained nothing that was superfluous.”4
While there have been opponents of inerrancy throughout church history, the most substantial challenge came from the Enlightenment — commonly referred to as the Age of Reason — according to which anything that could not be verified through rational argumentation and evidence must be rejected as irrational. The prevailing attitude was a sort of reductionism.5 The skeptics agreed that the Bible was a human book, but why take it as anything more than a human book? By the same token, why treat the apparent contradictions between the individual books as anything other than contradictions, on the dubious presumption that God had intended to write seemingly opposite statements? The doctrine of divine inspiration seemed to be special pleading. Similar logic led to a denial of the miracles and resurrection of Christ, on the grounds that when any other historical sources speak of such events, the reader knows to take them as legends.
In response to this skepticism, some Christians reinterpreted the Bible according to “modern” criteria. Known as theological modernists, they employed higher criticism, a methodology that sought to identify the literary origins of the biblical text and treated it as a merely human collection of documents. Veering into the equal and opposite error, some extreme fundamentalists6 overemphasized the Bible’s divine origin and rendered its human part as irrelevant. The Chicago statement, which emerged from the fundamentalist wing, wanted to strike a balance that retained the divine inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture while at the same time taking into account its genuinely human features.
Therefore, more than two hundred evangelical leaders met in the fall of 1978 at a conference sponsored by the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy and drafted the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy (CSBI). As an indication of the scope of the conference, the list includes leaders in a variety of disciplines, such as history, cultural criticism, biblical studies, evangelism, philosophy, and systematic theology.
Content
Theologian Millard Erickson explains inerrancy as follows: “Inerrancy is the doctrine that the Bible is fully truthful in all of its teachings.”7 When all the relevant facts are known, and when properly interpreted, Scripture never contradicts itself, nor does it misrepresent the facts. The phrase “when all the relevant facts are known” is key to understanding the Chicago statement, which affirmed that God’s hand lies behind Scripture but also was concerned that the hyperdivine interpretation sometimes led to misinterpretation by neglecting to take into account qualities such as genre, language, indirect reports, and so forth.
The CSBI is composed of a short statement of five points,8 a section of nineteen articles that describe the major positions that academics held on Scripture along with the opinion of the council on which ones were to be affirmed and which were to be denied, and an exposition of the doctrine of inerrancy in relation to the other teachings of Scripture. Among the most important points are the following:
First, Scripture’s authority comes from its being the Word of God, not from the church or tradition, and is thereby authoritative and binding. Since this teaching forms the foundation for everything else that follows, it is worth quoting the words of the council at length:
The Church’s part was to discern the canon that God had created, not to devise one of its own. The word canon, signifying a rule or standard, is a pointer to authority, which means the right to rule and control. Authority in Christianity belongs to God in His revelation, which means, on the one hand, Jesus Christ, the living Word, and, on the other hand, Holy Scripture, the written Word. But the authority of Christ and that of Scripture are one. As our Prophet, Christ testified that Scripture cannot be broken. As our Priest and King, He devoted His earthly life to fulfilling the law and the prophets, even dying in obedience to the words of Messianic prophecy. Thus, as He saw Scripture attesting Him and His authority, so by His own submission to Scripture He attested its authority. As He bowed to His Father’s instruction given in His Bible (our Old Testament), so He requires His disciples to do — not, however, in isolation but in conjunction with the apostolic witness to Himself that He undertook to inspire by His gift of the Holy Spirit.9
Second, against the objection that human language is too limited to convey a divine message, the council stated that God could and did use human language for his message to humanity, particularly since he had made humankind in his image.
Third, while God’s inspiration did not eliminate human authorship and literary style, it did guarantee that their utterances were true and trustworthy. This point struck back at the hyperdivine interpretation by acknowledging that “[h]istory must be treated as history, poetry as poetry, hyperbole and metaphor as hyperbole and metaphor, generalization and approximation as what they are, and so forth. Differences between literary conventions in Bible times and in ours must also be observed.”10
Fourth, only the autographs (the original copies) of Scripture were inerrant, but this does not render the doctrine irrelevant today since an accurate representation of the original writings of Scripture can be constructed from the thousands of historical Scripture manuscripts we have. On a related note, the council was careful to acknowledge the limitations of translation work while also being optimistic about the quality of modern Bibles: “No translation is or can be perfect, and all translations are an additional step away from the autograph. Yet the verdict of linguistic science is that Englishspeaking Christians, at least, are exceedingly well served in these days with a host of excellent translations and have no cause for hesitating to conclude that the true Word of God is within their reach.”11
Fifth, while inerrancy and infallibility can be distinguished, they cannot be separated; that is, the Bible cannot be at the same time infallible and errant in its assertions. The council defined “infallible” as “not deliberately misleading or having been misled” and “inerrant” as “not mistaken, free from error.”
Sixth, inerrancy is rooted in the doctrine of inspiration. That is, the dependability of the Bible, like the dependability of our salvation, can be found only in the character of God. Because God is wholly perfect, it would be mistaken to conclude that his very word could be anything other than inerrant.
Seventh, while affirming that inerrancy is not necessary for salvation, it is vital to the Christian faith, and its rejection leads to serious consequences in the individual and the church.
The document concludes by stating that the Bible is a gift of God to make the reader “wise unto salvation,” and expresses its concern at what would happen if its importance were lost.
Relevance
Questions about the Bible are abundant in our day, and modern Christian churches are often fuzzy on issues such as the canon (list of books in the Bible), the relationship between Paul’s teaching and that of Jesus, and the reliability of the original text and its transmission (how it was passed down through history). Inspiration and inerrancy are also vital, as many Christian doctrines are available for human knowledge only through divine revelation. The Bible is one of the ways, along with the illumination of the Holy Spirit, that we “see through a glass, darkly.” It is crucial to know whether we are really seeing through the glass at all.
The CSBI answers some of these questions but also challenges those who ask to consider whether they are more influenced by real problems with the text or prevailing tendencies in the culture: “We are concerned at that casual, inadvertent and seemingly thoughtless way in which a belief of such far-reaching importance has been given up by so many in our day.”12 Doubt regarding the divine origin of the Bible often comes less from careful study than the general mood of the culture. Like every other theological assertion, scriptural inerrancy deserves careful consideration, as well as a willingness to search out and challenge the presumptions that have merely seeped into our minds.
One of the other reasons that the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy is so important is that it walks the fine line between theological liberalism on the one hand and fundamentalism on the other. While liberalism so analyses and assesses the background and literary features of the Bible (that is to say the human features of the Bible) that the text’s divine authenticity is diminished, fundamentalism so emphasizes the Holy Spirit’s role in the writing of the Scriptures (that is to say the divine features of the Bible), that the text is in no way the product of human authorship. Liberals deny inerrancy because of the parts of the Bible that seem purely a product of a distant time and the multitude of textual variants in the New Testament manuscripts,13 while fundamentalists assert that only one version of the text (quite often the King James Version) contains the inspired words of God. Both positions fail to do justice to the dual authorship of Scripture, asserted by the CSBI. The modest position of the CSBI assures that the Holy Spirit was indeed present in inspiring the text of Scripture, thereby ensuring its factual accuracy while still allowing for the human elements of different styles in the writing process and inevitable errors that occur in textual transmission — the copying and preserving of biblical manuscripts.
While it acknowledges that it ought not to be given creedal status, the CSBI offers a balanced, thought-provoking answer to the question of the Bible as divine revelation. The CSBI reasserts the classical understanding of inerrancy, not as a constructed doctrine to be foisted upon the text of Scripture but as a result of the reliability and trustworthy character of God and an idea expressly approved by Jesus Christ.
The Lausanne Covenant (1974)
Historical Background
The Lausanne Covenant was drafted by the International Congress on World Evangelization in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1974 as an agreement about the meaning of the gospel and how it was to be spread throughout the world. The covenant, used here in the sense of “a binding contract” or “a very solemn personal commitment,”14 was signed by 2,300 representatives from more than 150 nations of all branches of the Christian church.
The covenant was made possible by ecumenical efforts from earlier in the twentieth century, particularly the World Missions Conference (WMC) in Edinburgh in 1910, but the price of that ecumenism had been steep. To achieve their goal of gathering denominations with seemingly irreconcilable differences, the organizers of the Edinburgh conference had refused to define the content of the gospel or to make doctrine the underlying basis for agreement. Although the conference took the important step of creating the International Missionary Council (IMC), two world wars and the creep of theological liberalism, which downplayed differences between religions and the doctrine that Jesus was both God and human and the savior of sinful humanity, sapped energy and resources from Western churches’ evangelistic efforts. When a later generation attempted to correct this neglect by integrating the IMC into the World Council of Churches (WCC) as its missionary wing, it only led to redefining evangelism in terms of social justice alone. As a result, the Edinburgh conference not only failed to achieve a truly ecumenical approach to missions but saw all of its work coopted by a single faction, the rising liberal wing.
The Lausanne Conference was an attempt to continue the ecumenical dialogue that Edinburgh had begun while nudging evangelism toward a more balanced definition that included witness to salvation through Christ as well as social justice. It also represented a necessary adjustment to a world that had grown much smaller with new abilities in communication and transportation. (And keep in mind that this is well before the internet!) Historic Christendom was now rubbing shoulders with all sorts of new philosophies and religions, while Christian demographics were shifting rapidly to the Global South (Asia, Africa, and Latin America). There was a sense that the conference was taking place on the cusp of a tremendous global change, and that the church needed to make itself ready.
Content
The members of the conference adhered to a five-point definition of evangelicalism that was set out by Billy Graham, a major international preacher and the driving force behind the conference. The definition included “(1) the authority of Scripture as the ‘infallible Word of God’; (2) the ‘lostness of man’ outside of Christ; (3) that salvation is of Christ alone; (4) witness to Christ is through both word and deed; (5) that evangelism of the lost is completely necessary.”15
If the conference was evangelical, however, it was also far from reactionary and demonstrated careful consideration of the excesses of both left and right. Additionally, despite the agreement of the participants on the five points, the conference still represented parties with significant differences who had agreed to put those differences aside. In his opening address, Georges-Andre Chevallaz summed up the ecumenism of the gathering in this way: “We have also the certainty, that clinging to its essence, its purity, its simplicity of teaching, its concern for the welfare of others, its awareness of the relativity of human concepts, Christianity goes beyond ideological quarrels, interests, and partisan loyalties.” In other words, Lausanne’s focus on the shared core of the faith could unite Christians across ideological boundaries for the sake of cooperation in evangelism.16
The covenant begins with an affirmation of the Trinity and of the sovereignty and supremacy of God. It acknowledges the inspiration, trustworthiness, authority, and infallibility of the Bible and that Scripture is the instrument of the Holy Spirit for the conversion of humanity.17 The covenant emphasizes the deep need for evangelism, pointing out that there were 2.7 billion people, more than two-thirds of humanity at the time of the covenant, who had never heard the gospel of Christ, and acknowledges that the number of unevangelized “is a standing rebuke to us and to the whole Church.”18 But what is evangelism supposed to look like? John Stott highlighted the heraldic character of evangelism as opposed to its results: “To evangelize is to spread the good news that Jesus Christ died for our sins and was raised from the dead according to the Scriptures, and that as the reigning Lord he now offers the forgiveness of sins and the liberating gifts of the Spirit to all who repent and believe.”19 Thus, Lausanne deliberately makes a distinction between evangelism and conversion, and recognizes that although Christians bear responsibility to witness to Jesus Christ in the world, conversion is the work of the Holy Spirit.20
On the other hand, just as the covenant makes it clear that it desires both conversion and evangelism but that it is wrong to confuse the two, it also states that it desires both social justice and evangelism, but that they are different responsibilities in the Christian life. Against some liberal theologians, the covenant states that “reconciliation with other people is not reconciliation with God,” that social justice and evangelism are not the same thing, and that “political liberation” is not salvation. To equate these actions with salvation is actually to secularize the gospel, which is inherently supernatural. The Christian’s true battle is with “principalities and powers of evil,” which can be fought only with the “spiritual weapons of truth and prayer.”21 However, the conference affirmed that Christian presence in political affairs is necessary as a matter of obedience to Christ and that the message of salvation entails the denunciation of all forms of evil and injustice.22 As such, the conference wanted to avoid the opposite error that evangelism can replace social responsibility; both are areas that Christians are called to carry out.
The leaders of the conference also emphasized evangelism as opposed to interfaith dialogue. While interfaith dialogue has a purpose in evangelical Christianity, the leaders of the conference worried that it could lead to syncretism, or the tendency to blend appealing beliefs in different religions, rather than proclaiming the truth that God has given. On this point, John Stott added that although dialogue with other faiths is important, the kind of dialogue that Scripture commends is respectful listening and understanding in the effort to persuade others to come to Christ. Evangelism does not have to mean refusing to interact with other points of view, but it does mean that Christians are to put their trust in what God has said about himself rather than putting their trust in their own ability to search for truth.
While the covenant rejects syncretism on the one hand, on the other it affirms that the expression of the one gospel differs from culture to culture. The conference praises God’s “many-colored wisdom” and rejects cultural imperialism and the idea that the gospel can be adequately expressed only by a single culture. It urges Christians to approach evangelism in a way that is consistent with the dignity of each culture. As opposed to the practice of some European missionaries in the past, the covenant also encourages the growth of locally attuned training programs for both laity and clergy.23
In short, the conference distanced itself from traditional evangelism that had identified Christianity too closely with Europe while also keeping away from the new, pluralistic Christianity that was all too willing to challenge social injustice but reluctant to challenge other worldviews or sin. The balance was an approach that emphasized proclaiming the message of Christ, even at personal cost (this position was sharpened later, in the Manila Manifesto) but also reminded Christians of their place in society and their place in a global, as opposed to European-led, church.
Relevance
Lausanne is relevant primarily because it defines the role of evangelism so clearly. Evangelism, as Lausanne indicates, means proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ and inviting others to enter into a relationship with him. As Lausanne further specifies, the task of evangelism is different from the results of evangelism; the church’s task is to be faithful in evangelism. Although apologetics, theology, and social action are all legitimate and important activities of the church, none are capable of persuading those outside the church to enter into relationship with Christ. That is the work of the Holy Spirit, without whom no one can have saving faith in Christ (1 Cor. 12:3).24 Evangelism is likewise distinguishable from social action, and Lausanne points out that confusing those two activities of the church is a kind of secularization. For believers of this generation, these distinctions can help remind us of our duties, our purpose, and the message of God on the matter.
Lausanne is also helpful for calling attention to the corporate character of evangelism. Evangelism is a task of the church as a whole rather than of heroic individuals within it, even though some are more especially gifted in the task of evangelism than others. The whole church by virtue of baptism is called into the mission of God to redeem sinners and reconcile all of creation to himself (Matt. 28:19; John 3). The covenant condemns the “ghettoization” of evangelicalism within safe enclaves and advocates costly discipleship in those arenas where Christians are largely unwelcome and are subject to persecution.25 It issues a call to Christians to live simply for the sake of the gospel, reminding its readers that the church exists not to preserve itself but rather to welcome the lost into its fellowship.
Lausanne is also relevant for its insistence that doctrine is essential for cooperation in the task of world evangelization. Earlier World Missions Conferences failed in their objectives in large part because they refused to define the meaning of the gospel or to define the criteria by which success in evangelism should be judged. By returning to the fundamentals of the faith — the Trinity, the authority of Scripture, the centrality, uniqueness, and necessity of Jesus Christ for salvation, and the purposes of God in history and at the end of history — Lausanne encourages the contemporary church to be rooted in Scripture and insists, against many trends, that sound doctrine is the basis of sound evangelism.
Finally, the Lausanne Missions Conference has spawned the Lausanne Movement, an ongoing cooperative effort among participants committed to the covenant to continue the process of reflection on the meaning of the covenant in light of changed circumstances.26 It has also produced the Lausanne Theology Working Group, which has issued a number of statements in light of the commitments of Lausanne. The most important documents to emerge from the Lausanne Movement are the Manila Manifesto (1989) and the Capetown Declaration (2010), which are both extensions and elucidations of the core affirmations of Lausanne.
Discussion Questions
1. How does the Chicago statement help us to interpret the problem of apparent contradictions in the Bible? Give an example.
2. Faced with a rationalist objection (for example, “Why should I consider the Bible to be more than merely human?”), how would you respond?
3. What is the role of evangelism in the West? Have most people heard the gospel and simply rejected it? If so, what is the appropriate way to witness as a Christian?
4. How would you engage in respectful dialogue with nonbelievers that is also evangelistic? Is that a contradiction in terms?
5. What other major issue do you think should have an ecumenical conference today?
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Dogma can in no way limit a limitless God . . . For me, dogma is only a gateway to contemplation and is an instrument of freedom and not of restriction. It preserves mystery for the human mind. Dogma is the guardian of mystery. Doctrines are spiritually significant in ways we cannot fathom.
— Flannery O’Connor, The Habit of Being
What are we to make of the role of a human church in creating written documents about God? Are we better off relying on the sense that we ourselves can make of the Bible or the experiences that we have? My position (as you have probably figured out) is that even the finer points of Christian theology come out in our worship and lives. The humanity and deity of Jesus, the Trinity, the trust that we know we can put in Scripture are all beside us in our services on Sunday morning and impact the way we honor God in our daily lives. And if that’s the case, then we ought to tackle high theology the same way that we tackle sin and the needs of the Christian community — as a body of Christ, using the parts of the body that are best suited to the task. The statements that are introduced here are the fruit of parts of the body that God gathered to proclaim and explain his gospel, stretching nearly two thousand years into the past.
In Paul’s second letter to the church at Corinth (2 Cor. 9:13 – 15), he speaks to the church of two activities that follow God’s gracious and abundant lovingkindness: material generosity and confession of the gospel.27 According to John Webster, “Both acts are echoes of what Paul calls (v. 14) ‘the surpassing grace of God in you’; both, that is, are brought into being by the limitless lavishness of God which Paul celebrates in the climactic words of the chapter: ‘Thanks be to God for his inexpressible gift’ (v. 15).”28 What this means, for Webster, is that the act of confession, before a document, is a basic act of the church. As he puts it, “Before it is proposition or oath of allegiance, the confession of the church is a cry of acknowledgement of the unstoppable miracle of God’s mercy.”29
At its basic level, “Confession . . . is that event in which the speech of the church is arrested, grasped and transfigured by the self-giving presence of God. To confess is to cry out in acknowledgement of the sheer gratuity of what the gospel declares, that in and as the man Jesus, in the power of the Holy Spirit, God’s glory is the glory of his self-giving, his radiant generosity.”30
Understanding that the theological statements in this book31 are specific instances of the Christian act of confession is significant because it helps us remember that confessions are not primarily about doctrine and theology; they are ultimately about worship. Lest we think that fine points of doctrine and the minutiae of theological debate are merely intellectual exercises, the fact that confession is about praise helps ground the way that we use confessional documents.
John Webster looks at the way creeds and confessions function in church life and argues that they “properly emerge out of one of the primary defining activities of the church, the act of confession.”32 In the very act of confession, says Webster, “the church binds itself to the gospel.”33 It “is the act of astonished, fearful and grateful acknowledgement that the gospel is the one word by which to live and die; in making its confession, the church lifts up its voice to do what it must do — speak with amazement of the goodness and truth of the gospel and the gospel’s God.”34 Webster’s point is to help us remember that confession is a central and primary act of the church’s life and that the creeds and confessions exist only secondarily as documents that are particular instances of the act of confession.
Additionally, learning about creeds, confessions, catechisms, and councils is important so that we do not repeat the mistakes of the past or exhibit our natural tendency for, as C. S. Lewis dubs it, “chronological snobbery.” As Lewis points out,
Every age has its own outlook. It is specially good at seeing certain truths and specially liable to make certain mistakes. We all, therefore, need the books that will correct the characteristic mistakes of our own period. And that means the old books. . . . We may be sure that the characteristic blindness of the twentieth century — the blindness about which posterity will ask, ‘But how could they have thought that?’ — lies where we have never suspected it. . . . None of us can fully escape this blindness, but we shall certainly increase it, and weaken our guard against it, if we read only modern books. . . . The only palliative is to keep the clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds, and this can be done only by reading old books. Not, of course, that there is any magic about the past. People were no cleverer then than they are now; they made as many mistakes as we. But not the same mistakes.35
Learning how Christians throughout history have wrestled with the tough questions of our faith gives us a valuable perspective that deepens our understanding of the Christian faith, increases our dependence on God’s revelation in Jesus Christ and Holy Scriptures, fuels our worship of God, increases our love for each other, and motivates mission to the world.
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