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Preface
 

 
 

At least four contexts frame the ideas in the following pages.

First, there is the variety of pentecostal contexts. This book has arisen out of my experience growing up as a “pentecostal preacher’s kid,” attending a pentecostal Bible college (Bethany College of the Assemblies of God, Santa Cruz, California), affiliating with a classical pentecostal denomination (the Assemblies of God), and teaching courses on the Holy Spirit at a pentecostal institution of higher education (North Central University of the Assemblies of God, Minneapolis). It reflects my attempts to think through my own pentecostal experience and the pentecostal “tradition” toward a pentecostal theology that is authentically, thoroughly, and unabashedly pentecostal from beginning to end. Still, this volume presents only my one pentecostal perspective and voice. And though attempting to re-present the pentecostal experience in all its diversity, I am limited by my reliance on secondary resources and English-language accounts. Pentecostal readers of this book can and should weigh in both on whether their experiences are captured in the following pages and on whether this kind of theological text can help us “think pentecostally.”

Second, there is the variety of ecumenical contexts, including the church catholic. This book concerns not only pentecostal theology but also, as the subtitle indicates, what, if anything, pentecostalism can contribute to a Christian theology for the world of the twenty-first century. Since Azusa Street, pentecostalism has contributed an “experience”; here I not only reflect on the theological content of the experience but also attempt to rethink entirely the Christian theological enterprise from that perspective. The result, I hope, is a new type of systematic theology that also furthers the conversation in the theological academy.

But more, the ecumenical context in our time includes the encounter between the world religions. Although I have written other books on this topic, here I reflect explicitly on the full range of the Christian experience. This book thus provides a kind of initial and very provisional summa of the broad range of my theological thinking, hinted at in my previous publications. The provisionality of the book you hold in your hands, however, derives not only from the unfinished nature of all theological reflection but also from my conviction that Christian theology in our time cannot occur in isolation from the world religious traditions; yet the necessary crossover and return with at least the major religions of the world is not done here (even if there is a start in ch. 6). Much more dialogical work needs to occur with Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and the Chinese religious traditions—at least—before I will be ready to reengage (God willing) the task of Christian systematic theology as a whole.

Third, there is the eschatological context of the already-but-not-yet, which the Christian theological tradition calls the “age of the Spirit.” The outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost inaugurated the “last days” (Acts 2:17); yet the last day remains ahead of us. Now we live in a time of betwixt and between, after Jesus but before the return of Christ. The chapters in this book reflect the tensions caused by this eschatological context: of theology as particular and yet aspiring toward the universal; of theology as local and yet claiming to be global; of theology as occasional and yet handed down once for all; of theology as narrativistic and yet also metanarrativistic; of theology as conservative and yet novel; of theology as modern and yet postmodern; and so on. This is a theology pursuing after the Spirit, reflecting the attempt to “live in” and “walk according to” the Spirit. I call this a pneumatology of quest—a dynamic, dialectical, and discerning theology of the question, driven by a “pneumatological imagination.” (I should say that the original proposal for the book included two chapters, 8 and 9, devoted to the hermeneutical and methodological underpinnings of this pneumatological imagination. They had to be left out because the first seven chapters grew beyond their originally anticipated length. I hope that there are sufficient clues throughout the text for readers to discern the method in my madness. Those who desire a more explicit articulation can consult my more lengthy argument in Spirit–Word–Community: Theological Hermeneutics in Trinitarian Perspective [Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002] or the more succinct version in “The Hermeneutical Trialectic: Notes toward Consensual Hermeneutic and Theological Method,” HeyJ 44, no. 1 [2004]: 22–39.) Thus the following ideas are fallible and subject to correction, perhaps to the point of being relegated finally to the dustbin of history as it anticipates the day when prophecies and tongues will cease and even knowledge shall come to an end (1 Cor. 13:8).

Fourth and most important is the immediate context of my life. My wife, Alma, has walked with me these last almost seventeen years, helping me discern the Spirit. Without her, this context, which holds the other contexts together, dissolves. Words cannot express my gratefulness to God for her. Our children are the greatest blessing of the Spirit, even as they have been taught by the Spirit beyond their years (and their peers): Aizaiah is a first-year teenager but going into high school, and Alyssa is in her first year in double digits but going into middle school. Anna, our youngest daughter, asked one day, a few weeks before her ninth birthday, “Dad, what book are you writing now?” “A book on pentecostal theology.” “What does pentecostal mean?” (We have been attending a Baptist General Conference church here in the Twin Cities for the last five years since I began teaching at Bethel.) My prayer is that one day Anna and her siblings will come to experience pentecostal faith for themselves.



Crystal, Minnesota
 June 2004
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Introduction
 

Emerging Global Issues for Pentecostalism and Christian Theology
 

 
 

The Christian theological task at the dawn of the twenty-first century—what I call our late modern world—is no less complex than it has been historically.[1] It has been further complicated, however, by several factors arising over the last few centuries. These include the challenges raised by modern science, by our increasing awareness of the diversity of religions, and by our present transitional situation between modernity and its aftermath (postmodernity, postcolonialism, postpatriarchalism, post-Christendom, etc.).[2] The questions are legion. Can theology keep up with the ever-shifting framework of modern science? Can theology bear witness to the essentials of Christian faith even while learning from the world’s religions? Can theology proceed to recognize the limits of reason without capitulating to relativism? Can theology continue to make universal truth claims, given the particularistic nature of theological reflection? Can theology speak to the postcolonial situation, and can it be relevant to persons and groups seeking liberation from colonialist Christian ideologies? Can the sacred and major texts of the Christian tradition be retrieved and reappropriated, originating as they do from patriarchal contexts? Can theology speak publicly and authoritatively in a situation where Christianity is no longer a dominant political and cultural force?

The hypothesis of this book is not only that Christian theology can continue to speak in this new global context but also that pentecostal theology in particular can do so—a bolder and more ambitious claim. Two caveats are appropriate. First, because there are many skeptics who doubt that theology can speak globally, this emerging theology will need to be aspired toward and argued for. Second, because I suspect that the forces of globalization will tempt “global theology” toward homogeneity, I will consciously attempt instead a “world theology” that enables us to emphasize the particularities of local discourses and perspectives.

This introduction is divided into three parts: defining world pentecostalism, identifying the promise and challenge of pentecostal theology in world context, and sketching our distinctive theological method.

I.1 WORLD PENTECOSTALISM: WORKING DEFINITIONS

 

My thesis is that pentecostalism as a worldwide movement provides an emerging theological tradition through which to explore the possibilities and challenges confronting the development of Christian theology for our late modern world. But for starters, what is “pentecostalism as a worldwide movement”?

Pentecostalism is, has been, and will be a contested idea. As problematic as it may be, I wish to cast my lot here with the
New International Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements,
which identifies three types of pentecostalisms in the twentieth century: the classical Pentecostal movement, connected to the Azusa Street revival in Los Angeles in 1906–1909; the charismatic-renewal movement in the mainline Protestant, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic churches beginning in the 1960s; and a neocharismatic “catch-all category that comprises 18,810 independent, indigenous, postdenominational groups that cannot be classified as either pentecostal or charismatic but share a common emphasis on the Holy Spirit, spiritual gifts, pentecostal-like experiences . . . , signs and wonders, and power encounters.”[3]
In this book, I use “Pentecostal” and “Pentecostalism” (capitalized) to refer to the classical expression, and “pentecostal” and “pentecostalism” (uncapitalized) to refer to the movement in general or to all three types inclusively. Rather than attempt to defend in the abstract my choice to define pentecostalism inclusively, I proceed in the hope that the rationale for thinking pentecostalism broadly will emerge over the course of this volume.

Pentecostalism inclusively defined is a worldwide movement both numerically and geographically. Statisticians estimate about 525 million adherents in the year 2000, representing 28 percent of the total Christian population and about 8.65 percent of the world population. There are 65 million classical Pentecostals, 175 million charismatics, and 295 million neocharismatics. Of these, 400-plus million, or more than 76 percent, are located in Latin America, Africa, and Asia.[4] Clearly, the most vibrant pentecostal communities are now in the Southern and Eastern Hemispheres,[5] although traffic from South to North, from East to West, and vice versa is now busier than ever before, especially given the telecommunication revolution.

The explosion of pentecostalism, broadly considered, in the twentieth century has been of perennial interest not only to pentecostals themselves but also to outside scholars. Recently it caught the attention of the prominent historian Philip Jenkins.[6] Jenkins’s Next Christendom brings to mind Philip’s first-century CE experiences in Samaria (Acts 8). This first Philip preached the gospel, accomplished signs and wonders, cast out demons, healed the sick, and engaged in power encounters. The present Philip sees the emerging Christendom as featuring essentially the same pentecostal-type phenomena, orientations, and commitments. The first Philip stepped aside when the then powers that be—Peter and John—came from Jerusalem because they had heard of all the commotion taking place in Samaria. The present Philip describes the present Christendom as transitioning from deferring to the powers that be—the Euroamerican and Latin Western churches—to taking responsibility for the shape, beliefs, and practices of the new Christianity according to criteria measured by their indigenous Southern and Eastern experiences and contexts. The first Philip found himself ministering to Samaritans the one day and to the Ethiopian eunuch from the prophet Isaiah the next, truly a microcosm of the plurality of tongues and languages called forth by the Spirit’s outpouring on the day of Pentecost. The present Philip suggests that the coming Christendom will be radically pluralistic, centered not in Rome or Canterbury but variously in Seoul, Beijing, Singapore, Bombay, Lagos, Rio, São Paulo, and Mexico City. The “next Christendom” will be dominated by new developments in the pentecostal and, Jenkins suggests, Roman Catholic churches. Everything points to the increasing attractiveness of pentecostal religion: salvation understood especially in terms of present healing and concrete spiritual experiences that also serve to initiate membership into a worldwide community.[7]

How will this affect Christian theology in the twenty-first century? The Asian bishops of the Roman Catholic Church have been anticipating this question in light of the changing face of the Catholic Church in Asia. Thomas Fox suggests that the emergence of Catholic Christianity in Asia is characterized by a “Triple Dialogue”: with the poor, with the various cultures of Asia, and with the diversity of Asian religious traditions.[8] The emphases are clearly on:


	a postmodern theology that makes heard the cries of the poor, the victim, and the marginalized rather than the voices of the powerful;

	a postpatriarchal theology focused on youth and women;

	a postfoundationalist theology that values methodological pluralism;

	a postcolonial theology in which indigenous and local traditions, languages, and practices are privileged;

	a posthierarchical theology that embraces dialogical and democratic processes;

	a post-Cartesian theology that gives recognition to the inductive, existential, lived, and nondual character of reflection alongside deductive, propositional, more abstract, and dualistic forms of theologizing;

	and a post-Western and post-European theology open to engaging the multiple religious, cultural, and philosophical voices of Asian traditions and spiritualities.



In the Catholic Church, of course, such new directions have to be developed in dialogue with both the dogmatic tradition of the Latin Church and the papal hierarchy.

But if Jenkins is correct that the growing churches of the East and South will be predominantly Catholic and pentecostal, how will the latter respond theologically to this new situation? Herein lies the promise and the challenge for pentecostal theology. On the one hand, academic pentecostal theology is coming of age in time to take its place in this new theological conversation, and to do so unencumbered by either a fully developed (dogmatic) theological tradition or a magisterium. On the other hand, this lack of a developed theological tradition means that the way forward is by no means clear. But to lack a developed tradition is not the same as to lack a theological tradition altogether. In fact, there may be many more theological resources in the pentecostal tradition than one might think. Walter Hollenweger’s analysis of the fivefold roots of pentecostalism, for example, suggests what is available:




	The “black oral root” connects with not only the slave religious experience of the late nineteenth century but also the contemporary explosion of independent pentecostal and charismatic-type churches in western and sub-Saharan Africa.

	The “Catholic root” refers to what has taken place in the Roman Catholic Church since the charismatic-renewal movements of the late 1960s.

	The “evangelical root” is the entire trajectory from Wesley through the nineteenth-century Holiness movement and the complex present relationship between pentecostals, Wesleyan-Holiness, and conservative evangelicalism.

	The “critical root” points to the kind of countercultural identity exemplified in the feminist, pacifist, signs-and-wonders, and academic strains of pentecostalism.

	The “ecumenical root” includes those in the tradition of Boddy, Dallière, Du Plessis, and others leading pentecostals into involvement with, and membership in, the World Council of Churches, among other formally organized ecumenical bodies.[9]



In this account, pentecostalism’s roots have established trajectories not only for its future developments but also for its theological reflections. The sources that fed into the early-twentieth-century pentecostal revivals have developed into major tributaries and streams. These have now brought world pentecostalism, in all its diversity, into contact with a wide range of dialogue partners. And what may be most challenging is also perhaps what is most exciting about the present and future prospects of pentecostal theology: these dialogue partners are similar to, and congenial with, the voices that anticipate the new theology relevant to the churches of the East and the South in the twenty-first century.

I.2 PENTECOSTALISM: THE POSSIBILITIES AND CHALLENGES OF WORLD THEOLOGY

 

The promise of, and the challenge for, pentecostal theology in world context thus come into clearer focus, along three lines: the ecumenical, the interreligious, and the relationship between religion and science. Let me briefly explicate each to set up the late modern context for pentecostal theology today.

To begin, pentecostalism as a global reality is already an ecumenical force, the latter defined, according to the Greek oikoumenē, as referring to the worldwide or catholic household of God. As such, pentecostal theology has been, and will need to continue to be, ecumenically engaged, receiving from the past and present traditions of the church catholic even as it attempts to bring gifts to the church catholic. At the same time, worldwide pentecostalism poses all kinds of ecumenical questions to the church catholic, not the least of them being the overall antiecumenical postures adopted by most pentecostal churches and denominations. Most challenging, however, may be the presence of Oneness pentecostalism, which has to be confronted at the beginning of any attempt to do pentecostal theology in world perspective.[10] The Oneness rejection of the traditional doctrine of the Trinity as tritheistic has been particularly divisive, not to mention its doctrine of salvation by water (baptism) and Spirit (reception). For many, especially orthodox trinitarians and conservative evangelicals, Oneness pentecostals are sectarians at best and theological and doctrinal heretics at worst.[11]

Recently, however, Kenneth Gill has reframed the Oneness-trinitarian dispute as a matter of theological contextualization.[12] His study, focusing on the Iglesia Apostólica as an indigenous pentecostal church in Mexico, suggests that this young church is more orthodox than not, even in its theology. Gill defends this proposal along five lines.[13] First, Oneness christology is neither Arian nor unitarian (Christ considered as being fully divine). Second, Mexican Apostolics embrace a legitimate Bible-centered piety that contextualizes the gospel in plain, narrative, and nonphilosophically oriented terms. Third, trinitarian theology is difficult to understand, perennially threatened by subordinationism on the one side and tritheism on the other, and the Oneness understanding is vigilant against the latter.[14] Fourth, Gill observes the Apostolic understanding of Father, Son, and Spirit as modes of God to be much closer to the more recent (especially Barthian) “modal view,” wherein God exists eternally in a threefold manner objectively apart from human experience, than to ancient modalism, which renders the triune character of God only apparent rather than real. Finally, Gill suggests that according to a fivefold criteriology for any orthodox (he uses “evangelical”) formulation of the doctrine of God—(a) Jesus Christ is divine; (b) God has internal consistency (as in having one center of consciousness, will, etc.); (c) the three modes function simultaneously; (d) each mode is divine rather than only appearing to be divine; and (e) God exists eternally as Father, Son, and Spirit—Mexican Apostolic theology meets all these criteria except the last, and this because it has not really had time to address it. Gill concludes that these Apostolics should “not be rejected as heretical or unitarian, but be accepted as a sincere group of believers who are attempting to be faithful to the Christian scriptures.”[15]

Over time, however, the Oneness argument may solidify rather than “grow up” as implied by Gill’s suggestion (see ch. 5 below). For the moment, insofar as Gill’s proposal hinges, to some extent, on Apostolic theology as part of the contextualization of the gospel in Mexico, this raises further questions about the contextualization of pentecostalism around the world. One element of the promise of pentecostal theology is its capacity to nurture an “intercultural theology” that is global and multicultural, inclusive of voices from the Eastern and especially Southern Hemispheres, and emergent from a genuine dialogue between Western pentecostal missions churches and the indigenous pentecostal movements in the two-thirds world.[16] But although pentecostalism has so far shown great adaptability and flexibility in effectively contextualizing the pentecostal witness to the gospel in very diverse situations, there remain two distinct but related issues: that regarding the indigenous expressions of the gospel and that regarding the gospel’s encounter with other faith traditions. The former concerns the capacity of the gospel to be enculturated or incarnated in foreign wineskins, whereas the latter concerns what happens when the gospel encounters other faiths and not just other cultures.

This leads to discussion of the second promise of, and challenge for, world pentecostal theology, that regarding the relationship of Christianity and other religions. The interreligious question is intimately related to the intercultural one, since, especially in the Eastern and Southern Hemispheres, religion and culture are only very arbitrarily distinguishable from each other. Two brief examples, one more extreme and the other more mainstream, will suffice. Take, first, the case of the Bible Mission in India founded by Mungamuri Devadas (1875–1960).[17] Although the central doctrines of the Bible Mission—emphases on Spirit baptism, tongues, visions and dreams, divine healing, exorcisms, the imminent return of Christ, and “waiting in the presence of God” or tarrying—appear straightforwardly pentecostal, followers of Devadas “claim that they have nothing to do with the Pentecostals.”[18] Further, the congruence of Bible Mission praxis with the popular religiosity of the Indian subcontinent includes several questionable features, including the singing of hymns in the bhakti tradition; the heavy emphasis on ongoing revelation through dreams and visions (perhaps explicable in light of the high illiteracy of Bible Mission followers); an understanding of the realm of the demonic and of exorcism that has as much continuity as discontinuity with the background Indian cosmology; the similarity between Bible Mission tarrying and the Hindu yogic spirituality of silent meditation; and the understanding of Devadas as a guru whose spirit continues to speak to the faithful and guide the church even after his demise (or “translation,” as Bible Mission devotees see it). The result is characterizations of the Bible Mission as non-Christian, as a heretical sect, as a healing cult, as an exotic new movement, perhaps even as a legitimate expression of pentecostal Christianity contextualized in India, all depending on one’s viewpoint.[19]

The second example, the West African Celestial Church of Christ (CCC), founded by Samuel B. J. Oschoffa (1909–1985), raises more pointedly the challenge of culture and religion even if the movement is becoming increasingly mainstream.[20] In this case, the question is whether the CCC, perhaps like other West African Aladura churches, has laid Christian terminology over an essentially unchanged Yoruba worldview, so that “God and the Holy Spirit became the new Orisha [Yoruba deities] and Christianity became the new ‘cult’ system.”[21] In many obvious ways, the CCC is charismatic (not only in terms of its founding personality) and pentecostal (especially the centrality of the Holy Spirit in all aspects of the life of the church; the pervasiveness of visions, dreams, and prophecies; and the presence of glossolalia, etc.), even Christian (in its affirmation of the Nicene Creed). But those arguing in favor of reading the CCC as a syncretism of Christianity and Yoruba religiosity would point to the parallels between CCC beliefs in indiscernible incorporeal forces and Yoruba cosmology; between CCC liturgy and rituals (even that of the Eucharist) and Yoruba rites of passage; between CCC use of water, color, and other ritual symbols and objects found also in Yoruba symbolism; and between Oschoffa’s elevation (practically speaking, at least) to the status of CCC ancestor after his demise/translation in 1985 and Yoruba ancestorology, among other correspondences. Even though CCC leadership has consistently, adamantly, and publicly rejected any affiliation with Yoruba traditions, these observations raise the difficult questions about religious syncretism versus religious contextualization, on the one side, and the relationship between Christianity and other faith traditions, on the other side. The latter issue impinges on the former, even though it poses its own distinctive challenges especially when the world religious traditions are involved and not just indigenous worldviews. One could respond that charges of syncretism reflect the perspective of those “who stand outside [the CCC] circle of faith and hence fail to see or to experience its inner unity.”[22] Although I appreciate this distinction regarding insider and outsider perspectives, I think it necessary to develop this not just as a methodological issue but as a biblical and pneumatological one in terms of the metaphor of the plurality of tongues giving witness to the one God. My claim is that precisely because of these challenges, pentecostalism needs to give much more thought to both theology of culture and theology of religion if it is to fulfill its task of developing a world theology.

Finally, the promise of, and challenge for, pentecostal theology as world theology in the late modern world concerns the relationship between religion and science. On this front, pentecostal practitioners of the sciences are only currently emerging. This means that pentecostals have yet to contribute their own critical perspectives on the scientific enterprise. But herein lies pentecostalism’s ambivalence: On the one hand, pentecostalism has rejected modernity’s homogenizing forces and has participated in postmodernity’s celebration of plurality and difference. On the other hand, pentecostalism certainly remains a child of modernity, given its own globalizing propensities and its participation in the forces of globalization.

A new study by Simon Coleman (a cultural anthropologist) focuses this ambivalence for world pentecostal theology. His research employs the recently established (1983) Swedish charismatic denomination Livets Ord (Word of Life) as a lens through which to explore what he calls “the globalisation of charismatic Christianity.”[23] The forces of globalization are illuminated in the highly advanced use of modern technology (multimedia communications, television, the Internet, etc.), in the commodification of material culture (art, architecture, consumer products, etc.), and in the transportable worship experience that utilizes a vernacular language but standardizes a liturgy with a clearly recognizable environmental background and phenomenology. This study calls attention to additional lacunae in pentecostal theological reflection, namely, regarding the social processes undergirding pentecostal experience and regarding the nature of the material world, which bends to human technological instrumentalization. Such reflections require a theology of culture and a theological anthropology that engage in a sustained dialogue with the broad range of the human sciences, and a theology of creation that takes seriously the natural sciences.

Clearly, pentecostal theology for the late modern world needs to engage discussions on all of these fronts: the ecumenical, the interreligious, and the religion-science interfaces (chs. 5–7 below). But what would be distinctive about the theological perspective enabling a specifically pentecostal contribution to these matters?

I.3 PENTECOSTAL DISTINCTIVES FOR A WORLD CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

 

I suggest that a distinctive pentecostal perspective would highlight a Lukan hermeneutical approach, a pneumatological framework and orientation, and an experiential base. Let me elaborate briefly on each.

First, a distinctive pentecostal theology would be biblically grounded. Yet its approach to Scripture may be through a hermeneutical and exegetical perspective informed explicitly by Luke-Acts. If the genius of pentecostalism is its yearning to experience afresh the power of the Holy Spirit manifest in the first-century church and if Luke is the author most concerned with, and interested in, the operations of the Spirit,[24]
then this convergence should not be surprising. This pentecostal vision of original Christianity is animated by the conviction that the accounts in the book of Acts (especially) are not merely of historical interest but an invitation to participate in the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit.[25]
Thus, for pentecostals, Luke-Acts has served somewhat as a template allowing readers to enter into the world of the early church. In this volume, a Lukan hermeneutic will be deployed both in order to establish the biblical credentials of world pentecostal theology and in order to provide a point of entry into the diversity of biblical texts (see §2.1.1). I see as unavoidable such an open acknowledgment of approaching the whole of Scripture through a part of the whole: no one can be merely and fully biblical in the exhaustive sense of the term. Better to concede one’s perspective up front, since this better protects against a naïve biblicism that often results in aspirations to be “biblical.”[26]

Second, a distinctive pentecostal theology would be theologically guided, specifically through the core thematic motif of Jesus the Christ (the anointed one) and the core orienting motif of pneumatology. The heartbeat of pentecostal spirituality is the dynamic experience of the Holy Spirit. The theological gift of pentecostalism to the church catholic, I suggest, is to contribute to the recent renaissance in pneumatology more specifically and in pneumatological theology in general. Although this pneumatological orientation—what I have elsewhere called a pneumatological imagination[27]—derives in large part from the late-nineteenth-century Holiness movement’s quest for understanding sanctification and its relationship to the baptism of the Holy Spirit, the last generation has witnessed a remarkable explosion of what might be called pneumatological theology. Perhaps coinciding with the emergence of the charismatic-renewal movement among the mainline and Roman Catholic churches since the 1950s, theologians have not only been reflecting more about the Spirit (pneumatology) but also rethinking traditional theological loci from the starting point of pneumatology.[28] This volume is intended as a modest pentecostal contribution to the contemporary discussion in pneumatological theology. More precisely, my wager is that this pneumatological orientation and dynamic open up space for the Spirit of God to redeem the perspectives and contributions of all flesh (Acts 2:17b)—including those engaged in ecumenical, multifaith, and religion-science dialogues and discourses—in order to orchestrate this plurality of voices and to hasten the coming reign of God.

But whereas pneumatology provides the orienting dynamic for this theology, christology provides its thematic focus. Although this book wrestles with the complex issues surrounding the relationship between Christ and the Spirit, it is nevertheless the case that the Holy Spirit is at least the Spirit of Jesus. Pentecostal piety has therefore always been a Jesus-centered piety, and not only among the Oneness or “Jesus-only” churches (see PPP 1:xxvii–xxviii). Concerned after all with Jesus the Christ, Christian theology will therefore be christocentric in some sense. The quest in this volume can therefore be understood to be pneumatologically driven and christologically centered, and each element would be understood to illuminate the other. The goal is to find a third way between or beyond the subordination of the Spirit to Christ (or vice versa) and the displacement of the Spirit from Christ (or vice versa), toward a robustly trinitarian theology of mutuality, reciprocity, and perichoresis (see §5.2).

Finally, a distinctive pentecostal theology would also be confessionally located, in the sense of emerging from the matrix of the pentecostal experience of the Spirit of God. In the case of world pentecostalism, confessional location cannot be doctrinally delineated as would be the case in creedal denominations and churches. Nevertheless, pentecostals are also confessors, not only with regard to their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ but also in terms of their testimonies about what the Lord has done. By confessional location, then, I refer specifically to the realities of pentecostal life “on the ground.” In this way, as I hope to show, pentecostal theology cannot be merely abstract but is intensely practical. More important, this allows retrieval of pentecostal perspectives far from the center, in what Allan Anderson calls “voices from the margins.”[29] And last but not least, only such a theology holds forth the promise of bridging theological reflection with the present actualities of pentecostal worship, life, and practice (thereby following the ancient dictum linking prayer and theology: lex orandi lex credendi).

Needless to say, the kind of world pentecostal theology aspired to cannot be individually produced. Rather, it has to emerge from the convergence of ecumenical and pentecostal reflection, negotiating all along the tension between the universal and the particular, the global and the local, the church catholic and the pentecostal churches. Further, any argument toward world theology needs to be fallibilistic (reflecting the limitations of reason recognized by our post-Enlightenment situation), multiperspectival (reflecting our postcolonial situation), and self-critical and dialogical (reflecting our post-Christendom situation). As fallibilistic, the argument will need to continually traverse the hermeneutical circle from theory and ethics to the missionary and ministry experience of the church and vice versa. In the argument as multiperspectival, insights will need to be gained not only from marginalized voices and locations but also from the various academic disciplines both in the hard sciences and the humanities. And in the argument as self-critical and dialogical, issues in theological hermeneutics and theological method cannot be avoided.

The following are, in some respects, no more than programmatic essays toward a world pentecostal theology. Yet pentecostals can no longer put off providing their own apologetic and systematic theology: apologetic in the sense of engaging anyone interested in these matters on our own terms even as those terms are translated into appropriate public discourses, and systematic in the sense of rethinking the content and structure of theology in terms of the pneumatological dynamic of pentecostal experience. So pentecostal apologetics in the late modern world will have to acknowledge the cautions of the anti-intellectualism of its ancestors but move beyond that and come of age by engaging the existing conversations with humility and yet conviction. Similarly, pentecostal theology in the twenty-first century will need to build on developments made during its scholastic phase[30] but also move beyond them and come of age by engaging the broad spectrum of conversations as a full dialogue partner seeking to learn but also able to contribute something fresh. In these senses, the road is wide open for the development of a world pentecostal theology that is in via (along the way); more aptly put, it will be a pneumatological theology of quest.

The hypothesis of this volume will be prosecuted as follows. Chapter 1 introduces worldwide pentecostalism, focused especially on the pentecostal experience of the Holy Spirit on the ground. The next two chapters elaborate on the pentecostal experience of the Spirit in terms of a pneumatological soteriology (ch. 2) and a pneumatological ecclesiology (ch. 3). Chapter 4 explores intra-Christian and multifaith ecumenical implications, and chapter 5 takes up the specific theological challenges posed by Oneness pentecostalism’s doctrine of God. The last two chapters pursue the kind of public theology required of world theology by engaging theology of culture and theology of religions (ch. 6) and theology of creation (ch. 7). Come Holy Spirit, lead us into all truth . . .
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“Poured Out upon All Flesh”
 

Salvation, the Spirit, and World Pentecostalism
 

 
 

On the day of Pentecost, the crowd asked, “What does this mean?” Peter answered that this was the last days’ outpouring of God’s Spirit upon all flesh. Today our theological question is, What does it mean that God did so then and continues to pour out the Spirit on men and women, young and old, slave and free (Acts 2:17–18; cf. Joel 2:28–29)? The beginnings of a response to this question will take us toward a pentecostal theology for the late modern world along at least three lines. First, insofar as theology is doxology, then pentecostal theology will be reflection on the prayers, praises, worship, and liturgies of those upon whom the Spirit has been poured out. Second, insofar as theology is theodicy, then pentecostal theology will be reflection on the fallenness of the human condition and on the divine response of the outpouring of the Spirit. Finally, insofar as theology is second-order reflection on lived experience, then pentecostal theology will be reflection on the triumphs over sin, sickness, and Satan that are enjoyed by those visited by the Spirit. In short, the beginnings of a pentecostal theology will be the saving works of God accomplished through the Spirit’s being poured out on all flesh. For this reason we begin this exploration of a world pentecostal theology by focusing on the phenomenology of pentecostalisms in Latin America, Asia, and Africa.

Such a phenomenology of world pentecostalisms is important also since my own pentecostal experience is, by and large, limited to the North American context. Because the biases that inevitably inform my discussion are derived from this context, they will need to be checked, expanded, and corrected by the worldwide pentecostal experience. Further, the upward social mobility and increasing institutionalization of classical Pentecostal denominations in North America have resulted in churches almost indistinguishable from evangelical churches on any given Sunday morning.[1]
Arguably, such a convergence has produced an increasing openness of North American evangelicalism to the movement of the Spirit in the church and the development of a more Bible-centered piety among pentecostals influenced by evangelical spirituality. At the same time, it may have also resulted in the loss of a distinctive pentecostal witness. Finally, a case can be made that North American pentecostalism is no longer at the vanguard of what God is doing through this movement in the world. “Classical Pentecostalism is unlikely to be a major power in the developed world because it represents the mobilization of a minority of people at the varied margins of that world, whereas in the developing world it represents the mobilization of large masses.”[2]
For all of these reasons and more, any attempt to develop a pentecostal theology today needs to attend to the world pentecostal phenomenon.

My coverage of world pentecostalism is, however, necessarily limited. Not only am I reliant on mostly secondary sources; my selections are also shaped by my theological agenda, especially insofar as theology not only derives from experience (and hence is descriptive) but also informs experience (and hence is prescriptive). At the same time, I submit the following phenomenological overview to be representative of world pentecostalism as actually occurring on the ground. In each section, I begin with an introductory overview of the literature, then move on to thematic and case study analyses of the Spirit’s being poured out on all flesh.

1.1 ON YOUR SONS AND DAUGHTERS: LATIN AMERICAN PENTECOSTALISMS

 

The three types of pentecostalism in Latin America combined to number more than 141 million by the year 2000, approximately 27 percent of world pentecostalism (NIDPCM 287). The literature on the explosion of pentecostalism in this region is itself staggering and resists summary statements.[3] Several notable elements, however, should be highlighted, beginning with the diversity of Latin American pentecostalisms. It is composed of autochthonous churches, some antedating Azusa Street; churches founded by classical Pentecostal missions organizations; Oneness or Apostolic churches; and a wide spectrum of Latino/a churches in North America.[4]

Second, the Latin American pentecostal experience can also be understood to provide an alternative to “popular Latino Catholicism, the occult, and mainline Protestantism.”[5] Regarding the Catholic Church, pentecostalism provides an experiential, emotional, nonritualistic, and dualistic (in church-state relations and church-world relations) alternative.[6] From the Catholic perspective, pentecostalism is considered to be sectarian and cultic, and its activities illegitimate proselytism. Relations between Catholics and pentecostals remain tense in many areas, given the predominantly Catholic history of many Latin American nations and regions.[7] Regarding the occult, pentecostal polemics are often directed against the “demonic” manifestations of Candomblé and Umbanda (Brazil), Santeria (Cuba), voodoo (Haiti), and so on. Yet it is sometimes difficult to categorize the complex reality on the ground as pentecostalism blends into spiritist/animist versions of Christianity.[8] Regarding mainline Protestantism, it should be noted that the conservative-liberal divide in North America is much less noticeable in the Latin American context, including the Latino/a pentecostal experience of North America.[9] But the situation is more complex across Latin America especially when the definitions of political conservatism or political liberalism differ from region to region and when the Latin American world features various types of Protestantism and pentecostalism and the interchangeability of evangélicos and pentecostales.[10]

Third, whereas earlier analysts emphasized functionalist explanations of Latin American pentecostal growth related to rapid social change since the 1950s, more recent interpreters have highlighted a complex of social, political, economic, ideological, psychological, and even moral-ethical factors at work.[11] Yet the religious draw of pentecostalism should not be underestimated: physical, emotional, and spiritual healing; access to the supernatural; tongues as a sign; the centrality of music and song; oral, narrative, and vernacular modes of communication; the empowerment of women; networks of support, solidarity, and skill development—each of these is either essentially religious or includes a specifically religious dimension.[12]

This section explores further the phenomenon of Latin American pentecostalism both thematically and through a case study. It provides observations regarding the political dimension of Latin American pentecostalism, then analyzes a distinctive type of feminism in the Latin American pentecostal experience, and concludes with an overview of the Misión Iglesia Pentecostal in Chile. The questions throughout are these: what has salvation meant in Latin American pentecostalism, and how has this been manifested and experienced?

1.1.1 The Sons of Latin American Pentecostalism: Toward a Pentecostal Politics of the Spirit. In a recent study, Timothy Steigenga has devoted extended attention to a topic that has gained increasing notice among students of Latin American religion: pentecostalism and politics.[13] While recognizing that no generalizations about pentecostal politics should be made without factoring in region, political context, and religious beliefs and practices, Steigenga illuminates how, as a result of the explosion of the charismatic movement (also known as neopentecostalism) in Guatemala during the 1960s and 1970s, more than 80 percent of Protestants (evangélicos) and perhaps 50 percent of the entire population were pentecostals by 1980.[14] This provides the context for two especially interesting events. The first case was an army coup in March 1982 that “called to power” the retired general Efraín Ríos Montt. Under the Christian Democratic ticket (and as a member of the Catholic Church), Montt had run for and probably won the presidency in 1974, but was cheated by his fellow army officers, who installed their favored candidate. After failing to win a second nomination from the Christian Democrats in 1977, Montt retired. Disillusioned, he showed up in 1978 at the doorsteps of the newly established neopentecostal church El Verbo and came into his born-again experience under the guidance of El Verbo leadership. Over the next four years, Montt was discipled by El Verbo elders and lay leaders. In the weeks preceding the election date, March 7, 1982, El Verbo elders fasted and prayed over Montt’s aspirations for making a third run at the presidency, but resulting prophecies indicated that his time was not yet. The coup d’état on March 23 by young army officers and their invitation to the (allegedly) surprised Montt to assume command was understood by El Verbo elders (who believed Montt’s claim to innocence) as confirmation of prophecy. The general proceeded to retain two El Verbo elders as spiritual advisors to the president.

Montt’s brief tenure was thoroughly ambiguous.[15] On the one hand, he was touted as the nation’s first evangelical leader, who would cleanse the nation from its corruption and injustice. Toward that end, Montt articulated (over national television) and implemented a “Victory 82” vision for a new Guatemala based on morality, order/discipline, and national unity. The morality represented (arguably) a convergence of conservative Catholic mores and neopentecostal legalism (symbolized concretely by the presence of El Verbo elders in the president’s cabinet). The discipline included new policies of “no robo, no miento, no abuso” (no stealing, no lying, no abuse of government authority and resources) for governmental employees and attempts to restore law and order (against the guerrilla resistance movements). Finally, Montt sought to build a unified state from the variegated indigenous populations. On the other hand, Montt’s vision quickly alienated him from various constituencies. The officers who put him in power came to see his moralism as motivated by religious fundamentalism, and the Catholic hierarchy reacted against his Protestant dispositions and spiritual advisors. Further, the indigenous peoples were massacred, relocated, or forced into exile by an army thought to be either authorized by Montt or out of his control altogether.[16] For these reasons, the army ended Montt’s presidency in August 1983.

But this was not all for pentecostal politics in Guatemala. The second case concerned Jorge Serrano, Montt’s former president of the council of state and member first of the neopentecostal Elim Church and then of the Catholic charismatic-renewal organization El Shaddai. While running for president in 1990, Serrano promoted “a ‘spiritual warfare’ project of national exorcism known as ‘Jesus is Lord of Guatemala,’ to free the country from a curse relating to pre-Christian religion.”[17]
Serrano’s victory in the election was a first for pentecostal politics. As with Montt, however, Serrano’s tenure was also ambiguous. Questions were raised not only about his human-rights policies and practices but also about his personal morality. In June 1993, he was exiled to Panama.

These cases are not glowing examples of pentecostal engagement with politics. Further, although El Verbo elders served as Montt’s spiritual advisors, it appears that neither they nor the two neopentecostal presidents operated in the public political sphere on the basis of a distinctive pentecostal identity. In fact, politicians such as Montt and Serrano may have used their pentecostal affiliations rather than been useful to their pentecostal constituencies or to the nation.[18]

These events are important, however, because they anticipate central developments of the twenty-first-century pentecostal experience along four lines. First, Montt and Serrano are representative of the increasing number of pentecostals who will aspire to and even run for public office. Second, not only will there be more pentecostal candidates; some have been, and many more will indeed be, elected to office. Serrano’s election, “the first of a Protestant as president, represents the coming of age of Protestants in public life.”[19] Third, not only are pentecostals voting; their voting is evidence of an emerging sociopolitical consciousness. In the case of Guatemala, in addition to individual members being involved in guerrilla warfare against the repressive government, pentecostal churches are increasingly engaging in emergency relief work (in response to the civil war), addressing racism regarding the Indian population so that ladinos (those of mixed Spanish and Indian blood) no longer exploit the indígenas (pure Indians), and developing social and community services.[20] Finally, even for pentecostals who retain the strict apolitical stance prevalent in twentieth-century pentecostal history, such a stance is more rhetorical than real. As demonstrated by the indigenous peoples in the Guatemalan mountains, apolitical orientations are actually discourses that reorder and restructure an alternative way of life—an alternative politics, in this case between the army, on the one side, and the guerrillas, on the other—resulting in new educational, economic, social, and political realities.[21]

What is taking place in Guatemala is representative of Latin American pentecostalism. In Brazil, for example, the “politics of the Spirit” has also been increasingly manifest, with pentecostal entry into politics as far back as 1962, when one of the leaders of the pentecostal church Brasil para Cristo ran for and was elected to the federal congress. From 1979 to 1982, the newly founded Workers’ Party attracted sizable numbers of pentecostals (crentes), many of whom were very active, even providing leadership. Then in 1986, a breakthrough year, thirty-three
evangélicos
were elected to the constituent assembly charged with rewriting the constitution after twenty-one years of military rule; of these, eighteen were pentecostals, thirteen of whom were members of the Asamblea de Dios.[22]

But this is not all.[23] Pentecostals are increasingly involved in neighborhood organizations focused on improving the material living conditions of the wider communities in which they live, especially in more diverse neighborhoods that are less dominated by Catholic leadership and a Catholic population. In the latter contexts, pentecostals have shown the capacity to work with Catholics and even spiritists. Although involvement in labor struggles is much more difficult to track, especially because of the nonviolent modes of resistance insisted upon by crentes, their participation often makes a significant difference because of their large numbers. Further, the Brazilian pentecostal experience has also provided a distinctive, powerful counterdiscourse to racism, in that God is no respecter of persons and the Holy Spirit is seen to be given to all persons regardless of the color of their skin. Finally, some pentecostals have resisted unjust structures, policies, and conditions and aligned themselves against the immoral perpetrators of injustice.

Space constraints do not allow comment on pentecostal politics in Nicaragua (where pentecostals were engaged on both sides of the Sandinista-Contra civil war), Colombia, Venezuela, Peru, or Argentina.[24] The preceding facts, however, support the following summary statements. First, pentecostals in Latin America are becoming increasingly engaged in social and political activities. Second, such engagement shows an emerging awareness that salvation is not only an otherworldly anticipation but also a this-worldly experience, manifest in the material, economic, social, and political dimensions of human existence. Third, pentecostal leaders and laypersons are realizing more than ever that the outpouring of the Spirit and the saving work of God do not preclude but include these various dimensions. Here the early modern pentecostal conviction that the presence and activity of the Spirit meant the healing of the body or the provision of the material needs of the believer is extended to encompass the sociopolitical sphere.

Certainly, I am not claiming that Latin American pentecostalism as a whole is becoming a politicized faith. In general, pentecostals remain focused on either eschatological salvation or, if they have been introduced to such, the prosperity gospel of individual blessings in this life. Yet it is also undeniable that pentecostal experience, like all religious experience, is inherently political and that pentecostals are becoming more intentionally political. Pentecostals continue to lack a well-thought-out sociopolitical vision, and, because of their decentralized nature, cannot be expected to produce anytime soon such a distinctive pentecostal perspective. In any case, I would argue that Latin American pentecostals need to build on the factors that currently motivate them: “Fervent moralism, a conviction that God punishes the unjust in this world as well as in the next, and Old Testament images of a people struggling against injustice may motivate crentes to denounce and resist the unjust patron or the compromised bureaucrat.”[25] And if pentecostals respond from these convictions, this would be one of the many essential starting points toward a world pentecostal theology.

1.1.2 The Daughters of Latin American Pentecostalism: Toward a Pentecostal Egalitarianism. If the sons of Latin American pentecostalism are becoming more sociopolitically engaged, what about its daughters? Elizabeth Brusco’s study of pentecostal women in Colombia provides a point of entry into the broader Latin American pentecostal context.[26] Given the patriarchal and machismo context of Latin America, Brusco’s research suggests that pentecostalism enables a distinctive and strategic form of female collective action that benefits women and transforms their lives. These transformations, however, are unlike those aspired to and, in some cases, experienced by Euroamerican white feminists. Rather, they are consistent with Latin American women’s views and aspirations of well-being in the home, at church, and in society.

In the home, Brusco delineates the powerful transformation effected by pentecostal conversion. For starters, it refocuses the husband’s attention away from the machismo role performed in the public sphere with other women. Instead, the truly converted husband becomes not only a faithful spouse but also one whose reputation no longer depends on abusing his wife. Further, pentecostal conversion undermines machismo behaviors such as drinking and gambling. Instead of squandering wages, the truly converted husband is now a breadwinner, bringing home the paycheck and providing for the needs of the household. Finally, pentecostal conversion transforms gender roles and relationships over the long haul. Instead of being an absent parent, the truly converted male is present and active in the home as parent and husband.

In the church, pentecostal conversion gives women public voice, authority, and leadership. Because the Spirit has been poured out also upon the maidservants (hermanas), they have now been empowered to at least testify, if not prophesy. Oftentimes manifestations of the charismatic gifts of the Spirit bring an increased recognition of the woman’s authority in things spiritual and ecclesial. Finally, positions of leadership open up, even if they begin with the children’s, youth, or women’s ministries. And although most pastoral and elder positions remain with men, the gains made should not be underestimated.
Hermanas
often emerge with new roles in the pentecostal worship service and liturgy. They have found a voice as the Spirit has given utterance, and in the process have also found recognition of their gifts and identities. For both married and especially unmarried women,
hermanas
find in the church a new community and network of support. Particularly where missionary monies have enabled the establishment of health care ministries, orphanages, child care organizations, schools, and rescue missions, women have been empowered to serve in these various contexts.[27]

Combined, these factors enable a certain kind of upward mobility resulting in the transition of pentecostal families from the peasant to the professional classes. Wives are no longer sexual objects but partners. The family economic capacity has increased, and its consumption patterns are now much more clearly identifiable (e.g., in the children’s clothing, the decor of the home, and even an upgraded family automobile). Not only wives, mothers, or homemakers, many have found and fulfilled a higher calling in the Lord’s work as ministers of the gospel in church settings and in a variety of parachurch and secular contexts. In short, the family’s social status has been significantly elevated through conversion and nurture in pentecostal faith and practice.

The trade-off in most instances is that this newfound social status still locates women in spheres under male domination. This is true not only at home, where the wife is under the headship of the husband, and at church, where the woman is under the authority of a (usually) male pastor, but also in the public domain. But converted pentecostal women, both married and single, have been healed (from maladies and sicknesses indicative of sin), delivered (from the devil and his ways), and set apart (sanctified) as the brides of Christ. They are now empowered to fulfill their roles at home, in the church, and in society and released to do the work of the Lord as appropriate within these various spheres of life.

Brusco’s findings in Colombia are representative of what is taking place among Latin American pentecostal women.[28] Pentecostalism creates moral space and autonomy for women in the domestic sphere by transforming spousal relationships, leveling out patriarchalism, and tempering machismo even as it empowers women and provides opportunities for them in the public spheres. This has led some commentators to talk about pentecostalism in Latin America as a “preferential option for women.”[29] I find this language about the Latin American situation appropriate especially since the benefits of pentecostalized religion cut across the spectrum from classical Pentecostal churches to the indigenous churches, including Catholic charismatic congregations in between. As Steigenga’s empirical data makes plain, “it is religious beliefs, rather than religious affiliation, that are the primary religious factors influencing attitudes toward gender equality”—and women in Catholic charismatic parishes are just as likely to experience similar transformations.[30]

In sum, the daughters of Latin American pentecostalism are finding salvation in the here and now. Granted, many of the redemptive aspects discussed here apply to Christian conversion in general and not only to pentecostal conversion. Yet the pentecostal conviction that the Spirit is poured out indiscriminately upon sons and daughters has brought about a certain kind of “egalitarian patriarchalism,” if I may coin a new term. The patriarchalism certainly is sustained by the Latin American cultural ethos but also reinforced by literal readings of certain passages in the New Testament. The egalitarian impulse is equally forceful, however, from other parts of the New Testament and especially in the wake of the pentecostal experience of the Spirit. And this, I suggest, is another of the essential starting points toward a world pentecostal theology.

Yet the question posed by Cornelia Butler Flora years ago remains: although pentecostal conversion has enabled women to fulfill many of their personal needs, why has pentecostalism failed to effect social transformation on the issue of sexism?[31] I suggest it is not too late for the revolutionary nature of the pentecostal experience to effect just such a transformation. The righting of the nation, however, requires the righting of the home. Pentecostalism has begun the latter and now needs to set its sights on the former. The Misión Iglesia Pentecostal in Chile is one pentecostal church that has begun to move in this direction.

1.1.3 The Misión Iglesia Pentecostal in Chile. This small denomination may be one of pentecostalism’s best-kept secrets because it breaks the stereotype about what it means to be pentecostal in so many ways. On the one side, in contrast to classical Pentecostalism’s general sectarianism, focus on eschatological salvation, and apolitical orientation, the Misión Iglesia Pentecostal (MIP) is ecumenical, socially engaged, and consciously and prophetically political. On the other side, in contrast to the theological illiteracy and unconscious syncretism of the numerous indigenous pentecostal churches of Chile, especially those in the Andean highlands,[32] the MIP approves of and encourages theological education and is conscious of the processes of contextualizing pentecostal beliefs and practices in Chile. How did this come about?

The MIP emerged from an unintended schism in the Iglesia Evangélica Pentecostal in 1952, during the heyday of pentecostal growth resulting from rapid social change and anomie experienced in the context of urbanization and modernization.[33] Several features of the MIP from its early years have portended later history: (1) its more open attitude toward other pentecostal and even nonpentecostal churches; (2) its egalitarianism, allowing and encouraging women pastors; and (3) its commitment to theological education. This ecumenical, social, and theological vision was nurtured through the first decade of the MIP’s existence and has blossomed in concrete ways.

First, with the Iglesia Pentecostal de Chile—which also broke off from the Iglesia Evangélica Pentecostal, but earlier, in 1946—the MIP joined the World Council of Churches in 1961. They remain two of the very few pentecostal denominations affiliated with the WCC even today, as most pentecostals continue to insist that the WCC is representative of the apostate “last-days super church” as derived from a dispensationalist hermeneutic. Second, with the Iglesia Pentecostal de Chile and other Protestant churches, the MIP established the Communidad Teológica Evangélica in 1966 as the first interchurch and interdenominational theological training center in Santiago.

Third, beginning with the implementation of the socialist Christian Democratic program of participatory democracy in the 1960s and continuing through the military coup of Augosto Pinochet in September 1973, the social consciousness of the MIP was transformed into sociopolitical action. Emphases on meeting basic needs and providing education were broadened, and the church’s social commitment and witness became institutionalized in various ways: in the Comisión Técnica Asesora (CTA) in 1975, which handled foreign aid for social projects, and in the Servicio Evangélico para el Desarrollo, or Evangelical Service for Development (SEPADE), in 1978, which focused more comprehensively on the church’s social witness. Efforts at community development in both the CTA and the SEPADE included the development of soup kitchens, the formation of nutrition and food distribution programs, the provision of scholarships and education, attention to health and housing needs, the establishment of community centers, and the creation of neighborhood projects and workshops designed not only to raise public consciousness but also to empower transformative action.[34]

Last but not least, nongovernmental organizations such as the CTA and the SEPADE functioned in some ways as the social and political conscience and voice of the (at least MIP and associated sister) churches to society and to the government.[35]
This role became all the more prominent during the Pinochet regime. Although many of the churches—conservative pentecostal and Protestant churches as well as some quarters of the Catholic Church—hailed Pinochet’s ascent to power as overturning the (demonic) Marxist rule of the previous government, and while even the Iglesia Metodista Pentecostal publicly demonstrated its support for Pinochet in holding the annual Te Deum celebration in its new Jotabecche Cathedral in December 1974, the MIP in conjunction with other affiliated churches was quick to voice criticism of the new government through various channels. First MIP officials expressed solidarity with the Comité Pro-Paz (Ecumenical Committee for Peace), founded in October 1973, which included Catholics and mainline Protestant denominations besides a few pentecostals. Then the MIP joined with the Asociación de Iglesias Evangélicas de Chile, formed in November 1974, which worked closely with the WCC to make numerous public statements providing an alternative Christian perspective to the public rhetoric of the conservative churches. Finally, through SEPADE and, in the 1980s, the Confraternidad Cristiana de Iglesias, the MIP denounced the military for continuing the social degeneration of the nation.

In this framework it is not surprising to see attempts by MIP theologians such as Juan Sepúlveda to dialogue with liberation theology.[36]
Sepúlveda suggests four convergences between the kind of pentecostal theology advocated by the MIP and liberation theology: (1) their common origins in the world of the poor; (2) acknowledgment of the role of their experiences of God for the two theological self-understandings; (3) the centrality of popular and yet critical Bible reading such that readers are empowered by the Spirit to engage with the harsh realities of lower-socioeconomic-class life; and (4) an understanding of the church as community.

Yet it is also for these reasons perhaps that the MIP has struggled for survival amidst the plethora of pentecostal options available in Chile. The
figures of approximately two thousand members and seventeen churches by the early 1990s are evidence of the consistent loss of adherents to other more classically pentecostal churches that are not reticent about voicing
criticism using the familiar sectarian rhetoric.[37]
As a leader-driven initiative, the church’s ecumenical, social, and political vision is only minimally engaged by the laity even if they have benefited from its programs. And especially after the end of the Pinochet regime in 1989, the desire of the laity has been to return to classical pentecostal expressions with emphases on missions and evangelism.

Yet MIP theologians such as Sepúlveda argue that the future of pentecostalism in Chile depends on how her churches respond to contemporary challenges, for example, the increasing secularization associated with continual upward social mobility and the emergence of the pentecostal middle class.[38] Pentecostalism in urban Chile is in some sense at a crossroads, with more and more children growing up and rejecting the social sectarianism, moral perfectionism, and anti-intellectualism of previous generations. Street preaching and other revivalist strategies and approaches no longer accomplish what they used to, and the lack of formal education, theological and otherwise, is increasingly felt in our technological global village.

The MIP appears to be a church ahead of its “pentecostal time.” Its sociopolitical vision is a sign that pentecostals around the world recognize that the encounter with, and experience of, the Spirit of God are not merely an individualistic or private matter. Thus the salvation brought by the Spirit includes not only the classical pentecostal emphasis on the empowerment to bear verbal witness to Jesus but also the capacity to do so in concrete social and political ways. Are these emphases peculiar to the Latin American pentecostal context, perhaps a reflection of the people opting out of traditional Catholicism for a variant of the Protestant alternative?

1.2 ON YOUR YOUNG AND OLD: ASIAN PENTECOSTALISMS

 

In view of the preceding, I suggest that pentecostalism in Asia provides distinct but complementary insights toward a world pentecostal theology. The three types of pentecostalism in Asia combined to number almost 135 million in the year 2000, approximately 26 percent of world pentecostalism (NIDPCM 287). But the numbers may be deceiving, given the vast regions of Asia, the disparate languages, cultures, and people groups, and the uneven distribution of pentecostal growth. For instance, there are countries, such as the Philippines, that are largely Catholicized and, in that sense, Christianized, even as there are countries, such as Tibet or Japan, with barely a Christian presence. To mention Japan is to be drawn to the strange situation of East Asia, where, in contrast, neighboring South Korea serves as a hub of world pentecostalism in Asia, perhaps second only to North America and Brazil in terms of pentecostal growth. Then there are also Islamic nations, such as Malaysia and Indonesia in Southeast Asia—the latter’s dominant Muslim majority presenting a very different environment for pentecostalism in contrast to the former’s 52–48 percent Muslim population—and Pakistan and its neighbors in western Asia with their own distinctive set of challenges for pentecostalism. And last, but certainly not least, there are the populous nations of China and India, each featuring ancient histories, well-developed intellectual and cultural traditions, powerful religious visions with increasingly worldwide influence, and yet, interestingly, vibrant indigenous pentecostal communities, churches, and movements within their borders that constitute almost half of Asian pentecostalism.[39] Thus Asian pentecostalism defies easy characterization.

This section, conscious of the underlying theological concerns of this volume, focuses on selected aspects of indigenous pentecostalism in Asia, highlighting three types of pentecostal movements and experiences. In the Philippines, the section explores the challenges that younger indigenous pentecostal churches pose to classical Pentecostalism. It then compares Korean and autochthonous Chinese Oneness pentecostal traditions. It concludes with a survey of the “pentecostal preferential option for the poor” among the Dalits of Kerala, South India. As in the discussion on Latin American pentecostalism, the questions throughout remain: what has salvation meant in Asian pentecostalism, and how has this been manifested and experienced?

1.2.1
Seeing Visions and Dreaming Dreams: Pentecostalisms in the Philippines. The more than seven thousand islands constituting the Philippines have meant that incoming Christian traditions since the sixteenth century have never been able to propagate a homogeneous faith. Although almost 80 percent of Filipinos today are baptized Roman Catholics, perhaps no more than 5 percent of these are regular church attendees, and many of the rest practice a form of piety that is deeply marked by animistic features.[40]
Similarly, Pentecostal missionaries who began arriving in the mid-1920s today face an analogous phenomenon. Certainly, the classical Pentecostal denominations have exhibited steady growth, and even the autochthonous urban pentecostal movements, such as the Jesus Is Lord Church, have quickly matured if such maturity is measured by sociopolitical activity and engagement.[41]
Yet churches and movements in the remote islands and the more inaccessible mountain regions have developed their own distinctive brand of pentecostalism.

Pentecostalism in the Cordillera Mountains of the northern Luzon area is a case in point. The Cordilleran inhabitants are known as Igorot, literally, “mountaineers.” Cordilleran religiosity is basically animistic.[42] The Igorot believe in various levels of spirit beings, including the creator spirit, the spirits of the dead, and the spirits of the underworld. Their priests or shamans negotiate the relationship between these spirit beings and the people: counseling, performing thanksgiving or healing rituals (the latter diagnosing the causes of illness or misfortune and prescribing cures), and interpreting omens, dreams, and visions, among other functions. Liminal occasions such as births, weddings, preparing for hunting or harvest seasons, moving into a new house, and funerals often require shamanic expertise.

It is in this context that Assemblies of God missionaries began working in 1947 especially among the Kankana-ey, the largest Igorot tribe of the northern Luzon.[43] Growth factors over the decades have included many of the typical pentecostal features: miraculous signs and wonders and divine healing; lay empowerment through the Holy Spirit; and mobilization of the laity for ministry and evangelism. Kankana-ey pentecostals have, in the process, adapted their Cordilleran religiosity to their new faith.[44] Instead of offering ritual sacrifices to the various spirit beings in order to attain needed blessings, Kankana-ey pentecostals look to God as the faithful provider and wait on God ritually through prayer and fasting. Instead of thinking of misfortunes or calamities as either originating from curses inflicted by enemies or resulting from the activities of unhappy spirit beings, Kankana-ey pentecostals practice their own forms of spiritual warfare in response, which often include blessing those who curse them. Instead of looking to the shaman when members of the community are sick, Kankana-ey pentecostals look to the healing power of the Holy Spirit. Further, while retaining the Cordilleran worldview that sees dreams, visions, and omens as meaningful, Kankana-ey pentecostals have come to see the Holy Spirit as the source of comforting and edifying dreams and visions (according to Acts 2:17),[45] even while recognizing and overcoming fearful dreams as derivative from evil spirits. Most significantly, the complex spirit world of Cordilleran religiosity is slowly replaced with a world of rulers, authorities, cosmic powers, and “spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12).

Pentecostalism in the neighboring Ibaloi tribe, however, appears to remain much closer to Cordilleran religiosity. Perhaps because the Assemblies mission focused on the Kankana-ey to the neglect of the Ibaloi, an indigenous form of pentecostalism, known also as Santuala, has emerged among the latter. The origins of pentecostal influence on this group of churches remain shrouded in obscurity.[46] A woman named Maura Balagsa, who was miraculously healed through the ministry of an unnamed “Christian pastor,” established Santuala in 1950. Its worship services today feature undeniable pentecostal characteristics: emotional and affective singing, dancing, and hand clapping; belief in dreams and visions, including the ritual practice of seeing visions, accompanied by interpretations of these visions by Santuala elders; and prayers for divine favor and blessing, including the laying on of hands for divine healing.

Upon closer inspection, however, Julie Ma, a Korean Assemblies of God missionary to the northern Luzon, suggests that Santuala religiosity has resulted in a syncretistic amalgamation of pentecostal and Cordilleran beliefs and practices.[47] Most blatantly Cordilleran are the religious slaughtering of animals at weddings and funerals and the prayers for the deceased during the latter half of prolonged funeral rites. More nuanced forms of syncretism include ritual dancing as a means of inviting and engaging the Holy Spirit; member chest tapping, which shows love and affection; repetitious hand shaking as a form of religious greeting; eating together during the latter portions of the service as a mode of fellowship and of sharing community life; and seeing visions for lengthy portions of the service, representing attempts to discern God’s will (neglecting the Bible). This mixture of Cordilleran and pentecostal forms and meanings was unchecked, Ma suggests, because of a lack of proper Christian and biblical teaching. She concludes, “Even though the Santuala acknowledge the work of the Holy Spirit and, thus, call on the Spirit in prayer and healing, it is sometimes doubtful if healing takes place by the Spirit because of their syncretistic practices.”[48]

Questions I have raised elsewhere about Ma’s understanding and usage of the idea of syncretism as applied to Kankana-ey pentecostalism are pertinent also to her treatment of Santuala.[49] Ma is certainly right to be concerned about an improper fusion of biblical Christianity and Filipino animism. At the same time, her reliance on North American conservative Protestant definitions of syncretism is questionable in this context. In none of the instances of the “more nuanced forms of syncretism” that Ma describes are the meanings deployed antithetical to biblical Christianity. Further, the Santuala prayers for the dead have been influenced by Catholic piety and should be understood within that framework or as a variant of the ambiguous Corinthian practice of baptism for the dead (1 Cor. 15:29). Finally, might not the ritual sacrifice of animals be understood as a tithe, given not in monies but in goods (in this case, animals)? And how would this practice differ in essence from the widespread practice among neopentecostal televangelists of encouraging their viewers to “sow a seed” financially in order to reap the blessings that God has for them? Certainly, I am not advocating these practices as valid expressions of Christian faith. Further, I am also interpreting these realities without the kind of firsthand experience of Santuala that Ma possesses. My point is to call attention to syncretism as a complex phenomenon, one that sits not in contrast to, but across a fluid spectrum from, the kind of indigenization that Ma as an evangelical-pentecostal missionary seeks.

For our purposes, note first that Kankana-ey and Santuala pentecostalisms seek, through ritual practices, to engage God, who blesses and heals by the power of the Holy Spirit; in these instances, salvation is material, concrete, and experienced, not abstract or doctrinal. Second, the Igorot are not exceptional in their desire for health rather than sickness, for success in mining or farming rather than disaster, for abundant life rather than tragedy; for them, the Holy Spirit is not merely an idea but an essential aspect of lived and existential reality. Finally, since these are primarily oral, not written, cultures, they engage the divine primarily through narrative means such as dreams or visions. For all these reasons, Filipino pentecostalism presents both promises and challenges for world pentecostal theology.

1.2.2 And They Shall Be Healed: East Asian Pentecostalisms. Similar promises and challenges hold forth for pentecostalism in East Asia. Here it would be helpful to compare and contrast South Korean and Chinese forms of pentecostalism. Both cases include phenomenal growth over the course of the last half of the twentieth century. In the Korean case, this growth has come through established classical Pentecostal churches, whereas in the Chinese case, this growth has come through indigenous, independent churches.

The Korean case is especially intriguing, given the explosion of pentecostal Christianity such that even mainline Protestant denominations and churches have taken on a noticeably pentecostal cast.[50]
Factors identified as playing key roles in Korean pentecostal expansion include the following: Protestant preparation through conservative biblicism in Sunday schools, which created a fertile ground for pentecostal adaptation; prayer meetings, including all-night prayer services and the establishment of “prayer mountain” retreat centers; exorcisms, healings, miracles, signs, and wonders; authoritarian but charismatic leadership; lay training and empowering for ministry and evangelism; establishment of smaller home groups providing fellowship and a context for discipleship; and clearly established goals for congregational and individual growth.[51]
Although many of the usual elements associated with pentecostal development are found in this list, there are also noteworthy features, such as the place of the Bible and conscientious targeting and strategic planning for growth.

Partly because of its tremendous size, visibility, and influence, the ministries and leadership of the 700,000-member Yoido Full Gospel Church (Assemblies of God), the largest congregation in the world, have come under increasing scrutiny. Some have even suggested that Yoido’s success should be attributed, at least in part, to the adoption of Korean shamanistic practices by its leadership, including its founding pastor, Yonggi Cho.[52] Critics note the correlations between pentecostal cosmology and the indigenous Korean spirit worldview; between the phenomenology of pentecostal infilling or baptism in the Holy Spirit and that of shamanic spirit possession and between pentecostal exorcism and folk religiosity’s appeasement of spirits; between pentecostal prayer mountain retreat sites and the prominence of mountains in shamanism; and between Cho’s message of positive thinking, material prosperity, good health, and bodily healing and shamanic ritual activity directed toward similar if not identical objectives.[53] Given these parallels, are pentecostals restorationists of New Testament Christianity, or are they accommodationists to the indigenous traditions of Asia?

Certainly, shamanism has influenced Korean pentecostalism: it has enabled Koreans to accept the Christian God and the spiritual world; the Korean concept of han has focused the gospel message as one of healing in material, personal, and family dimensions; and its emphasis on material blessings has resulted in the marginalization of social concerns and the prevalence of an individualistic orientation. But defenders of Cho and Korean pentecostalism see pentecostal success as evidence not of syncretism but of the successful contextualization of the gospel in a shamanistic environment.[54] Further, they have also noted Cho’s attempt to derive his theology from biblical principles, his adoption of classical Pentecostal theology on every major doctrine, and his collaborative networking not with local Korean shamans but with international pentecostal and charismatic ministries.[55] Finally, they point out that Cho’s gospel is not limited to individual prosperity; rather, alongside Yoido’s healing ministries are social services such as care for the elderly, vocational training, medical and financial aid, and youth and family outreaches. Anderson concludes, “There is an enormous difference between interacting with shamanism and becoming shamanistic. . . . Although the Korean liberation theology known as Minjung theology has espoused the concerns of the poor and oppressed, it is to the Pentecostal churches that the poor and oppressed (the minjung) flock for relief.”[56]

Chinese pentecostalism compares and contrasts with the Korean version in a number of important points.[57]
Both feature the prominence of the material and physical dimensions of salvation. In the Chinese case, the rural poor often do not have access to either health insurance or health care, and pentecostal healing provides an alternative or complementary source of health and well-being to traditional Chinese alchemic and medicinal practices. Further, both pentecostalisms see no gap between the Bible and the day-to-day lives and needs of the people, and personal testimonies “prove” the self-explanatory nature of (at least certain relevant passages of) the Bible. In the Chinese case, this is especially important, since the ministry of healing is experienced through the “priesthood of all believers” during home or hospital visits and not through the special services of itinerant healing evangelists. Finally, both Chinese and Korean pentecostalism are grassroots movements. As such, they have been and remain oral traditions, feature a predominance of women, and emphasize charismatic, change-oriented, and action-motivated mentalities.[58]

Yet the contrasts between the two pentecostalisms are also important. Whereas Korean pentecostalism remains much more connected with Western denominations, Chinese pentecostalism is largely indigenous, reflecting the political situation under the Communist regime since the 1950s, when churches and religious bodies were required to register with the government to operate officially.[59] Whereas Korean pentecostalism’s success stories are by and large documented, Chinese pentecostalism remains shrouded in obscurity, located primarily in the rural inland as underground or isolated house churches. Whereas Korean pentecostalism is increasingly institutionalized, Chinese pentecostalism remains egalitarian, theologically untrained, focused on spiritual piety, and intertwined with popular religiosity. And finally, whereas Korean pentecostalism has remained predominantly trinitarian, Chinese pentecostalism features a noticeable Oneness contingent.

The most prominent strand of Oneness pentecostalism in China is the True Jesus Church (TJC).[60] Founded between 1917 and 1919 by (Paul) Wei Enbo, Zhang Pin, and Barnabas Zhang (Tung),[61] the TJC is millenarian, communal, and exclusivistic/sectarian, with the expected emphasis on divine healing. Its central doctrines include the oneness or unity of God; baptism in Jesus’ name only and by immersion in natural/running water; and baptism in the Holy Spirit with the evidence of tongues speech. These certainly reflect the influence of U.S. Oneness pentecostal teachings. The TJC’s indigenous features, however, may have enabled its flourishing in East Asia: a supernaturalistic cosmology connecting with classical Pentecostal angelology and demonology; the emphasis on filial piety transferred to a Jesus piety; and the spirit possession of folk religiosity taken over by the baptism in the Spirit.[62] And if success is measured by missionary ventures, the TJC is well established in Taiwan—in fact, with headquarters now on that island—and growing also in Japan.[63]

Certain features of the East Asian pentecostal experience stand out. First, the pentecostal gospel adapted to the East Asian context has resulted in salvation understood as deliverance from evil spirits and as the healing of the body, in the empowerment of the Holy Spirit manifest in miracles and Christian witness, and in emphases on prayer and revival services.[64] Second, despite the Oneness doctrinal matrix of the TJC, East Asian pentecostalisms evince distinctive Jesus and Spirit pieties. Arguably, leaning upon the Holy Spirit in prayer and awaiting the Spirit’s visitation have resulted in the Spirit of Jesus empowering Chinese pentecostals to follow the way of the cross.[65] Third, pentecostal successes are clearly connected to the greater Sinification of Christianity in China, the empowering of Chinese personnel and leadership, and the adoption of Chinese idiom.[66] Questions persist about why pentecostal Christianity has flourished among the mission churches in South Korea and among the indigenous churches in China but not at all in Japan. Was this because of Japan’s humiliation at the end of World War II? Is it because of the staunch Buddhist ethos of the Japanese people in contrast to the more loosely developed Buddhist-Confucianist-Daoist matrix of Korea and China? If so, how might that compare with the dominant Hindu environment of South India?

1.2.3 From Dreams and Visions to Reality? Dalit Pentecostalism in India. Like China, pentecostalism in India consists mainly of indigenous expressions (more than 80 percent), some of which predate the arrival of Azusa Street missionaries to its shores.[67] The Indian case, however, presents its own distinctive challenges for pentecostalism.[68] First, pentecostal mission has proceeded not in an ecclesial vacuum but amidst the Orthodox (Syrian) presence, which traces its lineage back to the apostolic ministry of Saint Thomas. Further, pentecostal growth has persisted in the context of widespread unemployment and abject poverty. Finally, popular forms of Hinduism that feature a thaumaturgical worldview, renunciant gurus, and enlightened sages form the dominant cultural and religious world of India. Nevertheless, pentecostals in India have experienced the saving and empowering work of God in ways similar to other pentecostals around the world. This is certainly the case among the Dalit pentecostals.

Although Dalit pentecostals can be found throughout the Indian subcontinent, sociopolitical circumstances in South India have led to the segregation and thereby the distinctive identification of Dalit pentecostalism in that region.[69] The Dalits—from dal, “to crack,” “open,” “split,” thus meaning “broken,” “crushed,” or “destroyed”—who are considered polluted and therefore untouchable, are one of the endless subcastes at the bottom of the four-caste system composed of Brahmins, Kshartiyas (warriors), Vaisyas, and Sudras (menial serfs). By the mid–nineteenth century, the Sudras were literally bound to slavery. Truly untouchable, they were thought to be barely (if at all) human and were even put to death if they did not stay clear of upper-caste paths. Even after slavery was legally outlawed in the 1850s, Dalits had no means of upward mobility, and many became bonded laborers. The plight of the Dalit, who constitute almost one-fourth (up to 200 million) of the population of India, remains abysmal.

Modernization since the early twentieth century has led to Dalit conscientization, empowerment, and activism. Many have converted to either Buddhism or Christianity in order to escape their fate.[70] The obstacles to Dalit liberation, however, have been nigh insurmountable for various reasons.[71] First, the cultural system of Indian identity makes it almost impossible to escape untouchability even through religious conversion. So, for example, the Indian government has denied scheduled-caste benefits to Dalits who are Christians on the grounds that original Christianity did not have caste distinctions. Second, upper-caste Hindus have a vested interest in preserving Dalitness not only for social and political reasons but perhaps also for religious ones. The particular form of Brahmanic Hinduism prevalent among the elite assumes the existence of a class of untouchables. Third, Dalits who convert to other religions confront even further alienation. Their conversions are assumed to be nonreligiously motivated. Further, Christian converts are assumed to be already uplifted by missionary patronage and therefore not in further need. And finally, prejudice and class distinctions have persisted even in the churches. The institutional structures of the churches have not been as liberative as Dalits expected. Indeed, many Dalits converted to pentecostalism from other churches when pentecostalism became an option in the 1920s because they realized that insufficient progress had been made regarding their lot among the mainline denominations and because the egalitarian understanding of Spirit-filled and baptized Christians promised the liberation they sought.

Certainly in the beginning (the 1920s through the 1940s) there were mutual cooperation and shared table fellowship between Dalit and Syrian Christians in the pentecostal churches.[72] Because the reception of Spirit baptism as evidenced by tongues affirmed that God is no respecter of castes, Dalits were “brothers and sisters” instead of being addressed by their caste names (as they were in mainline congregations). Pentecostal missionaries went the extra mile in identifying with the Dalits among whom they ministered—for example, Robert Cook, a former Assemblies of God missionary turned Church of God, Cleveland (in 1936), once baptized a leper and laid hands in prayer upon him.[73] Indeed, pentecostal polemics against other “churches” nurtured a sense of self-worth among Dalits, functioning even “to create a sense of superiority.”[74] Higher standards of holiness, such as decreased polygamy, sorcery, or adultery, were achieved among Dalit pentecostals than were accomplished in the mainline churches. This nurtured Dalit self-understanding and enabled a heightened sense of belonging. Following from this, indigenous Dalit preachers and leaders exhibited divinely sanctioned and humanly acknowledged authority and power in their ministries. Women, the “outcasts among the outcasts,” were given public roles in the churches and worship services. The Spirit-filled, celebrative pentecostal worship provided a this-worldly uplift for Dalits even as it cultivated an eschatological sense of hope. In sum, a sense of solidarity was created in Dalit pentecostal churches that enabled the ongoing efforts of Dalit resistance and the development of a countercaste discourse.

Yet at the end of the day, the dreams and visions of liberation have not been fully actualized in the pentecostal churches. Even in Cook’s Church of God there emerged, during the 1950s and 1960s, the gradual realization that the initial integration did not abolish caste discrimination, since Syrians retained access to education, jobs, out-of-state and even foreign support system networks, and so on. Unable even to pass their educational exams, Dalits were increasingly bypassed for leadership positions. By the late 1960s, not only were Dalits a minority among leaders; Syrian Christians were clearly leery of having Dalit pastors because they feared hindering the growth of the church and losing societal status. Further, intermarriage between Dalits and Syrians declined considerably over the years, as did the personal forms of address. Worse, segregation grew, resulting in some instances in outright racism. Thus, “a veteran Dalit Pentecostal evangelist in the Church of God says that the Pentecostals preached equality but practised inequality.”[75] Put more harshly, Dalits were “exploited because of their enthusiastic and otherworldly spirituality with the promise that all their sacrificial services will be rewarded one day when they reach heaven. . . . The Syrian leadership wanted Dalit participation when they wanted cheap labour but did not like to share power with Dalit leaders.”[76]

In the state of Kerala with its ancient tradition of Orthodox churches, Dalit pentecostals in the Church of God began to formally organize their call for redress in 1968 as the socioeconomic gap between Syrians and Dalits widened and as disharmony and resentment grew. In June 1970, Dalits submitted a memorandum pleading for equal privileges, requesting that at least 60 percent of Bible college candidates be admitted from Dalit backgrounds; that Bible college directors include one Syrian and one Dalit; that there be greater representation in the churches; that a Dalit be appointed to assist the denomination’s state secretary; that more serious consideration be given to church construction requests; and that all Dalit pastors be promoted upon completing their five years of service in the denomination. In May 1971, the Syrian majority decided upon the segregation of Dalits. The attempt by Dalits to negotiate an amicable settlement failed, and in 1972, the Church of God was divided into the Church of God (Division) in Kerala for Dalits—sixty churches, which through Dalit leadership grew to more than two hundred by 1994—and the Church of God in India (State) for Syrian and upper-caste pentecostals. But even here there was unequal distribution of properties and resources.[77]

Yet the Dalit contribution to pentecostalism in South India should not be ignored.[78] Their pioneering charismatic ministries, sacrificial giving, establishment of schools and Bible colleges for Dalits, and even founding of pentecostal denominations exemplify their Christian commitment. “Pentecostal spirituality, characterised by extended prayer meetings, zealous witnessing, and self-venting aggressive worship through song and dance, has often proved useful in bringing people out of the clutches of depression, worthlessness, aimlessness in life, fear and anxiety—to a life of immense activity for the cause of Christ.”[79] Undoubtedly, the pentecostal baptism of the Spirit empowered the Dalit persistence against all odds, “helped to overcome the walls of caste prejudice and discrimination and invited all members in the Church to have this experience hoping to constitute a community without caste discriminations.”[80]

Dalit pentecostals continue to seek the abundance of life promised by Jesus. They have suffered loss on all sides: with their Hindu relatives for converting to Christ; with the government for scheduled-caste benefits; and with their fellow Syrian Christians for being too emotional, for being Communists, or for being Christian converts expecting financial gain or other benefits.[81]
As pentecostal Dalits become more ecumenically aware, they will surely contribute to the wider Christian resistance against caste prejudice in India. “Jesus the Dalit”—the friend of the outcast, who spoke about the last being first and emptied himself as a lowly slave and died (godforsaken) outside the gate—is also the one who sends the Spirit to constitute a new people of God in which the vision of there being neither slave nor free will finally become a reality.[82]

Clearly, a world pentecostal theology will need to take account of the experiences of Asian pentecostals across the continent.[83] The preceding coverage has been selective to the extreme. Yet patterns of the pentecostal experience of God are emerging: salvation as material, concrete, and social; the dialectic between divine revelation and human reception; and the emphasis on the Holy Spirit. Will we find further confirmation of these themes in the African pentecostal experience?

1.3 ON MY MEN- AND MAIDSERVANTS AND ON THE COSMOS: PENTECOSTALISMS IN AFRICA AND THE AFRICAN DIASPORA

 

Pentecostalism is as complex in Africa as it is in Asia and Latin America, if not more so. Although typological constructs by social scientists, religious-studies scholars, and theologians have evolved over the last generation, there is general agreement that the three kinds of pentecostalism are well represented on the African continent.[84]
Yet even here categorization of the situation in Africa is contested. There are classical Pentecostal denominations in Africa alongside Ethiopian (nonpentecostal) churches that have seceded from mainline missionary churches; older churches (dating back to the first half of the twentieth century) established by Africans for Africans and categorized variously as African-initiated, indigenous, or independent churches (AICs), prophet-healing churches, or, in specific regions, Spirit churches (East Africa), Aladura churches (West Africa), the Kimbanguist Church (Central Africa), and Zionist and/or Apostolic churches (South Africa); and newer indigenous churches (since the 1970s) that are nevertheless deeply connected with the charismatic-renewal and “prosperity” movements of Western pentecostal churches. Further, these geographical references underscore the extremely diverse historical, social, and political characteristics of the continent. The North African environment is predominantly Muslim and somewhat lacking in pentecostal Christian presence. West and East Africa, however, have strong pockets of Christian and Islamic influence, the former featuring especially vibrant neopentecostal or charismatic expressions.[85]
The sub-Saharan region offers its own distinctive topographical environments that have perennially challenged mission-sending agencies and resulted in the emergence of a unique brand of pentecostalism in the heart of the continent.[86]
And the South African situation has posed its own challenges in terms of the history of apartheid in the twentieth century.[87]

The result is a wide range of pentecostal-type expressions—churches featuring emphasis on the Holy Spirit, divine healing, exorcism, prophecy, revelation, speaking in tongues, and other charismatic gifts—apart from any connections to classical Pentecostal churches or missionary organizations, especially in the sub-Saharan region of the continent. In most of these cases, there is no agreement about the criteria for pentecostal classification. Although more than half of the 126-plus million pentecostals in the African continent derive from the indigenous or independent churches, many of these do not identify themselves explicitly as “pentecostal.”

The situation is even more complex when the African diaspora is factored in. Black Africans were dispersed across Latin America, where there are various histories remaining to be written. My interests lie, however, in the distinctive Caribbean experience and, from there, the emerging phenomenon of black European and British pentecostalism. And to come back to the entire stream of black pentecostalism in North America is to return to the putative origins of modern pentecostalism.

The following overview can be no more than a sketch directed by our quest for a world pentecostal theology. When the question of how Africans have experienced and encountered the outpouring of the Spirit is posed, my attention is directed toward the prophecy referring to menservants and maidservants and to signs in the heavens above and on the earth below (Acts 2:18–19). There God embraces the servants (doulous/doulas,
literally, “slaves”) as God’s own in contrast to “your” sons and daughters, old and young (2:17). This signifies the marvelousness and miraculousness of the gift of the Spirit to even the most despised category of persons in the first century. The early modern pentecostal movement was similarly reviled partly because of the claim that the Spirit had been poured out upon the black man and woman. Pentecostal theology as a postcolonial, countercultural, and prophetic discourse cannot but take advantage of this analogy—even if the analogy breaks down along the way—when dealing with pentecostal liberationist movements both in South Africa and in the African diaspora. But first, what about the signs on the earth below resulting from the Spirit’s outpouring on all flesh? Might this be a cue for us to look more closely at the pentecostal phenomenon of the environmentally conscious and tree-planting indigenous Spirit churches of Zimbabwe?

1.3.1
Signs on the Earth Below: The Movement of the Spirit in Zimbabwe. AICs in South Africa and Zimbabwe are predominantly pneumatocentric: oriented toward the Holy Spirit and featuring prominently charismatic manifestations and forms of worship, such as prophecy, faith healing, exorcism, glossolalia, and dreams and visions.[88]
This phenomenology qualified their designation as “neo-charismatic” in the
NIDPCM
and justifies our including them in this book. Although most of the churches are typically sectarian and exclusivistic (e.g., Johane Maranke’s African Apostolic Church and Samuel Mutendi’s Zion Christian Church), a few have been open to what might be called an ecumenism of the Spirit. Since the early 1970s, two such ecumenical organizations that have emerged in Zimbabwe have included AICs: the Fambidzano yemaKereke avaTema (Cooperative of Black Churches) in 1972 and the Association of African Earthkeeping Churches (AAEC) in 1991.[89]
Although these churches are certainly not representative of Zimbabwean and South African pentecostalism on the whole, the particular charism of the Spirit manifest in them is invaluable to the development of a world pentecostal theology.

The AAEC was formed because the Fambidzano cooperative had pulled back from the invitation to affiliate with the Zimbabwean Institute of Religious Research and Ecological Conservation (ZIRRCON), founded in 1988, primarily because of ZIRRCON’s prior association with the Association of Zimbabwean Traditional Ecologists (AZTREC). ZIRRCON and AZTREC were founded to respond to the environmental crisis precipitated by the civil war of the 1960s and 1970s, rapid social change, and prolonged ecological irresponsibility. Their primary initiatives included combating deforestation and desertification, planting trees, conserving wildlife, and protecting water resources. The AAEC saw the objectives of ZIRRCON (and AZTREC) as sufficiently worthwhile and urgent to overcome existing barriers to working with traditional religionists. Although there was justifiable concern about, and even challenges to, alliances with ZIRRCON, there was also the clear recognition that the destruction of the environment not only jeopardized human life but also signified the human failure to care for the earth (Gen. 1:26). Over time, differences were resolved through dialogue and the establishment of proper boundaries within the alliance to ensure the Christian integrity of AAEC involvement.

In this wider ecumenical framework, the Holy Spirit of the AICs has become the “earthkeeping and earth-healing Spirit” of the AAEC. The Holy Spirit is understood to inspire appropriate socioeconomic processes through development, agricultural projects, and education. More important, the Spirit who convicts humans of their sins enables confession of ecological sins: chopping down and not replanting; overgrazing; destroying river banks; neglecting the construction of contour ridges; and causing soil erosion through irresponsible farming. Proper repentance leads to specific reparative actions focused on restoring and renewing the earth. Here the central activity is the AAEC tree-planting ceremony.

Whereas AZTREC has its own tree-planting ceremonies within a traditional religious setting and most ceremonies are conducted by multireligious congregations, the AAEC proceeds solidly within a Christian framework of the cosmic Christ (cf. Col. 1:15–20). A typical ceremony consists of these elements: the confession of ecological sins that cause “firewood shortage, soil erosion, poor crops and the absence of wildlife”;[90] the exorcism of the destroyer (Satan) of the earth; a homily focused on Christ as Savior of the world, including its environment; a tree-planting rite intended “to pacify the aggrieved land and its creator [as] ‘the only way we can seek forgiveness for having caused the nakedness of the land’ ”;[91] the planting of a new seedling, representing the bread broken and buried in order to birth new life; and a cup of water poured out on the new seedling, representing the water of purification and fertility. Typical also is an exhortation by Bishop Wapendama of the Signs of the Apostles Church, given at a tree-planting ceremony to a multireligious audience:

We, deliverers of the stricken land, were sent by Mwari [the supreme creator being of African traditional religiosity] on a divine mission. Deliverance, Mwari says, lies in the trees. Jesus said: “I leave you, my followers, to complete my work.” And that task is the one of healing! We, the followers of Jesus, have to continue with this healing ministry. So let us all fight, clothing, healing the earth with trees! It is our task to strengthen this mission with our numbers of people. We shall clothe and heal the entire land with trees and drive off affliction. I believe we can do it.[92]

 

Participation in the liturgy assumes responsible aftercare by the community to nurture the soil. Divinely sent rain is understood as God’s response. Conscious and persistent offenders against the environment are barred from tree-planting ceremonies and the Eucharist, with the hope of encouraging repentance, forgiveness, and full restoration to the community.

The centrality of the Holy Spirit in the AIC/AAEC approach should not be missed. This is clearly seen in the tree-planting ceremony, which functions analogously to the Eucharist. The epiclesis, which invites the Spirit to give life through the eucharistic elements, occurs also in the invitation to the Spirit to give life, through the implanted seedlings, to the earth and to the human communities that depend upon their environments. An ecological theology thus emerges wherein God is understood as creator, Christ as earthkeeper, and the Holy Spirit as earth healer and the source of life. This work of the Spirit as life giver includes opposition to the destroyer (accomplished through convicting human beings of the sin of environmental destruction and inspiring acts of resistance) and deliverance from the destroyer (through the exorcism of the demonic and the expulsion of offenders). From this a holistic cosmology arises whereby the divine, natural, and human realms are integrated through the presence and activity of the Spirit. Here the Spirit represents the immanence of God, a corrective to the transcendence of the supreme creator (e.g., Mwari) of African traditions. This leads, finally, to a pneumatological ecclesiology whereby the church is understood to be empowered by the Spirit as a sociopolitical and environmental healer and liberator. The work of the Spirit integrates theory and praxis and is rooted in the ecumenical reality of the wider church, motivated by the missionary mandate of Christ as empowered by the Spirit, directed toward liturgical enactment and the transformation of ecclesial structures and activities, and informed by ecological awareness and the responsible use of scientific technology.

Over the past fifteen years, ZIRRCON initiatives have led to the development of nurseries and the planting of trees to reforest the land. An estimated eight to nine million seedlings have been planted through AIC involvement in ZIRRCON’s efforts. This is certainly not the only thing that some pentecostal-type churches in Zimbabwe are doing, but its significance should not be underplayed. Amidst providing new communities of fellowship, belonging, and social aid for those displaced by civil war and rapid urbanization, AICs have also hearkened the call of the Spirit, who long ago “hovered over the waters” and whose outpouring even in these last days continues to articulate the groanings of creation (cf. Rom. 8:19–23). In short, Zimbabwean AICs recognize that the saving work of the Spirit includes the restoration, renewal, and sanctification of the environment. The gifts of the Spirit therefore empower this healing work.[93]
This work touches not only the environment but also human communities and relationships. Yet the African pentecostal experience of the liberative Spirit is still an ambiguous one, as when viewed in light of pentecostalism in South Africa.

1.3.2 On My Men- and Maidservants: South African Pentecostalisms. The recent history of apartheid has with few exceptions divided white from black pentecostalism in South Africa.[94] About 40 percent (ten million) of the black population is within the orbit of the indigenous Spirit-, prophet-, and pentecostal-type AICs (usually Zionist or Apostolic, or their offshoots), and a smaller, mostly white population is within the more strictly defined (classical) Pentecostal churches, such as the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) and the Full Gospel Church of God.[95] As with AICs in other parts of Africa, these churches feature holistic soteriologies replete with physical healing, deliverance from trouble, exorcisms, prophecies, dreams, visions, and other pentecostal manifestations. Yet there is a spectrum of opinions and attitudes within these AICs toward traditional African religious beliefs and practices—such as those regarding ancestors, the spirit world, and burial rituals—that range from outright rejection to ongoing participation.[96]

The focus here, however, is on the racial divide in South African pentecostalism. The South African situation of oppression under whites may be the exception in Africa, since many of the impoverished African nations have experienced oppression most recently “at the hands of their own [black] élite.”[97]
Within months after the founding of the AFM in 1908, segregation was already occurring, especially in Western Pentecostal missions churches. By the 1950s, the heyday of apartheid, AFM leaders were defending the “mental, emotional and spiritual superiority of the white race, all based on the Scriptures.”[98]
White pentecostals not only acquiesced in the apartheid ideology; they also actively defended it. In keeping with the traditional apolitical stance of classical Pentecostalism, involvement in politics was considered sinful and advocated only by liberal Christians (if they were considered Christians at all). At best, individuals had to resign from pastoral church ministry to engage in the struggle against apartheid; at worst, such persons were considered “backslidden” in pursuing these kinds of activities. In accordance with the government’s official position, African nationalism and black political movements were considered to be inspired by Communism and hence representative of the evil system of the antichrist.[99]
What is striking is that the worldwide pentecostal community exerted comparatively little pressure on the South African pentecostal denominations that supported apartheid, in contrast to other Protestant denominations that did respond to and, in some cases, cut off affiliation with South African churches that defended apartheid policies.[100]

Yet there have always been pentecostal voices, both white and black, resistant to apartheid. Among blacks, Nicholas Bhengu (1909–1985) confronted apartheid by fighting crime, strengthening black self-confidence, developing black independence from white Afrikaners, and establishing village and communal settlements for the rural poor Pentecostals, even as he railed against the demons of the AICs.[101]
Among whites, Ray McCauley of the “faith churches” network of the International Fellowship of Christian Churches (IFCC) called for a “unity of witness in the faith” that included pentecostals’ recognition of their complicity in apartheid, confession of their silence, and repentance from, and rejection of, racism.[102]
By the 1980s—finally—the tide was beginning to turn. Students at white pentecostal Bible colleges protested against racism, and in a show of solidarity, one pentecostal school received those expelled for these activities.[103]
Pentecostal scholars were still critical of the use of Marxist philosophy but now rejected apartheid as unbiblical and “contrary to the gospel.”[104]

Undeniably, this new situation among pentecostal churches owed a great deal to the life and work of Frank Chikane.[105] Growing up in the AFM, Chikane was ordained a minister by the church in 1980. He had already been repeatedly detained by the government for his subversive activity, undergoing six weeks of torture from June to July 1977. Chikane was suspended from ministry for twelve months in 1981 for persisting in “political” activity—engaging in activity directed toward undermining the apartheid laws of the government—after which his ordination certificate was completely withdrawn. Undaunted, he continued to oppose apartheid and was arrested again in 1985 on charges of treason. Although released on bail, he was placed under house arrest from dusk to dawn, and his house was attacked with fire bombs, among other assassination plans that were discovered. Chikane was formally acquitted of the treason charges, yet he continued the resistance. He was elected general secretary of the South African Council of Churches in July 1987. In 1990, the AFM decision was reversed, and he was reinstated as minister with an apology from the church. For his work, Chikane was then elected vice-president of the AFM in 1996, becoming director general in the Office of the President of South Africa in 1999.

Chikane was motivated by his experience in the township of Soweto. As mediator, he saw the violence against an entire generation of children and youth evidenced in their malnutrition, poverty, housing rot, and ideological education. He also experienced the violent repression and imprisonment of nonviolent resisters without trial on suspicion of “noncooperation with the government.”[106] In such situations, where war is present and the alleged space for debate is either created by violent means or completely eliminated, the Christian task is to discern legitimate from illegitimate authorities.[107] Spirit-filled Christians cannot be neutral in these cases but are required to take sides with the oppressed and to work toward the liberation of both the oppressed and their oppressors.[108] Throughout, Chikane’s pentecostal commitments were never in doubt: “My entire life has been a deeply devotional struggle both against faith and for faith. This, in a sense, is what the Pentecostal tradition is all about. It is a quest to understand and make spiritual sense of one’s life experience.”[109]

Partly because of Chikane’s increasing influence, pentecostal presence in the South African sociopolitical situation became more noticeable. The 1985 Kairos Document included a few pentecostal theologians, and the 1986 Evangelical Witness drawn up by Concerned Evangelicals featured more than half of its signatories as pentecostals.[110] This was followed by the Relevant Pentecostal Witness in 1988. Signatories repented for Pentecostal complicity with apartheid on both the level of doctrine and that of practice. They recognized that the liberation of the black South African is simultaneously the liberation of the white South African from the ideology of superiority. Most significantly, the document retrieved and reappropriated resources from the pentecostal tradition—from the black experience at Azusa Street as a model for a nonracist and nonsexist church, the reevaluation of the black roots of Pentecostalism, the tradition of pentecostalism’s prophetic witness, and the experiences of pentecostal Spirit baptism as restoring human dignity—toward this end.[111]

The end of apartheid in the 1990s also featured increased pentecostal consciousness of the need to participate in the liberation of South Africa. The Rustenburg Conference represented almost the entire spectrum of Christian churches, including a significant number of pentecostal/AIC representatives, affirming the need for justice, for the church to make restitution, and for Christian action. Marginalized from the power structures of South Africa for most of the twentieth century, pentecostals are no longer political outsiders. A survey in 1992 noted that almost 50 percent of pentecostals, including Zionist and Apostolic church members, have supported the African National Congress: what was once denounced as evil (African nationalism) is now championed as good. In 1994, Kenneth Meshoe, a Pentecostal pastor in Vosloorus, a black township in East Gauteng, was elected to the national parliament from the new pentecostal-dominated African Christian Democratic Party (ACDP). The United Christian Democratic Party is even smaller, but it had been led by a pentecostal, Lucas Mangope.[112] Will the black and white pentecostals who were once segregated work together to contribute to the development of a new South Africa?

1.3.3 On My Men- and Maidservants: Pentecostalism and the African Diaspora. The same question pertains to the churches of the African diaspora. At least two aspects to the African diaspora concern this study: the theological, on the one side, and the geographical and sociohistorical, on the other. Regarding the latter, we will look at the black experience in the Caribbean, in the United Kingdom, and in the United States, all with a history of slavery from the earliest days. Theologically, the “African diaspora” calls attention to the “consistent patterns of African ‘survivals’ or retentions, even when family-bonds, language and religion were ruthlessly broken up. This continuum refers to belief in a spiritual reality, narrativity of theology, empowerment by the spirit, music and rhythms, dreams and visions, or healing in belonging which were not destroyed but rather began to influence the ‘host-societies.’ ”[113] Clearly, the two are connected: blacks in these regions have survived slavery and its children—segregation, discrimination, and racism—mainly through accommodating their religious traditions to new environments and new challenges.[114] Our question is this: how did the emergence of pentecostalism in the African diaspora contribute to the black resistance against oppression?

Caribbean pentecostalism has always been transcontinentalistic and transnationalistic, not quite African, nor quite American, nor even Latin American.[115] There is much about Caribbean pentecostalism that we do not know, especially since the pentecostal experience on the smaller islands has not been adequately studied. Nevertheless, several features of pentecostalism in this region stand out. First is the diversity of pentecostalisms in the Caribbean, ranging from the Cuban experience under Communist rule in the past generation to the Puerto Rican experience as a U.S. territory under the influence of North American pentecostal missionary ventures and encompassing everything in between. Second, as with Puerto Rico, there remains the widespread presence of North American missions churches, especially from the Holiness wing of pentecostalism, such as the Church of God, Cleveland, and the Church of God of Prophecy. Third, as part of the larger African diaspora, Caribbean pentecostalism often competes against, and on occasion is phenomenologically comparable with, other new religious expressions of the African diaspora, such as voodoo (Haiti), Santeria (Cuba), or Rastafarianism (Jamaica). Fourth, as is the case in Latin America and China, there is a strong Oneness presence, even if represented in the Caribbean by the tradition of black Apostolic churches.[116] In all cases, pentecostalism in the Caribbean has provided an alternative countercultural discourse that is in some respects rooted in Christianity but in other respects marginal to, and indicting of, the dominant Christian traditions. The attractiveness of pentecostalism no doubt resides, in part, in its openness to the life of the spirit, in its providing space for and cultivating communal and ritual expressions of that life, and in the adaptability of the pentecostal worldview and cosmology to that of African religious traditions and vice versa.[117]

The influence of Caribbean pentecostalism, however, has extended far beyond the islands, primarily by way of immigration to the United Kingdom beginning in the 1950s.[118] The black pentecostal experience in Britain clearly provides members with “an alternative basis for identity and difference, not as Blacks in a White society, but as ‘Christians’ in an imperfect society and world.”[119] This is also the case for Apostolic women: quadruply marginalized as blacks, as pentecostals, as Oneness, and as female, women are nevertheless “saints” with newly constituted identities valued by God and their Spirit-filled communities. As significant has been the shift from a “theology of prohibitives,” with its emphases on interior spiritualities and otherworldly transcendence, to a “theology of possibilities” as pentecostals now actively seek out ways to retain and reshape their identities as blacks in a multicultural Britain.[120] Black pentecostalism has thus afforded the opportunity for an interstitial and transboundaried identity to emerge, one that is culturally British, Caribbean, and African; that is religiously Christian, pentecostal, and syncretistic (of African and Caribbean elements); and that is fully engaged in the tensions between a private and a public spirituality, between an otherworldly and a this-worldly focus, between the concerns for personal faith and those for social justice.

Roswith Gerloff suggests several distinctive theological contributions of the black pentecostal experience in Britain through these processes.[121]
First, black British pentecostalism may provide a model for both the unconscious and the conscious struggle of blacks against white oppression and for the development of an intercultural theology that combats racism, builds empathy, and reconciles black and white.[122] Second, black British pentecostalism emphasizes God’s activity in history instead of focusing only on God’s eschatological redemption or on the transcendent nature of God. Third, the Apostolic churches may provide insights into narrative reconstruals of Christian doctrines, such as the doctrine of God (Trinity) and the incarnation, relevant to twenty-first-century Christianity dominated by the Eastern and Southern churches. Fourth, because of increased awareness of Britain’s multireligious society, bridges are being built not only between trinitarian and Oneness pentecostals but also with those of other faiths. Pentecostals’ multifaith ecumenism can be seen in their involvement in the Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations at the Selly Oak Colleges (now part of the University of Birmingham) and in discussions with Muslims, Sikhs, and Buddhists on “the dilemma of interfaith dialogue for Pentecostal Christians,” held at the First United Church of Jesus Christ Apostolic in Wolverhampton.[123] In light of these developments, Gerloff poses the question whether pentecostalism can be understood as Africa’s gift to the church catholic:

In a genuine Pentecostal theology which is not borrowed language from alien traditions, God and the Holy Spirit are experienced and articulated (if only by oral modes of communication) as life-enhancing power, as a cosmological energy not only in church but in the world which awakens people, reforms their liturgies, helps them to act both prayerfully and politically, offers them healing and wholeness, guides them into the future and creates unity in diversity . . . which, as in the Epiclesis of the ancient Church, “renews the face of the earth.”[124]

 

This question about whether pentecostalism is the gift of black Africa to the church is as old as the debate on whether to attribute the origins of classical Pentecostalism in the United States to the leadership of the white Charles Fox Parham (1873–1929) at Bethel Bible College in Topeka, Kansas, in 1901 or to that of the black William J. Seymour (1870–1922) at Azusa Street in Los Angeles in 1906.[125]
Without denying Parham’s important contributions, it can be maintained that the Azusa Street experience launched pentecostalism as a national (if not international) phenomenon. For Seymour, of central significance was not the charismatic phenomenology of the revival but the fact that in the outpouring of the Spirit at Azusa Street, “the ‘color line’ was washed away in the blood.”[126]
Because of the importance of the black North American experience for world pentecostal theology, here we will explore further the significance of the African diaspora in the United States.

1.3.4 On My Men- and Maidservants: Black Pentecostalism in the United States.[127] Seymour understood the reconciliation of races as made possible by the cross of Christ but actualized through the outpouring of the Spirit. In the words of Ithiel Clemmons (1921–1999), a Church of God in Christ pastor, bishop, and scholar: “Seymour championed one doctrine above all others: There must be no color line or any other division of the Church of Jesus Christ because God is no respecter of persons. . . . This inclusive fellowship is not a human construct but a divine glossalalic community of human equality. Spiritual power sprang more from interracial equality than from glossolalia.”[128] It should therefore come as no surprise that the earliest pentecostals influenced by Azusa Street embodied this vision and that the first pentecostal denominations emerging from the revival were biracial in character. Southern pentecostals such as those belonging to the Church of God of Prophecy “frequently transgressed racial and gender hierarchies in a region dominated by Jim Crow and intense patriarchalism.”[129] Nevertheless, the social forces of segregation and racism were too strong even for those filled with the Spirit. By the mid-1920s, segregated denominations were emerging: most whites found that the “three strikes” of being black, poor, and pentecostal were too much to handle.[130] By the time of the Great Depression, the fires of early pentecostal social concern had fizzled as the churches, both white and black, combated severe poverty either by focusing on achieving minimal personal comforts or by emphasizing otherworldly and eschatological solutions.[131]

But what also happened was that the black pentecostal resistance to racism, segregation, and oppression shifted from being primarily an articulated discourse to being an embodied ecclesiology.[132]
By this I mean the various ways in which the Sanctified Church tradition of North America participated in and accomplished the transformation of Afro-Caribbean and African “survivals”: folklore, popular mythology, music, and so forth.[133]
Instead of being considered merely “primitive” expressions of power set within an otherworldly orientation, these were resources that black pentecostals ritualized in their Christian worship in order to empower themselves against the challenges posed by racism, sexism, and classism. For these reasons, the black pentecostal worship experience has always included not only the aesthetic dimension but also the ethical: the Spirit’s descent, resulting in dancing, clapping, shouting, chanting, the testimony, the sermon, the applause, glossolalia, and even ecstatic possession, works alongside the spirituals, blues, jazz, rhythm, rap, gospel music, and instrumentalizations to empower black communities from week to week in the acts of resistance, rebellion, and reform demanded in their day-to-day existence.[134]
Further, there are the “tarrying,” the “seasons of prayer,” revivals, special fasts, regional/national convocations and conventions, and so on, which contribute to the formation of an entire way of life, a spirituality of resistance.[135]
And not to be overlooked is black female agency: black women in the Sanctified Church were “pro-black, pro-women, and pro-uplift”; as “prophets in this tradition,” black women (womanists) contributed to the survival of their sons and daughters and to the transformation of their churches, communities, and workplaces.[136]
In sum, “black women in the Holiness-Pentecostal churches spoke with authority, leading congregations, interpreting the Bible, and dealing with financial matters and other organizational concerns. Like women in the mainline black churches, they were role models, confronting the dominant society’s stereotypical images of black women.”[137]

These elements are all clearly present in the largest and best-known denomination of the Sanctified Church tradition: the Church of God in Christ (COGIC).[138] Founded initially by Charles Harrison Mason (1866–1961) and Charles Price Jones (1865–1949) in 1897 after they were expelled by the National Baptist Convention for preaching sanctification as a second work of grace, COGIC eventually split into two wings: Mason’s, which accepted the pentecostal experience and message after encountering it at Azusa Street under Seymour’s ministry, and Jones’s, which rejected it.[139] Set against the backdrop of Southern slavery complete with lynching mobs and violence against blacks, Mason adapted African religiosity—including the use of herbs and animal entrails, following the biblical tradition of the Urim and Thummin and the casting of lots, for which he was accused (by blacks and whites) of superstitious activities at best and magical practices at worst[140]—to the black church tradition, which in turn enabled COGIC churches to “conjure” up an alternative existence in the black pentecostal community as manifest through the dance, the shout, and so on, all representative means of resistance to, and survival in, a hostile environment. Whereas it had been previously suggested that “ ‘spirit possession’ in some African cultures was descriptive of the same religious experience transposed in western culture as the baptism of the Holy Ghost,” Mason and the COGIC understood this experience as “one which empowers us to change the world. . . . To ‘dance in the Spirit’ is to participate in a celebrated victory that has already been won in history in preparation for a future ‘yet to be,’ and at the same time, recognize the power of God as the demonic is confronted in the eternal now.”[141] Most important, the black pentecostal quest for embodying divine power was captured in the ritual reception of the Holy Spirit and confirmed through reinforced and sustained holiness codes of purity and through social, political, and cultural activism.

In all this, Mason can be understood as a prophetic figure in the Sanctified Church tradition who was followed by others in the black pentecostal and Apostolic movement. Elder Robert Clarence Lawson (1883–1961) was mentored by the Apostolic preacher Garfield T. Haywood (1880–1931), but he left Haywood’s Pentecostal Assemblies of the World to found the Church of Our Lord Jesus Christ of the Apostolic Faith in 1919.[142]
In 1925, Lawson self-published
The Anthropology of Jesus Christ Our Kinsman
while pastoring the Refuge Church of Christ in New York City.[143]
In this important work, he boldly and creatively addressed the problem of racism against blacks by arguing from the patristic soteriological principle “What the Lord did not take on he did not redeem” to the conclusion that Jesus is the universal Savior and kinsman Redeemer “to all having their blood in his veins.”[144]
And who is Jesus not a relative to if all are descendants of Noah through Shem, Japheth, and Ham? But more significantly, human beings participate in this redeeming work of Christ insofar as they are united with him by the original pentecostal Spirit. Here Lawson showed himself to be squarely in the pentecostal and African American Christian traditions instead of merely mimicking the emerging Afrocentrist arguments of the liberal academy with which he was familiar. Because the churches have betrayed this rule of redemption over the centuries, the last-days pentecostal revival of the Spirit is intended to breathe new life into the churches on precisely this point, enabling the churches to rise above prejudice and overcome racism. Lawson’s hope is “that the Pentecostal people would teach to these [mainline churches] a wonderful lesson by example in showing that the true people of God are one regardless of what nationality or race they may belong; by abiding together in the bonds of fellowship, love, and organization. . . . We trusted that the Pentecostal people would rise to redeem man by example and precept. It is alright to sing and shout and pray and preach loud, but what this poor world is longing for is the real love of God, lived.”[145]

More recently, others such as James Forbes and Leonard Lovett have also seen the pentecostal experience of the Spirit as having sociopolitical implications. Forbes, now senior pastor of the famous Riverside Church in New York City, in “A Pentecostal Approach to Empowerment for Black Liberation,” his thesis for the doctor of ministry degree, argued for a pneumatology of liberation that joined spirituality and social justice. The church is empowered by the Spirit to work beyond its borders—for example, in poverty; racial, class, and religious injustices; community strife; and situations of war.[146]

Building on this approach, Leonard Lovett, president of the Society for Pentecostal Studies in 1976, has also proposed for black Holiness pentecostalism a “pneumatological liberation theology” that notes that “liberation is not the product of human ideology but divine ‘new creation.’ ”[147] This work of the Spirit is directed to the spiritualization and the humanization of all peoples, especially blacks. The spiritualization of blacks refers to the awakening of consciousness that empowers the self to be a change agent of the socioeconomic-political structures of oppression. Lovett has gone on to address directly “The Problem of God as Holy Spirit in a Niggerized World” in order to convey the conviction that racism and social injustice can be dismantled by the power of the pentecostal Spirit.[148] Yet the transformation of such a world must occur among whites as well. While distinguishing between personal racism, group racism, and sociostructural/institutional racism, Lovett is clear that for whites the struggle against racism must include confronting the sins of idolatry, self-deification, and complacency: “Racism is pervasive and exists when one group intentionally or unintentionally refuses to share power and resources with another group, thus resulting in oppression. Racism exists when persons are subjugated on the basis of the pigmentation of their skin.”[149]

A younger generation of black intellectuals has arisen to translate the pentecostal message for the black church and for North American theology as a whole. Donald Wheelock and Robert Franklin (both COGIC) connect a pneumatological theology of black worship with sociopolitical transformation.[150] For Wheelock, Spirit baptism is both personal and communal, linking the mission of the church to the world. For Franklin, if the prophetic and rhetorical dimensions of worship are heeded, the worship experience should empower worshipers to engagement with the world as partners of the Spirit of God. William Clair Turner Jr.’s study of the United Holy Church of America highlights black pentecostalism as marked by social consciousness, holiness, and prophetic empowerment.[151] Yet by and large, the theological tradition of the Sanctified Church has remained marginalized in attempts to develop pentecostal theology, perhaps for the following reasons.[152] First, blacks do not seem to be as concerned about embracing their identity as pentecostal as they are about their finding meaning to life as blacks in a white world. Second, black Christian identity seems to be defined more denominationally—that is, COGIC or African Methodist Episcopal—than it is by movements such as pentecostalism. Third, much of the black church tradition may already be “pentecostal” in the loose sense of exhibiting pentecostal-style features in worship.[153] Fourth, in contrast to white pentecostal denominations with their own network of educational institutions, black pentecostals have been less successful in converting their educational institutions to accredited four-year colleges; and even their theological seminaries are staffed by black Christian faculty in general rather than black pentecostals specifically.[154] Finally, whereas white pentecostal theology has become increasingly connected to the broader discourse of evangelical theology, black pentecostal theologians have not been interested in what they have considered to be the racist ideology of North American evangelical thought; they have been drawn instead to sociopolitical and liberation theologies.

Nonetheless, the previous neglect of black theological reflection for the development of pentecostal theology is beginning to be remedied, and this study is meant to take seriously this theological tradition and its contributions. At its core, black pentecostalism is much less about believing in biblical testimonies of divine power as doctrinal propositions than it is about experiencing the divine power that liberates black churches and communities. “Black pentecostalism affirms with dogmatic insistence that liberation is always the consequence of the presence of the Spirit.”[155] This study is motivated by what Ithiel Clemmons wrote a few months before his death:

In April 1960, the Holy Spirit surprisingly broke through the structures and theologies of the historic Protestant traditions with a charismatic outpouring. . . . African-Americans in that period of the 60s were focusing on the Civil Rights movement. The connection should have been, but never has been made. The connection between the quest for righteousness and justice and the surprising charismatic irruptions is yet to be followed to its providential conclusion.[156]

 

Can we follow the providential breeze of the Spirit, which blows where it wills?

This chapter has surveyed various aspects of selected pentecostal groups, movements, and individuals around the world. The guiding question throughout has been the nature of the pentecostal experience of salvation and of the Spirit of God. Although the preceding does not assume that all aspects of the pentecostal churches, movements, and even individual pentecostal lives discussed are theologically valid, this overview is necessary to highlight several ideas. First, our discussion will need to proceed in light of the vast diversity of world pentecostalisms; discernment will thus be important to weed out what is unhelpful from what is crucial. Second, pentecostal theology cannot be constructed in the abstract, apart from the lived realities of pentecostalism on the ground; following the conviction that orthodoxy is first and foremost right worship—as in the classical theological dictum lex orandi lex credendi—pentecostal theology should be rooted in the experiences of the worshiping community. Third, the foregoing has called attention to pentecostalism’s holistic soteriology: the encounter with the Spirit of God brings about spiritual life; bodily healing; communal koinonia; the transformation of material, social, political, and historical circumstances; and responsible ecological living. Last, there is already the clear connection between pentecostalism and the poor, disenfranchised, and marginalized of the world;[157] pentecostal theology thus will be liberative in the holistic senses indicated above. The remaining chapters expand the theological reflections already begun in this chapter toward the reconstruction of a world pentecostal theology for the late modern world. Come Holy Spirit, upon all flesh . . .
  


2

“And You Shall Receive the Gift of the Holy Spirit”
 

Toward a Pneumatological Soteriology
 

 
 

The previous chapter suggested that the pentecostal experience of the Spirit is the experience of the transformation of lives and communities as confronted by the living God. In this chapter, we begin to reflect on how these experiences inform a world pentecostal theology. Most tangible from the preceding has been the idea that the pentecostal experience is not merely charismatic but soteriological. The beginning thematic locus of any world pentecostal theology, I suggest, is the doctrine of salvation.

To ask about the doctrine of salvation is to follow the precedent established by the crowd on the day of Pentecost. In response to the day’s events and Peter’s sermon, they asked, “What should we do?” Peter’s response remains pertinent: “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him” (Acts 2:37–39). These words of Peter anticipate the central features of a world pentecostal soteriology. Minimally, it will be centered on Jesus Christ and enabled by the Holy Spirit; be dynamic, featuring distinctive experiences (e.g., repentance and baptism) yet set within a broader process; include theological (the forgiveness of sins) and social/intergenerational (children) dimensions; be historical and social (the promise for Jews and those Gentiles “far away”); and involve human response (repentance) to divine initiative (God’s call). What is noteworthy here is that salvation in Christ and in his name is thoroughly pneumatological from beginning to end.

A world pentecostal perspective on the doctrine of salvation therefore leads to a pneumatological soteriology. This would be in contrast to soteriologies that tend to bifurcate the work of Christ and of the Spirit, such as those articulated by Protestant scholasticism. In that framework, Christ provides salvation objectively (e.g., in justification) and the Spirit accomplishes salvation subjectively (e.g., in sanctification). Hence the soteriological work of the Spirit is subsequent to and subordinated to the work of Christ.[1] In response, a pneumatological soteriology understands salvation to be the work of both Christ and the Spirit from beginning to end. To use Pauline language: the Holy Spirit enables the proclamation, hearing, and understanding of the gospel, justifies through the resurrection of Christ, provides for the adoption of believers, accomplishes rebirth and renewal, sanctifies hearts and lives, and provides the down payment for eschatological transformation.[2] In all of this, the Spirit is not an appendage to Christ in the process of salvation but saves with Christ throughout.

The goal of this chapter is to develop especially the central biblical (§2.1) and theological (§2.2) features of a world pentecostal and pneumatological soteriology. This exploration will assume the experiential dimension of the pentecostal encounter with the Spirit of God discussed in the preceding chapter and make explicit references to that discussion only on occasion. It will also look ahead by assessing the merits and demerits of pneumatological soteriology in light of the Christian theological tradition (§2.3). Although theological construction should take into account the biblical data and contemporary experience, it should also locate its proposals in dialogue with the historical tradition. The pentecostal and pneumatological soteriology developed here features both continuities and discontinuities with previous understandings.

2.1 SPIRIT SOTERIOLOGY AND SPIRIT CHRISTOLOGY: LUKAN AND PENTECOSTAL PERSPECTIVES

 

If a world pentecostal theology is Christ centered and Spirit driven, it will feature both a Spirit christology and a Spirit soteriology. This section surveys the biblical bases for these notions by employing Luke-Acts as a lens through which to focus on these ideas in the rest of the New Testament. Before proceeding with the exegetical task, however, much more needs to be said about the centrality of Luke-Acts to the pentecostal biblical imagination.

2.1.1 Luke-Acts: Toward a Pentecostal Hermeneutic. From the days of Azusa Street onward, pentecostals have understood the modern outpouring of the Holy Spirit as a fulfillment of prophecy. If the original day of Pentecost was foretold by Joel, it was only the “early rain” awaiting the abundant showers of a “later rain” (Joel 2:23). Insofar as modern pentecostalism was understood to fulfill this prophecy of a “latter rain” revival anticipating the last days,[3] the template for organizing and explaining this later experience has been drawn from the early Christian experiences recorded in the book of Acts.

Acts itself is suggestive for this pentecostal reading. Not only does Luke record the promise of the pentecostal gift of the Spirit to all succeeding generations (Acts 2:39), but the open-endedness of the early Christian story (Acts 28:23–31) also seems to point to the ongoing development of the pentecostal story, especially in the “latter rain” revival. In addition, since the promise of the Spirit is specifically connected to the empowerment for Christian witness to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8), the missionary dimension of the Spirit’s outpouring was considered especially urgent by eschatologically minded pentecostals for precipitating the final events of the last days (cf. Matt. 24:14). Further, the return to “biblical Christianity” could be realized only if its defining features were discernible, and where else would this be clearly found except in the book of Acts? Finally, pentecostals understood their experience of speaking in tongues to be the sign of the Spirit’s outpouring according to the pattern of Acts (2:1–4; 10:44–46; 19:1–7).[4] Classical Pentecostals defended this doctrine of tongues as the initial physical evidence of Spirit baptism by arguing that the historical narrative of Acts should be read theologically as a normative account of what happens when an individual receives the Holy Spirit.

But here we arrive at the central question for pentecostal theology. It touches on not only the initial-evidence doctrine but also the issues surrounding pentecostal hermeneutics in general: how legitimate is it to rely upon the book of Acts for theological and doctrinal formulation? North American pentecostal theologians have been criticized on these matters by conservative Protestants and evangelicals with whom they have been in closest dialogue.[5]
The debate concerns three separate but interconnected questions. First, from a Protestant theological perspective, what is the material outcome of the pentecostal choice to have Luke-Acts provide the organizing framework for theology? Second, how viable is the pentecostal reliance upon the narrative genre of Luke-Acts for theological and doctrinal reflection rather than upon the more didactic genres of the New Testament? Finally, is not Luke’s interest primarily historical rather than theological or doctrinal, and if so, is not the notion of Luke-Acts as a “pentecostal canon within the canon” bound to shipwreck the project for a world pentecostal theology?

Yet the tide had begun to turn in favor of pentecostal hermeneutics by the mid–twentieth century. Hans Conzelmann’s Die Mitte der Zeit (1953) was one of the first to argue that Luke was a theologian in his own right. More specifically, Luke and Acts tell the redemptive plan of God in history—in Jesus and in the church—as part of a theological response to the question regarding the delay of the parousia.[6] Although Conzelmann’s specific thesis has been subjected to rigorous criticism, he gave impetus to the study of Luke as a theologian, which has continued unabated.[7]

Pentecostal scholars have picked up on this emergent tradition of Luke the theologian and responded to their critics by pointing out that the conservative Protestant view assumed a Pauline theological and doctrinal framework that subordinated other New Testament authors and perspectives. Canadian pentecostal Roger Stronstad has been especially vocal on this point.[8] He has argued at length both the general thesis that the Lukan writings have their own theological integrity and the more specific thesis that this integrity is to be found in the Lukan understanding of the Spirit of God’s empowering Jesus (resulting in the charismatic Christ) and the church (resulting in the charismatic community). In addition, Luke’s charismatic theology leads toward a more robust trinitarian theology in acknowledging the distinctiveness of the Spirit’s mission to empower believers to bear charismatic and vocational witness to the risen Christ.[9] The result is that pentecostals are justified in reading the narratives of Luke-Acts theologically and doctrinally not over and against Paul but alongside Paul (and the other New Testament authors).

This chapter will later take issue with Stronstad’s limitation of Lukan theology to that of charismatic empowerment. I stand solidly with him and others, however, in affirming that Luke has a theological perspective with its own integrity that not only has inspired and should continue to inform pentecostal theologizing but also should be accounted for in any attempt to develop a world theology for the twenty-first century. Hence, Luke provides world pentecostal theology a perspective on the remainder of the Scriptures, just as Paul provided the dominant
theological categories for Protestant theology during and since the sixteenth century. This “Lukan privilege” is significant because it not only overcomes the divide between narrative and didactic genres of Scripture, especially regarding theological and doctrinal value, but also enables us to recognize that all narratives are didactic in some respect and that all didactic writings are set within some sort of narrative framework. Further, Lukan narratives are now read alongside, not instead of, other biblical narratives—John’s, Matthew’s, Paul’s, and so on—so as to enable a more fully biblical theology to emerge for our new world situation. Finally, proceeding with this plain admission of Luke-Acts as the pentecostal lens through which to read the Bible acknowledges the particularity of the scriptural starting point for pentecostal theologizing even while it exposes the misguidedness of the claim that there is any purely biblical theology apart from experiential traditions of interpretation that approach the canon from some standpoint.[10]

2.1.2 Spirit Christology in Luke-Acts. Now for a theological understanding of the good news for humankind: the person and work of Jesus Christ. Given the experiential dimension of pentecostal theology (ch. 1 above) and the exegetical privileging of Luke-Acts in pentecostal hermeneutics, I suggest a form of Spirit christology: Jesus is the revelation of God precisely as the man anointed by the Spirit of God to herald and usher in the reign of God.[11] This Spirit christology proposal is not meant, however, to replace the dominant Logos christology of the theological tradition. The two christologies are complementary (see further §2.3.1); Spirit christology is a fully biblical but marginalized theological perspective that can speak to, and needs to be reappropriated for, our time.

The conviction regarding Spirit christology derives from explicitly Lukan material. For starters, there is Jesus’ own explicit self-understanding: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18–19, quoting Isa. 61:1–2). Building on this, there are the early Christian kerygmatic claims regarding Jesus of Nazareth as “a man attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did through him among you, as you yourselves know—this man, handed over to you according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of those outside the law” (Acts 2:22b–23), and as the one “that God has made . . . both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified” (2:36).[12] Thus the earliest Christians prayed to God about “your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed” (4:27), and spoke about “how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power, how he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him” (Acts 10:38).

The emerging picture of Jesus as the Christ, the Spirit-anointed revelation of God, needs to be understood in terms of his person and work. Spirit christology sees Jesus not only as one anointed by the Spirit to do the mighty works of God but as a fully anointed one whose life from beginning to end was of the Spirit.[13] Luke records that Jesus was conceived by the Spirit in the womb of Mary (Luke 1:35; cf. Matt. 1:18); that his dedication as a baby was presided over by the Spirit (2:25–32); that he grew strong in spirit and in wisdom (the latter associated with the Spirit; 1:80; 2:52; cf. Isa. 11:2); that the Spirit descended upon him “in bodily form” at his baptism (3:21–22); that he was then led by the Spirit into the wilderness (4:1); that he overcame the temptations of the devil and returned to Galilee “filled with the power of the Spirit” (4:14); that his public ministry, inaugurated in the synagogue of Nazareth, was anointed by the Spirit from beginning to end (4:18–19); and that his death was a matter of his commending his spirit to the Father (23:46). The author of Hebrews makes explicit further details about the life and death of Christ, details consistent with Luke’s portrait. Besides confirming the humanity of Jesus in no uncertain terms—that Jesus was “like his brothers and sisters in every respect” (Heb. 2:17) and that he “offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one who was able to save him from death, and . . . he learned obedience through what he suffered” (5:7–8)—Hebrews also notes that Jesus offered himself up on the cross “through the eternal Spirit” (9:14). Finally, the life of Jesus ends not in death but in resurrection. Whereas Luke simply records Peter’s proclamation that God raised Jesus from the dead (Acts 2:24, 32), Paul is much more specific about “the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh and was declared to be the Son of God with power according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead” (Rom. 1:3–4; cf. 1 Tim. 3:16; cf. 1 Pet. 3:18).

This last Pauline claim is precisely Luke’s thesis except that Luke applies it to the life and ministry of Jesus: if the Spirit of God who anointed Jesus dwells in you, the Spirit will empower you to do the same works (Acts) that Jesus did under the same anointing (Luke). Important here is the question concerning the works of Jesus. Luke’s Gospel is about Jesus the messianic Christ, the anointed one, who fulfills the prophets (Luke 4:18–19; cf. Isa. 61:1–2). His ministry throughout is to the poor, the downtrodden, the marginalized: witness his ministry to the lame, lepers, sinners, tax collectors, and so forth.[14]
He releases the captives, literally freeing those oppressed by demons (4:32–34; 8:1–3, 26–40; 9:37–43; 11:13–15). He opens the eyes of the blind (e.g., 7:21–22; 18:35–43).[15]
He sets the oppressed free, for example, the sinner woman (7:36–50), the family with the boy suffering from epileptic seizures (9:37–43), and women in general, especially in terms of their being valued as full human beings (e.g., 8:1–3; 10:38–42). Last, he proclaims the favorable year of the Lord, the liberative Day of Jubilee.[16]
This refers not only to the cancellation of debts both literal (as in the Zacchaeus story; 19:1–10) and spiritual (as in the forgiveness of sins imparted by Jesus; e.g., 7:47–50) but also to the granting of a second chance at life, as was given to the widow of Nain, who, having lost her only son, would have been henceforth without voice, representation, or means in society (7:11–17).[17]
Luke’s Spirit christology is thus intimately tied in with the life and ministry of Jesus.

2.1.3 Spirit Soteriology in Luke-Acts. But also the Spirit’s anointing of Jesus is promised to his followers (Luke 24:49). Hence the transition from Luke to Acts is the transition from Spirit christology to Spirit soteriology.[18]
For Luke, the gift of the Spirit to the followers of Jesus empowers them to overcome sin, temptation, and the devil; authorizes them to cast out demons and heal the sick; and enables them to do the works of the ministry on behalf of the poor, the captives, and the oppressed—all as Jesus did. These themes need to be explicated briefly.

First, the gospel (as good news) includes the forgiveness of sins. This was a feature of Jesus’ ministry and repeatedly evidenced in early Christian proclamation (e.g., Acts 3:19; 5:31; 10:43; 13:38–39; 26:18; cf. Luke 24:47).[19] It is consistent with the Pauline claim that Christ enables the forgiveness of sins. Further, it heralds the day of the Lord’s favor, when all sins and debts are canceled (cf. Matt. 18:23–27). Most important, the forgiveness of sins is linked with the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38; cf. John 20:22–23), a connection we will return to momentarily (§2.2.2).

Second, the gospel includes deliverance from the devil and his demons in realizing the eschatological reign of God. Jesus not only exorcised demons[20] but also declared that “if it is by the finger of God [‘Spirit of God’; see Matt. 12:28] that I cast out the demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Luke 11:20).[21] The Twelve were given authority over demons and diseases even as they were commissioned to proclaim the kingdom of God (9:1–2), and the seventy returned rejoicing, “Lord, in your name even the demons submit to us” (10:17). The early church continued this ministry of deliverance as empowered by the Spirit (Acts 5:16; 8:6–7; 13:6–12; 16:16–18).[22]

Third, the gospel includes the healing of the sick. The Spirit who empowered Jesus to heal also empowered the early Christians to minister healing to the sick (Acts 5:16; 8:6–7; 9:32–35; 14:8–10; 28:8–9). But note that the ancients understood salvation as healing from disease followed by the restoration of the individual to the community.[23] This is subtly communicated in Jesus’ giving back to his father the boy freed of the epileptic spirit (Luke 9:42) and in the return of the lame man at the Beautiful Gate to his community (Acts 3:1–10). But healing as a communal experience is most evident in the case of cured lepers (cf. Luke 5:12–14; 17:11–19) and demoniacs who were allowed to return to their homes and communities. In these instances, the Gospel healing accounts can be understood as processes of social transformation engaging the unbelieving community and breaking social taboos rather than merely in individualistic senses.[24] Salvation is now understood in terms of “hospitality”: being reconstituted into the divine community, the new people of God. The needy are best able to appreciate the divine hospitality given through Jesus and the Spirit (the affluent need a conversion of heart), and the saved then become instruments of divine hospitality heralding the eschatological kingdom.[25]

This leads, fourth, to the gospel as directed toward the needs of the poor, the freeing of captives, and the liberation of the oppressed, precisely through calling into reality a new community and social order wherein there is neither rich nor poor, slave nor free, oppressed nor oppressor (Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11).[26] This is most clearly seen in the communalism of the early church, “All who believed were together and had all things in common” (Acts 2:44); in God’s empowering and using uneducated and ordinary persons (Acts 4:13), including women (e.g., 21:8–9); and in the leaders of the early church as servants of all (Acts 6:1–6; cf. Luke 9:48), among other manifestations. These are essential features of the new community of God brought about by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost (see §2.2.1).

Last but not least, the gospel also has an eschatological dimension that is both realized and future. Jesus himself notes that the reign of God is not merely coming: “For in fact, the kingdom of God is among you” (Luke 17:21). Further, the promised outpouring of the Spirit makes present the “last days” (Acts 2:17), which Jesus was anointed to proclaim and inaugurate (Luke 4:19). Certainly the church continues to anticipate the return of Jesus (Acts 1:11), and he “must remain in heaven until the time of universal restoration that God announced long ago through his holy prophets” (Acts 3:21). But in the meanwhile, the church lives betwixt and between; in the now and yet anticipating the not-yet; as saved, as being saved, and yet looking to full salvation. It looks to be saved from the wrath to come (Rom. 5:9) even while believing that “salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers” (Rom. 13:11b).

These dimensions—the forgiveness of sins, the deliverance from evil powers, the healing of the body, the liberation of the poor and oppressed, the establishment of the new people of God, and the eschatological salvation of God—identify constitutive elements for a pentecostal understanding of salvation informed throughout by pneumatology. Here follows the sketch of a pneumatological soteriology that integrates these biblical themes and insights with the pentecostal experiences of the Spirit delineated in the preceding chapter.

2.2 SKETCHING A PNEUMATOLOGICAL SOTERIOLOGY

 

My main thesis is that Christian salvation includes both the transformation of human beings into the image of Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit and the transformation of all creation into the new heaven and new earth by the triune God. Hence the main components of a christologically directed and pneumatologically driven soteriology entail fleshing out what I call the multidimensionality of salvation given through the Spirit; elaborating on the eschatological and pneumatological dynamic of the experience of salvation; and articulating a phenomenology of conversion by the power of the Spirit commensurate with this view.

2.2.1 The Multidimensionality of Salvation. The early-twentieth-century pentecostals talked about a “four-fold” gospel of Jesus as Savior, baptizer, healer, and coming king (which became the basis of Aimee Semple McPherson’s [1890–1944] International Church of the Foursquare Gospel in 1923) and a “five-fold” gospel adding Jesus as sanctifier (prominent among the Holiness wing of the tradition).[27] The preceding analysis of Luke-Acts shows how the soteriological imagination of the early pentecostals was informed by their experiences of Jesus and the Spirit of God, experiences that were told about in the Bible. The fivefold gospel is expanded here in light of the foregoing Lukan Spirit soteriology by discussing the seven dimensions of salvation.

Personal salvation refers to the traditional understanding: individuals encountering and being transformed into the image of Jesus Christ by the Spirit. This includes, in part, deliverance from oppressive situations and conditions and, in part, release from spiritual captivity and the exorcism of demonic forces. It also includes, minimally, individual repentance, baptism, the forgiveness of sins, and the reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38; cf. also, in Paul’s case, 9:17–18; 22:16). Already it is clear that personal salvation is never merely individualized, insofar as baptism involves the believing community. Yet the individual aspect of salvation cannot be neglected: there are (or should be) identifiable moments in human lives when the awareness of the need for repentance comes to the fore and lives are turned in the opposite direction from which they were headed. Shortly we will unpack the meaning of personal salvation in terms of moral, intellectual, affective, sociopolitical, and religious conversion (§2.2.3).

Family salvation
calls attention not only to the promise of the gift of the Spirit “for your children” (Acts 2:39) but also to the fact that individuals are who they are precisely as members of families. The salvation of the individual is thus intimately connected with the salvation of his or her family. This was declared to Cornelius (Acts 11:14), and proved to be the case for the households of Lydia (16:14–15), the Philippian jailer (16:31–33), and Crispus (18:8a). Some might argue that although family conversions were the norm for ancient societies, which followed the head of the household as a rule of thumb, individual conversion is the norm for modern societies. In light of the fact that “family” in the ancient world refers not to the nuclear family of modernity but to households, clans, and tribes,[28]
I prefer to see the modern situation as an exception to the rule. Individuals still often come to repentance following after their family members, and many a fervent prayer has been offered up (and answered by God) on behalf of an unbelieving spouse by the believing spouse or on behalf of rebellious children by believing parents. This makes at least some sense of the otherwise enigmatic statement by Paul that families are made holy through believing spouses/parents (1 Cor. 7:14).

Ecclesial salvation
expands on the notion of family salvation and uses family metaphors (cf. Luke 8:19–21; Mark 3:31–35) to point to the communal dimension of what it means to be saved. Thus the connection between ecclesiology and soteriology that sees salvation effected through baptism: the death and burial of the unbelieving individual in and with Christ and his or her resurrection into a new life, existence, and community, the living body of Christ (cf. Rom. 6:3–4; 1 Cor. 12:13; Eph. 4:15–16). Believing the good news of Jesus Christ leads to baptism (e.g., Acts 8:12, 36–38; 10:47–48). Salvation as ecclesial means being baptized into a new relationship with Jesus and his body by the power of the Spirit. Read another way, the outpouring of the Spirit (the book of Acts) not only made possible individual reception of the saving grace of God but also made real and actual the new people of God and a communal way of life.

Material salvation
refers to the embodied nature of human beings (cf.
§1.2.2). This includes the healing—of mind, soul, and body; mental, emotional, and physical—ministered by Jesus and made possible by the power of the Spirit. Material salvation is directed primarily to the poor, the marginalized, and the oppressed, perhaps because they experience their diseased and deprived conditions in palpable ways.[29]
The good news is specified as being for the poor, who are lifted up by the gospel; the hungry are fed while the rich are sent away (Luke 1:52–53). Unlike Matthew, who sees Jesus blessing the “poor
in spirit” and those who “hunger and thirst
for righteousness” (Matt. 5:3, 6; italics added), Luke sees Jesus blessing the poor and the hungry
as such
and admonishing the rich and the full
as such
(Luke 6:20–21, 24–25). For these reasons, the early church ministered to the sick, the impoverished, the naked, the stranger, and those in prison (cf. Matt. 25:31–46) and sought to care for widows and children, the most vulnerable members of society (Acts 6:1–6; cf. James 1:27).[30]

Social salvation
is an extension of, and yet complementary to, ecclesial salvation.[31]
It refers, on the one hand, to the healing and reconciliation of interpersonal relationships, most tangibly experienced in the church and to which the church is called to bear witness. It also refers, on the other hand, to the redemption of the socioeconomic and political structures—including fallen and destructive public structures, what Walter Wink calls the public and social manifestations of the demonic[32]—a redemption that, when accomplished in society at large, is also transformative for ecclesial relations (cf. §1.1.1; §1.1.3). These notions take some explication. This is most efficiently accomplished by following out the consequences of the outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost for what St. Paul refers to in terms of there being neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female (Gal. 3:28),[33]
and for what contemporary discourse refers to in terms of racial, class, and gender reconciliation.

Racial reconciliation: Seymour’s reading of the Azusa Street outpouring of the Spirit as washing away the color line (§1.3.3) finds concrete justification in the Pentecost narrative. Included among the ethnicities and languages brought together at Pentecost were the Egyptians (this includes Africans, representative of the black race), Cretans (see the famous saying “Cretans are always liars, vicious brutes, lazy gluttons”; Titus 1:12), and the Arabs (Acts 2:9–11). From this group, three thousand were saved, the new work of God was inaugurated, and the new people of God was established. Imagine the reconciling power of the pentecostal gospel, which includes Semites alongside Africans (later specified in terms of the Ethiopian eunuch; Acts 8:26–40) and Arabs (all the more important given the more recent Arab-Israeli conflicts) and which breaks down and overcomes negative stereotypes of ethnic nationalities (such as that of Cretans). In retrospect, Acts 2 describes the worldwide church of the twenty-first century and anticipates the eschatological gathering of all peoples, tongues, tribes, and nations in the reign of God (Rev. 5:9; 7:9; 13:7; cf. 21:22–26). Early modern pentecostalism captured this biblical vision through Seymour’s leadership, but this did not last. An honest assessment of the current situation is that personal and sociostructural racism is still very much a present sin and manifestation of demonic power that needs to be confessed and dismantled by the church (see §4.2.3).

Class reconciliation: The outpouring of the Spirit upon all flesh not only reconciles ethnicities and races but also heals divisions erected by class. A new people of God emerged who had “all things in common” (cf. Acts 2:40–47; 4:32–37). The church brought together those otherwise socially segregated: the unschooled (4:13) and the well educated (e.g., Paul and Apollos; cf. 18:24); the disenfranchised and those in religious or political power (e.g., Cornelius in Acts 10, Sergius Paulus in 13:7–12, Crispus in 18:8, Sosthenes in 18:17, and Publius of Malta in 28:7–10); and the socially marginalized and differently abled (e.g., the Ethiopian of Acts 8, who was a foreigner and a eunuch). No wonder modern pentecostalism, in providing space for and nurturing the poor, the sick, the social outcasts and misfits, the economically destitute, the spiritually impoverished, and the politically marginalized or invisible, has been called a “haven for the masses” and understood as representing the “vision of the disinherited.”[34]
Much work needs to be done to address inner-city slum conditions, violence on all scales, and economic structures of injustice that are demonically inspired to exploit mass labor for the gain of the rich, just to name three of the present challenges. But the church cannot ignore these matters if, as black pentecostal theologian Alonzo Johnson notes, “oppression is understood to include economic, political, cultural, as well as psychological and spiritual realities” (see §4.3.1).[35]

Gender reconciliation: The outpouring of the Spirit has been from the beginning also upon both male and female: sons and daughters would prophesy (Acts 2:17–18). The value and ministry of women are affirmed not only in Luke (e.g., 1:40; 2:36–38; 8:1–4; 11:27–28) but throughout Acts (e.g., Dorcas, Lydia, Damaris, Priscilla, Philip’s evangelist-prophetess daughters, and other unnamed women). Modern pentecostalism has featured numerous women evangelists, pastors, church planters, missionaries, and leaders.[36] Nevertheless, sexism remains widespread not only in societies around the world but also in churches, including pentecostal churches. Full salvation includes the redemption of women and of the fallen social structures that have conspired to prohibit women’s full realization of the image and calling of God in their lives (see §4.3.2).

Cosmic salvation refers not only to the interconnectedness of human beings and their environment (cf. Acts 2:19–20) but also to the redemption of all creation (perhaps not excluding the fallen principalities, spiritual authorities, and powers; cf. Eph. 6:12).[37] In fact, Paul explicitly connects the cosmic salvation of all creation and the human redemption of the body with the work and groanings of the Spirit of God (Rom. 8:19–23). Meanwhile the Spirit not only heralds the day of the Lord through the Messiah (Luke 4:19) but also works to bring it about. Indeed, the arrival of the day of the Lord is a thoroughly pneumatological event that transforms all creation (Isa. 32:15–16) and effects even relationships between the wolf and the lamb, the leopard and the kid, the calf and the lion (cf. Isa. 11:6–9; 65:25). For contemporary society, cosmic salvation is especially urgent given the pollution of the environment and bodies of water, the destruction of our ecosystems, the degradation of our rain forests, the erosion of our soils, and the greenhouse effect, among other concerns. Along with our tree-planting AICs in Zimbabwe (§1.3.1), recent “environmental spiritualities” are also drawing on pneumatological themes in their commitment to the greening of cities, the purifying of water and air systems, and the renewal of the natural environment (see §7.3.3).

Last but not least is
eschatological salvation. Traditionally, this has been construed in individualistic terms related to one’s final abode in either heaven or hell. These are the categories of the Apocalypse—the presence of God or the bottomless pit; the heavenly Jerusalem or the lake of fire; inside the city or outside the gates—and the full force of these powerful symbols should not be overlooked. Nevertheless, the foregoing analysis of Pentecost as signifying the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit indicates that eschatological salvation is experienced now
and
awaited. Thus salvation is both historical and directed toward the future transformation of all creation into the new heavens and new earth.[38]
Against the fundamentalist view, prevalent in many pentecostal circles, that sees all creation as apocalyptically destroyed, this transformational perspective suggests that (a) apocalyptic texts that on the surface imply the destruction of the world are better understood in terms of the eschatological purification of God; (b) the specific Christian hope for the resurrection of the body suggests both that there is a greater continuity than discontinuity between this and the next world and that God values the embodied nature of created things sufficiently to preserve them; and (c) God will finally save and vindicate the people of God, who yearn for divine intervention into their experiences of persecution, oppression, and alienation, and God will finally redeem the world, which was created good.[39]
The apocalyptic elements of the New Testament anticipate the critique and judgment of the present sociopolitical and historical order. Jesus’ exorcisms thereby overturn the reigning forces of this world and inaugurate the new order of the reign of God.[40]

The “not yet” aspect of eschatological salvation will include the saving work of the Spirit in the personal, familial, social, and cosmic dimensions as well. More specifically, as Miroslav Volf puts it, the final reconciliation is not only between God and human beings but also between humans themselves, including the reconciliation between victims and victimizers.[41] Hence it must necessarily accomplish the forgiveness of all sins, bring about justice, vindicate the oppressed, and yet reveal the mercy of God. Divine grace is manifest precisely in the eschatological redemption of sinners and those sinned against. In anticipation of this final redemption, the Spirit continues to issue an open-ended invitation to “anyone who wishes [to] take the water of life as a gift” (Rev. 22:17), even as the Spirit blows forth the winds of refreshing preceding the return of the Messiah and the universal restoration of God (Acts 3:19–21). And although this cosmic salvation may not be a literal universalism,[42] it certainly will entail the submission of all things under Jesus, the exaltation of his name (Phil. 2:9–11), and the final subjection of both the Son and all things under God “so that God may be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28). Because of the continuity between the present historical work of the Spirit of God and the final redemptive act of the triune God, the eschatological motif runs as a thread woven throughout the entirety of this pentecostal theology instead of being set off as its own separate topic (or chapter) for discussion.

Salvation considered in these personal, familial, ecclesial, material, social, cosmic, and eschatological terms does not necessarily mean that individuals experience the saving work of God in this sequence or that these are updated categories for the older idea of the history of salvation. The point, rather, is that full salvation as concretely historical includes all of these dimensions and that to individualize salvation is to arbitrarily abstract one dimension from a much more complex and complicated process of relationships. This needs to be kept in mind as we work our way through what has traditionally been understood as the personal ordo salutis (“order of salvation”) in the remainder of this chapter, before returning to the larger ecclesial and social pictures in the next two chapters.

2.2.2
Dynamic Salvation and Baptism in the Holy Spirit. Solidly rooted in the Wesleyan Holiness tradition as they are, classical Pentecostals have traditionally debated the question whether there are one, two, or even three “works of grace.” Early Pentecostals such as William H. Durham (d. 1912) came to be convinced that the work of Christ on Calvary accomplished both the justifying forgiveness of sins and the sanctification of the believer, with the latter then being appropriated gradually over the remaining course of life.[43]
At one level, Durham was simply championing the centrality of the person and work of Christ, prominent among turn-of-the-century Holiness, revivalist, and pietistic circles long before the fivefold gospel of Jesus became a pentecostal shibboleth. At another level, however, Durham’s “finished work of Calvary” position was clearly a rejection of the Holiness understanding of sanctification as a second crisis experience following initial salvation. Pentecostals who were influenced by Durham came to define the baptism of the Spirit not in soteriological terms but as the endowment of power for witness (cf. Acts 1:8). Some of those who remained in the Holiness tradition but came into the pentecostal experience retained sanctification as a second work of grace and equated it with the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Other Holiness pentecostals posited a three-stage experience of Christian salvation: conversion (justification), sanctification (entire), and the baptism of the Holy Spirit (for power to witness).

More recently the debate has shifted as a result of pentecostals’ engagement in dialogue with especially evangelical Protestants and Roman Catholic charismatics about (to simplify the complex issues) whether the baptism of the Holy Spirit is an experience equivalent to or subsequent to that of salvation.[44]
Those who defend the former position tend to see initial conversion as including the full bestowal of the Spirit and later experiences of Spirit baptism as releases of the Spirit and gifts of the Spirit in the life of the believer. Advocates for the latter position are usually classical Pentecostals who agree that the Spirit is given at conversion but continue to define the later Spirit baptism in terms of charismatic empowerment to witness.[45]

My own view attempts to affirm the tension between Durham’s once-for-all reception of salvation and the gradualist tradition that sees salvation as a dynamic process of experiencing the “increasing fullness” of the Spirit. In so doing, I acknowledge the possibility of subsequent crisis experiences not only of “Spirit baptism” empowering the believer for Christian service but also of what I would call sanctifying intensification drawing the believer more consciously into ever deeper intimacy with Christ.[46]
This proposal is pneumatologically motivated and understands salvation in dynamic and eschatological terms. The remainder of this section (§2.2) will develop this idea in four steps by moving away from the intricacies of pentecostal debates to explicate pneumatological soteriology in dialogue with the Christian theological tradition.

The first step toward a robust pneumatological doctrine of salvation retrieves the early church’s understanding of Christian initiation.[47] Catholic charismatic theologian Kilian McDonnell has suggested that this entails


	initial contact with Christians and the Christian faith, followed by repentance and the decision to enter the conversion process;

	a period of catechetical instruction and moral (re)formation, varying in length (partly because of the extenuating circumstances confronting the oft persecuted early church) but usually between two and three years;

	a culminating rite of Christian initiation including water baptism, anointing—the reception of the Holy Spirit (later known as confirmation)—and celebration of the Eucharist (the Lord’s Supper).



Baptism for the forgiveness of sins consists of renunciation of the devil and his works; taking off one’s old clothes (signifying putting off the old person); confession of faith in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; immersion in water (signifying identification with the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus); and putting on new white robes (signifying putting on Christ). Anointing or confirmation includes the laying of hands on the catechumens by the bishop; the invocation of the Holy Spirit; the anointing with oil (signifying the initial giving and receiving of the Spirit after the model of Jesus’ baptism); and the expectation that the charisms, including speaking in tongues, will be manifest.[48]
The catechumens proceed to celebrate the Eucharist for the first time with the congregation. As they gather around the Lord’s Table, the body of Christ celebrates the unity and fellowship of the Spirit. John Chrysostom (ca. 347–407) says, “Let us learn the wonder of this sacrament. . . . We become a single body . . . members of his flesh and bone of his bones. That is what is brought about by the food that he gives us. He blends himself with us so that we may all become one single entity in the way the body is joined to the head.”[49]

To this, some respond that the charisms operate outside baptism and that the Holy Spirit’s work is not confined to the baptized.[50]
But this misses the point of the patristic understanding, which grants both matters. As McDonnell summarizes, the patristic view of Christian initiation sees the giving and receiving of the Holy Spirit as central and normative for all the baptized. Along the way, classical pentecostals who affirm the doctrine of tongues as the initial evidence of Spirit baptism would be happy to see that the church fathers also understood tongues as a normal—if not normative—manifestation following the reception of the Spirit.[51]
The patristic process of Christian initiation may have emerged following the template established by Peter on the day of Pentecost: repentance, baptism for the forgiveness of sins, and reception of the Holy Spirit. (This has always been the claim of Oneness or Apostolic pentecostals, with the added clarification that water baptism has to be “in Jesus’ name”—following the pattern of the early church; cf. Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:48; 19:5—and that Spirit baptism is evidenced by glossolalia.)[52]
So, when we trace back the gift of the Spirit to Jesus himself (Luke 24:49; cf. John 20:22) and notice that Jesus the giver of the Spirit is also the Christ anointed by the Spirit, we see a Lukan pneumatological soteriology taking shape: Jesus the Christ, anointed by the Spirit to do the works of the reign of God, pours out that same Spirit upon all flesh in order that his followers also may accomplish perhaps even greater works than he did (cf. John 14:12).

Herein lies the significance of the proclamation of John the Baptist, preserved by all four Gospel writers and repeated by Jesus himself: “I baptize you with water; but one who is more powerful than I . . . will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Luke 3:16; see Mark 1:8; Matt. 3:11; John 1:33; cf. Acts 1:5; 11:16).[53]
I suggest that this baptism of (or in) the Holy Spirit relates to neither merely the classical pentecostal emphasis of the endowment for power to witness (although it includes this as well) nor merely the idea of Christian initiation into the body of Christ (although, again, it includes this also). Rather, I propose that we retrieve this metaphor of baptism of the Holy Spirit to capture the dynamic and full experience of Christian salvation not only in terms of dying with Christ but also in terms of being raised with him to do the things that he did. In this way, the baptism of the Holy Spirit denotes Christian salvation, broadly considered, as nothing less than the gift of Jesus Christ himself to us in the totality of his Spirit-anointed life, death, and resurrection.[54]

This proposal—our second step toward a robust pneumatological soteriology—leads to the following theological insights, utilizing at this juncture the traditional ordo salutis of classical Protestantism. First, baptism in the Holy Spirit is anticipated and precipitated by Jesus’ offer of the Spirit to all humankind in order to draw all persons to himself (cf. John 16:7–8). Second, baptism in the Holy Spirit is the culmination of the rite of Christian initiation, which includes repentance and baptism for the forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38; cf. John 3:5–6; Titus 3:5), into the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13). Third, the metaphor of baptism in the Holy Spirit makes the connection between the fact that Jesus “was raised for our justification” (Rom. 4:25) and Jesus’ arising from the dead by the power of the Spirit and concludes that the justification of sinners is also a pneumatologically accomplished reality that includes, but is not limited to, the forgiveness of sins (understood in forensic terms).[55] This means, fourth, that baptism in the Holy Spirit understands justification as intimately related to sanctification, not in order to advocate any kind of works righteousness but in order to see that God both declares sinners righteous through Jesus Christ and makes sinners righteous through the purifying fire of the Spirit, restoring them to the full image of God as revealed in the life of Jesus.[56] Fifth, baptism in the Holy Spirit unites believers with Christ in his resurrection power—“If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you” (Rom. 8:11)—and thereby empowers and releases them for ministry in and for the church, and through the church to the world. And finally, baptism in the Holy Spirit is the down payment for the eschatological redemption of God (Eph. 1:13–14; 2 Cor. 1:21–22), which could also be understood in terms of what the Orthodox call theōsis (“deification”): being made participants in the divine nature and in the life of God (cf. 2 Pet. 1:4; see also §5.2.1).[57]

Nevertheless, it must also be conceded that the foregoing narrative exegesis of Luke-Acts delivers neither a systematically developed soteriology nor a rigid ordo salutis because the “pattern” of Acts, if one exists at all, “is the absence of uniformity in sequence.”[58] How, then, are we to understand afresh the traditional ordo salutis for our time?

2.2.3 A Pneumatological Theology of Conversion. This leads, in the third step toward a pneumatological soteriology, to a dialogue with the Wesleyan theological tradition as precursor of modern pentecostalism. This includes a retrieval of the ideas of both John Wesley himself, particularly the notion of via salutis (the “scripture way of salvation,” as Wesley put it), and his designated successor, John Fletcher.[59]

To begin with Wesley (1703–1791) is to recognize the doctrine of grace that permeates his soteriology.[60] Wesley understood all creation as sustained by the prevenient grace of God. This prevenient grace both makes salvation possible and also undergirds the actual experience of salvation by human beings. With this basic presupposition in place, Wesley spoke of the “scripture way of salvation” in various places in terms of




	convicting or initially repenting grace;

	regenerating or awakening grace;

	convincing, converting, or practically repenting grace;

	justifying, forgiving, or adopting grace;

	initially assuring grace;

	sanctifying, growing, and ongoing repenting grace;

	entirely sanctifying or perfecting grace;

	ultimately assuring (glorifying) grace.[61]



Note that Wesley was practically motivated. He intentionally structured the various means of grace to correlate with his understanding of the
via salutis, expecting real changes to occur in the lives of his parishioners as they engaged the way of Jesus.[62]
Hence, divine grace did not preclude human response. An important point is that Wesley’s discussion implicitly acknowledges the difficulty of articulating a systematic
ordo salutis
from the biblical materials. Not only do regenerating, converting, adopting, and assuring grace combine to constitute for Wesley what the broader Protestant tradition recognizes as justifying grace; converting, assuring, growing, and perfecting grace also combine to constitute for Wesley what that same broader tradition recognizes as sanctifying grace—hence, for Wesley, justification was understood as initial sanctification. It is less important to draw from this that the categories overlap (even if they do) than to follow Wesley’s insight into the dynamic processes of human salvation. There are not only movement—hence the emphasis on the
way
of salvation, which should caution us against reifying these concepts into a rigid order of salvation—but also possibly reversals (testifying here to Wesley’s conviction that one could indeed fall from grace). The attractiveness of Wesley’s
via salutis
is that it preserves space for the possibility of crisis moments (as in the conversion or perfection experiences) that serve to move persons from one to another phase in their spiritual lives even while it recognizes the fluidity (e.g., which of the many times I said the “sinner’s prayer” during my childhood years was “it”?) of all spiritual journeys.

The importance of John Fletcher (1729–1785) for our purposes is his association of the Lukan baptism in the Holy Spirit with perfecting grace. Fletcher had come over time to see the pentecostal language and imagery in the book of Acts as having significance for understanding sanctification (cf. Acts 15:8–9). Although certainly later Methodist and Holiness thinkers followed Fletcher in this regard, whether the later Wesley aligned himself with Fletcher’s views is still heavily debated.[63]
Clearly, Fletcher connected the pentecostal baptism of the Holy Spirit with full sanctification. This emphasizes the divine initiative accomplishing the perfection of the believer even as it made Wesley nervous that such a passive understanding of sanctification undercuts the responsive role of human beings in the process of sanctification.[64] Both theologians’ insistence on avoiding any kind of works righteousness underscores the importance of the doctrine of prevenient grace in their soteriologies, even as our observing this difference between Wesley and Fletcher reminds us that it may be more beneficial to preserve rather than resolve this tension. But whereas the earlier Wesley understood the baptism of the Holy Spirit to refer to the conversion experience, Fletcher’s view of such baptism as a second work of sanctifying or perfecting grace may have led the later Wesley at least to broaden his understanding to include the entirety of the Christian salvation experience.[65] Thus the mature Wesley may have seen Christian conversion as synonymous with sanctification. And so Christian salvation is defined as “a thorough change of heart and life from sin to holiness.”[66] This background illuminates the nineteenth-century Holiness references to many “anointings” and “baptisms” throughout the individual believer’s salvation and sanctification experiences.[67]

What emerges is consistent with the dynamic pneumatological soteriology advocated here.[68]
Baptism in the Holy Spirit as a metaphor for Christian salvation calls attention to the process of humans experiencing the saving graces of God along with the presence of crisis moments when such grace is palpably felt as radically transformative. Thus we can say that a dynamic pneumatological soteriology emphasizes three logical moments of the baptism of the Holy Spirit: “I was saved” reflects the initial experience(s) of receiving the Holy Spirit, traditionally called repentance, conversion, regeneration, or justification; “I am being saved” reflects the ongoing experiences of being filled with the Spirit, traditionally called sanctification; “I will be saved” reflects the long-anticipated day when we shall “see him as he is” (1 John 3:2) and experience the full baptism of the eschatological Spirit resulting in union with the triune God.

This kind of dynamic pneumatological soteriology requires a theology of conversion commensurate with the complexity of the human encounter with God. Fortunately, the Catholic charismatic theologian Donald Gelpi, SJ, has developed just what the doctor ordered.[69] While constructed for the Catholic Church’s Rite for Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA), Gelpi’s insights have solid interdisciplinary credentials even as they are set within a robust pneumatological framework informed by the Catholic charismatic renewal. In brief, conversion is defined as “a turning from and a turning to. . . . One turns from irresponsible to responsible living in some realm of experience.”[70] Several features of Gelpi’s model of conversion are important. To begin, conversion is a personal experience that occurs within a matrix of social processes. From this, and building on the work of Bernard Lonergan, there are different domains wherein conversion is experienced besides the religious one, and these include the intellectual, the affective, the moral, and the sociopolitical. Intellectual conversion results in our taking responsibility for the truth or falsity of our beliefs and for the explanatory frameworks within which our beliefs sit. Affective conversion results in our taking responsibility for our emotional health and maturation. Moral conversion results in our taking responsibility for our practical deliberations and our choice of actions in interpersonal relations. Sociopolitical conversion enlarges the sphere of moral conversion, resulting in our taking responsibility for the institutional structures of our lives, which inform and shape the common good. It follows that religious conversion results in our taking responsibility for our encounter with the transcendent, or with God, whereas specifically Christian conversion results in our taking responsibility for our life of faith in light of the particular incarnational and pentecostal gifts of God.[71]
This is suggestive of the normative nature of conversion: our taking responsibility in any particular domain emerges as a result of a series of self-conscious reflections measuring our perspectives and choices against the realities, values, ideals, and principles that have been interiorized through the conversion process.

The foregoing leads, finally, to the observation that conversion in any domain is dynamically related to those in other domains.[72] Affective conversion, for example, reorders our emotions so that other domains of life are engaged more healthily. Intellectual conversion informs the other four forms of conversion. Moral conversion understands the other forms of conversion to have practical and interpersonal consequences. Sociopolitical conversion deprivatizes the other conversions. Religious conversion in general, and Christian conversion more specifically, transvalues—by which Gelpi means relocates within a new frame of reference—the conversion experiences in the other domains.[73] Of course, even as conversion in one realm impacts conversion in the others, the lack of conversion in any one realm—what Gelpi calls the “counter-dynamics of conversion”—negatively impacts, either by prohibiting or distorting, conversion in the other realms.

As a Jesuit, Gelpi notes that Christian conversion is the reorientation of the totality of our intellectual, affective, moral, and sociopolitical lives according to the revelation of God in Jesus Christ as nurtured by our participation in the sacraments (see further §7.3.1). But note that he also shows how such reorientation is accomplished by the divine Breath’s (Gelpi’s neologism for the Holy Spirit) assimilation of ourselves with Jesus and by the Breath’s charismatic gifts to individual members within and for the benefit of the larger church.[74]
So Christian conversion provides the impetus for the renewal of the mind, the healing of the heart, the sanctification of human activities, and the reconciliation of human relationships, all as the Spirit of God assimilates the believer with the mind, heart, and life of Jesus.[75]
At the same time, as Gelpi insists, the dynamics and counterdynamics of the various natural conversion experiences—for example, intellectual, affective, and both forms of moral conversion—prior to religious or Christian conversion are not inessential to it, oftentimes precipitating Christian conversion and giving it its distinctive and qualitative shape.

But enough has been said of Gelpi’s theology of conversion for now to indicate why it serves as the fourth ingredient for a robust pneumatological soteriology. Having relocated Christian initiation within the broader communal and liturgical life of the church (step one), understood Christian salvation within the framework of the Lukan narrative and in terms of the metaphor of the baptism of the Holy Spirit (step two), and reconceived the
ordo salutis
toward a more dynamic
via salutis
(step three), we can utilize Gelpi’s multidimensional and interactive theory of conversion (step four) to bring all of these insights together in a coherent fashion. Note the following gains. First, Gelpi’s theory is able to account for the holistic nature of Christian conversion seen in the New Testament and captured in the gospel metaphor of baptism in the Holy Spirit. Salvation as a multidimensional reality—in relationship to God, to others, to the world, and so forth—is preserved in the various domains in which conversion is experienced. Second, Gelpi’s theory of conversion articulates the complex processes of repentance experienced by early Christian catechumens. Crisis moments of conversion are identifiable—when transformation from irresponsibility to responsibility occurs—but set against a fluid backdrop of ecclesial, interpersonal, and sociopolitical relationships. The traditional impasse between conversion understood as a crisis event and conversion as a dynamic process is hereby overcome.[76]
Finally, the dynamic, complex, and interactive series of conversion processes mean not only that any theology of conversion will resist systematic definition[77]
but also that every conversion experience in any domain serves as a divinely gracious prompt for deeper conversion in other domains and that finite human beings will never completely convert in this life.[78]
In this case, a via media
is found in the ancient argument about whether salvation depends on divine initiation or human responsibility.

2.3 PNEUMATOLOGICAL SOTERIOLOGY AND THE CHRISTIAN THEOLOGICAL TRADITION

 

It remains to be clarified how the constructive proposal developed here compares with the understanding of the Christian theological tradition. This section first compares Spirit christology with the dominant historical christologies, proceeds to analyze pneumatological soteriology in light of traditional theories of the atonement, and concludes with a discussion on pentecostal theology as a “traditioning” enterprise.

2.3.1
Spirit Christology and the Tradition. The following should not be construed as an attempt to canvass the entire history of christological reflections. My modest intention is to locate the Spirit christology proposed here within the theological tradition and to argue for its full inclusion as a legitimate model for contemporary christology. Toward these ends, let me make two general historical remarks before dealing with the important but challenging issue of the relationship between the Spirit and the Son.

First, the Spirit christology of the Synoptics in general and of Luke in particular has always sat alongside the Logos christology of the Johannine Gospel. The former emphasized Jesus’ humanity, the latter his deity. The latter may have emerged naturally from the former insofar as the former could not adequately account for a number of features—for example, Jesus’ dispensing forgiveness of sins (the prerogative of God alone) or the dynamics surrounding the “messianic secret.” It should come as no surprise that early Christian reflection on Jesus preserved both perspectives. The Antiochene school’s preference for a literal and historical reading of Scripture led its proponents to champion what is now known as a “Logos-anthropos” understanding of Jesus, emphasizing the joining of the Logos with a human being, whereas the Alexandrian school’s preference for an allegorical hermeneutic led its members to advocate a “Logos-sarx” christology, emphasizing the union of the Logos and human flesh.[79]

Second, the challenges confronted by the early church inevitably focused on explicating the nature of Jesus and his relationship to the Father. The emergent Nicene and Chalcedonian confessions therefore declared Jesus as being of the same substance (homoousios) with the Father, his divine and human natures united in his person. The mystery of Christ was preserved in the apophatic “four fences” of Chalcedon: without confusion, without change, without division, without separation. Still, declaring Jesus unequivocally divine led to a diminished emphasis on his humanity in the later tradition, especially in the popular consciousness. As a result, the Antiochene voice became muted whereas the Alexandrian perspective became dominant. The Synoptic Gospels were reduced to present what Jesus did, even as John’s Gospel was understood to provide the definitive account of who Jesus really was.

The details of the Chalcedonian definition were never universally accepted, especially in the Christian East, and vibrant Monophysite and Nestorian traditions remain today, reminding us of various points of dispute.[80]
Further, the tension for most Protestant theologies is to overcome the temptation to separate completely the scriptural dimension of the apostolic traditions from the ecumenical consensus of the postapostolic traditions, and to take seriously the priority and normativity of the biblical witness for theological reflection. Finally, the attempt to articulate a world pentecostal theology will inevitably need to engage the theology and christology of Oneness pentecostalism.

The rationale for retrieving and reappropriating Spirit christology for world pentecostal theology should be clear. First, it reengages the complex question Jesus posed through the entirety of the gospel witness, “Who do you say that I am?” and results in a new appreciation for his humanity. Second, it requires us to locate the patristic consensus in specific Hellenistic contexts even while it enables us to approach the christological question afresh using contemporary anthropological and existential categories. Third, it participates in the renaissance of pneumatology in contemporary theology even as it contributes to the quest for a robustly trinitarian theology. Fourth, it provides bridges to the practical relevance and the implications for Christian living—Jesus as the man of the Spirit models our lives as anointed by the Spirit—not as well afforded by traditional christological accounts. Finally, it redirects Oneness theologians toward the underlying narrative base more appropriate to their Jewish “theology of the name” than their current attempts to rehabilitate the Logos category for theological and christological purposes (see §5.3.3).

This said, my Spirit christology proposal is certainly not meant to displace the Johannine Logos account. In fact, although Spirit christology provides a more plausible contemporary account of the divine-human interface in the life of Jesus than the incarnational model, John’s perspective—“And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14)—is crucial to protect Spirit christology from lapsing into adoptionism. Further, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1) preserves the mystery of the incarnation and the innertrinitarian relations that Spirit christology on its own terms loses. Finally, and most important, even granted that the Spirit has historically been subordinated to the Son, thereby prohibiting a fully perichoretic trinitarian theology from emerging, Logos christology protects Spirit christology from the reverse subordinationist tendency: that of subjecting the person and work of Jesus to the Spirit. A robustly trinitarian theology will need to avoid both pitfalls by articulating a fully relational, mutual, and reciprocal understanding of the Son and the Spirit (§5.3.1).

Thus the primary challenge for pneumatological theology is to preserve, without disengaging the Spirit from the Son altogether, the integrity of the Spirit’s mission against the theological tradition’s tendency to subordinate the Spirit to the Son.[81]
Is it possible that pentecostalism’s emphasis on the Spirit might lead to a neglect of both the person and the work of the Son?[82]
Possibly, yes; necessarily, no. Although Logos christology may protect the theologian against this neglect, Spirit christology is not completely without its own resources.

It is here that the recent work of D. Lyle Dabney on a pneumatology of the cross—what he calls a
pneumatologia crucis—is helpful.[83]
Dabney is very concerned with the identity of the Spirit and indeed sees the Spirit’s presence and activity in the Gospel of Mark (as we have previously in Luke) in the life, work, death, and resurrection of Jesus. What Dabney highlights, however, is that the Spirit not only enables Jesus’ offering of himself on the cross (Heb. 9:14) but also remains present with Jesus through the passion, which ultimately separates the Father from the Son. Jesus’ cry, “Abba, Father” (Mark 14:36a), is enabled, as Paul elsewhere notes, only by the Spirit (cf. Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6).

The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the self-sacrifice and resurrection of Jesus Christ made manifest in the Trinitarian kenosis of God on the cross, the possibility of God even in the midst of every impossibility that God could be present and active, the divine possibility that the living God might be found even in the midst of chaos and death, indeed, precisely in the midst of chaos and death, the possibility that God might yet be for us and we might yet be for God, and thus the possibility that even those who suffer that deadly estrangement might beyond death be raised to new life, transformed life, a life in which the crushed and broken and incoherent bits and pieces of a life are taken up anew and made whole.[84]

 

Thus the Spirit of the cross also leads the followers of Jesus to their crosses, explaining in part why those who bear witness to the gospel are oftentimes also martyrs for the cause of Christ (the Greek for “witnesses” in Acts 1:8 is martyres).[85] Why not, if the way of the cross is a “way of negation”?[86] The Spirit who is always hidden and points to the Son also leads followers of Jesus to empty themselves in the service of the Son. Hence salvation understood as baptism in the Holy Spirit is nothing less than receiving the gift of the Spirit of God, which enables human participation in the self-sacrificing death and resurrection life of Jesus the Christ.

2.3.2
Spirit Soteriology and Traditional Theories of the Atonement. Dabney’s proposal for identifying the Spirit in terms of the cross of Christ raises the question about the relationship between Spirit christology and the work of Christ, also known traditionally as the atonement. As Spirit christology complements Logos christology, so also does pneumatological soteriology complement the traditional theories of the atonement. This can be seen by refocusing the ransom, satisfaction, penal substitutionary, and moral-influence theories of the saving work of Christ in pneumatological perspective.[87]

The ransom or dramatic theory of the atonement was dominant during the first Christian millennium.[88] Building on Jesus’ own words—that “the Son of Man came . . . to give his life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45; cf. Matt. 20:28)—the basic elements include an original owner (God), a lost possession (creation in general and humankind in particular), a usurper (the devil; cf. 1 John 5:19), and a ransom (the Son of Man in exchange for the rightful owner’s recovery of what was lost). In the patristic understanding, the unfolding of the plot results in the devil being deceived by God insofar as the ransom does not remain under the power of death (cf. Acts 2:23–28; 1 Cor. 15:54–57). Critical questions have always followed this theory—such as the following: How is the devil in the position to demand payment of a ransom from God? Is it fair that God deceives the devil by raising up the ransom from the dead? Is redemption purely a cosmic affair or transaction between God and the devil, so that the primary problematic is framed in terms of the demonic? How can the ransom theory remain plausible to the modern mindset, which has demythologized the idea of the devil?

The pneumatological soteriology defended here not only reinvigorates the idea of the demonic (itself a pneumatological category; see §6.2.2) but reorients it according to contemporary sensibilities. Insofar as Satan represents the sum total of all evil and sin is thereby understood in cosmic and social terms, the ransom theory empowers a redemptive, nonviolent resistance against evil, following the example of Jesus (reliant on cunning and ingenuity).[89] And insofar as the liberation of the captives accomplished by Jesus included the exorcism of demons from those held in bondage by destructive forces, so also does full salvation need to account for the triumph of Christ over the rulers and authorities of this present world (cf. Col. 2:15).

The satisfaction theory has been dominant since Anselm’s articulation of it in the eleventh century. For Anselm, human beings had dishonored God in their fall into sin, thereby incurring the divine wrath. How could that wrath be appeased by human beings who had already failed in their obligations? For this reason, God became a man in Jesus Christ: his sinless life restored to God the honor due to God, and his sacrificial death satisfied and appeased the wrath of God. Critical questions have also followed this theory, including these: Is redemption purely a cosmic affair or transaction between God the Father and God the Son, so that the primary problematic is framed in terms of the demands of God manifest in the divine wrath? What about more recent “divine violence” criticisms, suggesting that the theory relies on violent images of the Father exacting the payment for sin from the Son through death (e.g., Isa. 53:4), images that in turn sanction human violence and, more abhorrently, acts of child abuse in particular?[90]

Though related to Anselm’s satisfaction theory, the penal-substitution theory was developed primarily by the Reformers who understood human disobedience not only as insulting God’s honor but also as breaching God’s law. If the breaking of the divine law incurs the penalty of death, how can this penalty be satisfied by those under its condemnation? Hence the proposal that the death of Christ and the shedding of his blood on the cross in place of guilty human beings atone for—propitiate or expiate (cf. Rom. 3:25)—all sin. In addition to the critical questions posed to the satisfaction theory, others more pertinent to the penal-substitution theory include these: If Jesus’ life and death pay the penalty for all sin, how can further punishment be exacted on sinners—for example, in an eternal hell—without resulting in “double jeopardy” and undermining the efficacy of Jesus’ substitutionary atonement? (Later Reformed theology developed the idea of limited atonement—Christ died only for the elect—precisely in order to deal with this issue; but this proposal does not adequately account for the claim that Jesus is “the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world”; cf. 1 John 2:2; 1 Tim. 4:10.) Building on this, does not Jesus’ atonement for sin define salvation as a forensic matter to the neglect or undermining of the ethical dimension?

Instead of being an outmoded notion limited to the feudal and penitential context of Anselm’s medieval period or a piece of legalistic speculation amidst the emerging Protestant city-states, I suggest that the satisfaction and substitutionary theories remain pertinent for our time. Given our increasing awareness of the web of interconnectedness that binds all life forms together to the point that human survival is always at the expense of other forms of life, including other human life, the blood guilt that is upon our own heads as survivors requires the atoning sacrifice of Jesus in order for us to engage each other, the earth, and the divine in good conscience.[91] The pneumatological framework defended here provides the broader multidimensional soteriology making rehabilitation of these biblical images possible. The Spirit who empowers Jesus’ sacrificial offering (cf. Heb. 9:13–14) also makes possible its application through the resurrection of Jesus from the dead (cf. Rom. 4:25). This makes genuine not only the proclamation of good news offering the forgiveness of sins (see §2.1.3) but also the experience of the gift of the Spirit, which enables the giving and receiving of this forgiveness (cf. John 20:22–23). Most important, insofar as the Spirit, who raised Jesus for our justification, also gives life to us (Rom. 8:11), the experience of forgiveness of sins deals not merely with the covering of our past failures but also with the empowering of our future actions so that they retain their full moral and ethical significance. This more dynamic understanding of the satisfaction and substitutionary theories effectively sidesteps both the divine-violence and double-jeopardy criticisms, since the former is now a trinitarian rather than binitarian affair and the latter applies only within a static framework.

The moral influence of the atonement was first proposed by Abelard in response to Anselm and then developed into a much more subjectivistic theory by modern Protestant liberalism. For Abelard, the problem was neither the devil (as in the ransom theory) nor God’s wrath (as in the satisfaction theory). Rather, the problem lay in the human heart, estranged and alienated from God by shame, guilt, and self-condemnation (cf. Gen. 3:8; Rom. 8:1). How can human beings be brought to the realization that the devil is no more than a false accuser, that the Father awaits the return home of his prodigal children with open arms (cf. Luke 15:20–24), and that nothing can separate us from the love of God (Rom. 8:31–39)? Through the gift of divine love by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 5:5): the death of Christ reveals the accomplished reconciliation between God and human beings, which illuminates, heals, and transforms the human heart (2 Cor. 5:14–20). Later versions of this theory, especially among liberal Protestant thinkers, tended to emphasize much more than Abelard did the subjective work of Christ at the expense of any objective dimension.

A pneumatological reappropriation of the moral-influence theory preserves its central insights regarding both the necessary transformation of soul and the healing of moral character even while it locates these realities within the interpersonal, ecclesial, and sociopolitical matrices wherein Christian salvation is experienced and played out. Further, it provides a norm to measure the transformation of heart according to the image of Jesus, so that one is converted over and over again by the power of the Spirit so as to put on the mind of Christ, embody the virtues of Jesus, and accomplish the things he did. In this way, the existential and experiential dimensions of the atoning work of Christ are retained as accomplished by the Spirit.[92]

2.3.3
Pneumatological Soteriology and the Tradition: Retrieving, Reconstructing, Reappropriating. Although the preceding represents only a preliminary effort to redeem the history of the Christian theological tradition for world pentecostal theology, it is important, given especially early modern pentecostalism’s ambivalence toward the history of the postapostolic church. Let me make explicit a pentecostal theology of the tradition and summarize how a world pentecostal and pneumatological soteriology retrieves, reconstructs, and reappropriates this theology.

Pentecostals have been historically more interested in the apostolic experience than in its subsequent history. More recently, however, this has begun to change with the appearance both of full-scale historical theology[93]
and of an attempt to reconceive pentecostal spirituality in full dialogue with the Christian spiritual tradition. The latter is especially pertinent here because of Simon Chan’s insights about not only the content and legacy of the theological tradition but also the processes of “traditioning.”[94]
Pentecostals now realize that traditions are generally not static entities—although they could become so and remain only antiquarian objects of interest to posterity—but are living, dynamic, and self-perpetuating realities.[95]
Granted, there are particular challenges for pentecostal traditioning, including pentecostal emphases on the direct vertical experience of God rather than on the mediated horizontal experience of divine activity, on oral transmission as opposed to having a well-developed written culture, and on personal piety versus “dead orthodoxy.” Yet pentecostalism’s oral mode of communication and narrative framework are conducive to the task of traditioning, and the pentecostal orientation is a further aid to the process of traditioning precisely because such traditioning is pneumatologically accomplished. As Philip Thompson reminds us, the Holy Spirit not only enables the memory of the church (John 14:25–26) but also empowers the appropriation of such memory (activity) in a way that reenacts the covenant relationship between God and God’s people.[96]

At the same time, any reenactment is not merely a repetition of the tradition but a fresh experience of the tradition in a new time and place. So the pneumatological dynamic of the traditioning process ensures its vitality and relevance. In addition, it is precisely the responsibility of the eschatological Spirit of God not only to bring renewal but also to accomplish new things. For this reason, pentecostals should be open to the development of doctrine. This would not be a case of the Spirit’s “revelation” as going “beyond Christ” but rather “a matter of drawing ever more deeply upon the treasury of God’s reality and grace as it is found in Jesus Christ.”[97]
I would further say that included in this journey into the depths of God’s grace in Jesus Christ would be new realizations of the truth appropriate to new situations and circumstances.

So what can we say about pneumatological soteriology in world pentecostal perspective? The advantage of understanding soteriology in terms of the baptism in the Holy Spirit is its dynamism in characterizing full salvation as a holistic and eschatological experience. This characterization in turn enables pentecostal theology to avoid a number of impasses in the classical debates.

First, salvation is a holistic and multidimensional process of the transformation of individuals in their spiritual, natural, and social environments; this gives meaning to the experience of the forgiveness of sins and to the deliverance from the principalities and powers of this age. The saving work of the Spirit transforms human persons precisely by reconciling them to God, to each other, and to their natural habitats. There is no necessary antagonism either between the salvation of the spirit and the salvation of the body or between the new birth and the social or “green” gospels.[98]

Second, salvation is a holistic and dynamic process: I was saved, I am being saved, and I will be saved. The saving work of the Spirit reconceived in this way sidesteps three perennial questions. Initially, it inextricably links what is traditionally known as justification, sanctification, and glorification. This is especially important for pentecostals who understand Spirit baptism in terms of an endowment of power for witness, to the neglect of the call to holiness, since it requires ongoing emphasis on the ethical dimension of salvation.[99] Yet insofar as Wesley’s doctrine of prevenient grace is seen to undergird the entire process, salvation includes both God’s initiative and human response (Phil. 2:12b–13).[100] There is no necessary antagonism between justification and sanctification, in salvation understood as a gift from God and yet requiring some human response as enabled by the Spirit.

Further, the saving work of the Spirit understood as dynamic process overcomes the ongoing debate about whether the baptism in the Holy Spirit is understood as a conversion-initiation experience or as a second (sanctifying) or even third (empowering) work of grace. Although a few classical Pentecostal exegetes have persisted valiantly in distinguishing between the initial salvific gift of the Spirit and the later experience of Spirit baptism and in defending the latter idea as Luke’s distinctive theological contribution, most see both as gifts of the Spirit.[101]
In my view, the one baptism in the Holy Spirit, taken as a New Testament metaphor for the full salvific work of God, in fact demands a variety of experiences, each of which could be significant of conversion in different areas or at deeper levels, including that of being redirected toward bearing more focused and intensive witness to the gospel.[102]
In this case, the experience of being filled with the Holy Spirit occurs “at
any
point in the Christian pilgrimage,” reflecting various stages of the free work of God that accomplishes different things in the life of the believer.[103]
Although this understanding of Spirit baptism includes the process of conversion-initiation, it does not exclude—in fact, it expects—the crisis experience(s) defended by the classical Pentecostal understanding of baptism of the Holy Spirit as a second (or third) work of grace related to charismatic endowment and vocational empowerment. Put succinctly, the baptism in the Holy Spirit refers both to Christian initiation (but understands salvation in a dynamic Wesleyan rather than a forensic Lutheran/Reformed sense)
and
to empowerment for service (but understands this as holding out the possibility of multiple deepening and intensifying experiences of the Spirit rather than only as “second” or “third” works of grace). Thus there is no necessary antagonism between Spirit baptism understood as Christian initiation, on the one hand, and Spirit baptism understood as a later empowering of the Spirit, on the other.[104]

Finally, the saving work of the Spirit understood as dynamic process bypasses the question whether saints are eternally secure or can apostatize. Both sides of this debate assume salvation to be a discrete experience. The view defended here affirms the power of crisis experiences to grant confidence regarding the eschatological salvation of God even as it locates those conversion experiences as ever deeper intensifications of being turned and oriented toward God in the various domains of life. There is therefore no necessary antagonism between the assuring witness of the Spirit, on the one hand, and the capacity to grieve and even fall away from the Holy Spirit (cf. Heb. 6:4–6), on the other.

In sum, salvation is a gift from God to the world, not just a transaction between divine persons or occurring only within the inner trinitarian life of God. Hence the dichotomy between salvation as being of God and salvation as demanding human response is a false one. We do better to see salvation as human participation in the saving work of God through Christ by the Holy Spirit. In this way, salvation is not some abstract or speculative deal but the concrete experiences of embodied, social, political, economic, and spiritual beings as the Holy Spirit is poured out on them.

This chapter has correlated the pentecostal experiences of the saving power of God, described in chapter 1, with soteriological themes in the Bible viewed specifically through a Lukan lens. Jesus is the Christ, the one anointed by the Spirit to save, and salvation is baptism of the Holy Spirit into the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. The result is a pneumatological soteriology with three emphases: a multidimensional understanding of the domains in which salvation is experienced; a dynamic view of the various processes and levels through which conversion occurs; and an alertness and sensitivity to both retrieving and reappropriating the previous formulations of the Christian theological tradition. In this way, we can give preliminary systematic articulation to the pentecostal intuition of the fivefold gospel: Jesus is Savior precisely as healer, sanctifier, and baptizer, all in anticipation of the full salvation to be brought with the coming kingdom. The next chapter continues to engage the demands of the theological tradition by picking up on a theme already broached: salvation understood in ecclesial terms (§2.2.1). This raises a complex question: what is the church? Come Holy Spirit, in your community-forming power . . .
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The Acts of the Apostles and of the Holy Spirit
 

Toward a Pneumatological Ecclesiology
 

 
 

As we have now seen, the Christian tradition has long understood salvation in terms of receiving the Spirit and being baptized into Jesus Christ. But baptism into Jesus entails becoming a member of the body of Christ. As such, soteriology includes and even presupposes ecclesiology and vice versa.[1] Yet over the course of time, and especially with the emergence of the free-church and pietist traditions after the Reformation, soteriology has been privatized in terms of the individual’s personal relationship with Jesus, resulting in the separation of soteriology from ecclesiology. Standing within both the free-church and pietist traditions for the most part, pentecostals have also tended to talk about soteriology apart from ecclesiology; if they have talked about ecclesiology at all, it is usually as an afterthought.

The preceding pneumatological soteriology has sought to begin the reconciliation of pentecostal understandings of salvation and the church. If we take the Lukan narrative seriously, we cannot talk about salvation, the church, or the Spirit apart from each other. For good reason, Luke’s second volume has been variously called the Acts of the Apostles and the Acts of the Holy Spirit. The outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost made the grace of God available to all precisely through the establishment of a new people of God. This leads to the thesis central to pneumatological ecclesiology: the church is an organic, dynamic, and eschatological people of God called after the name of Jesus and constituted in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.[2]

This chapter therefore not only assumes but also informs and explicates essentially the pneumatological soteriology of the previous chapter. Further, it continues to explore the question concerning the relationship between pentecostal theology and the Christian theological tradition, with the presumption that any understanding of the church as an organic reality will need to confront the various historical forms and self-understandings of the church. We proceed to locate this discussion of the doctrine of the church amidst the current debates (§3.1); retrieve and reappropriate the doctrine of the church understood historically in terms of the marks of unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity (§3.2); and conclude with a sketch of what a pneumatological theology of the sacraments and of sacramentality might look like (§3.3). Woven together throughout are both more strictly soteriological and more strictly ecclesiological matters, both historical and contemporary concerns, and the experiences of both the church catholic and the church pentecostal.

3.1 THE DOCTRINE OF THE CHURCH: WHITHER ECCLESIOLOGY?

 

The question “What is the church?” has become a central concern with the emergence of the ecumenical movement in the twentieth century. The divisions between East and West, between Catholic and Protestant, and between the innumerable Protestant denominations and congregations mean, however, that we are far from agreement on even what the right questions are for ecclesiology. This section explores the issues currently debated, beginning first within pentecostalism, then moving to the contemporary scene, and finally setting both within the broader historical context of the Christian theological tradition.

3.1.1 The Pentecostal Question: What Ecclesiology? Pentecostals have not generally given sustained thought to ecclesiology.[3] When pentecostals have said anything, the result has been that pentecostal ecclesiology has gone the way of free-church ecclesiology in general and its evangelical forms more specifically.[4] The basic New Testament images are recalled—for example, the church as the people of God, as the body of Christ, as the temple of the Spirit—and the church’s fourfold mission of worship, instruction, fellowship, and evangelism is usually delineated. Issues related to the proper biblical form of church government are also normally discussed, with congregationalism favored but various forms of presbyterianism and episcopalianism operative, along with the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers. The ordinances (rather than sacraments) of baptism and the Lord’s Supper (rather than Eucharist) often conclude these treatments. Most pentecostals have subordinated these matters to the more pressing task of world mission and evangelization.

This linkage of ecclesiology with the Christian mission goes back to one of the few pentecostals who have produced book-length treatments of the doctrine of the church, the Assemblies of God missiologist Melvin Hodges.[5] Hodges’s pentecostal experience leads him to take his ecclesiological cues from the book of Acts. From this he discerns not only that the church is God’s missionary agency to the ends of the earth but also that the Spirit empowers the church for the ministries of the gospel in various contexts. At the level of the individual, all persons, including nominal Christians, are to be brought into an experiential knowledge of the gospel and “into the fellowship of the life in the Holy Spirit.”[6]
At the corporate level, the Christian mission is to establish
self-propagating, self-governing, and self-supporting local congregations and ministries. These would be the dominant features of what Hodges calls “the indigenous church”: established, overseen, and developed by local (i.e., “native”) leadership with (Western) missionaries serving only the role of consultants. Although Hodges’s definition of the indigenous church is congruent with the pentecostal narrative of the diversity of tongues, which gave testimony to the mighty works of God on the day of Pentecost (see §4.1.2), Hodges nowhere makes this explicit connection, nor does he develop fully the ecclesiological implications of his pentecostal perspective. So, while Hodges’s understanding of the church is practical (motivated as it is by the church’s missionary mandate) and realistic (emergent as it is from the actual missionary experiences of the church), it assumes uncritically the free-church ecclesiology and inherits thereby all the problems that go along with it.

One of the challenging issues for free-church ecclesiology, especially when wedded to pentecostal missionary zeal, is that of proselytism. Hodges’s missionary ecclesiology, which targets all “nominal Christians,” has, by and large, become standard for most pentecostal evangelists. As the Finnish pentecostal systematician Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen has noted, however, this has resulted in alienating pentecostals from other Christian traditions,[7] thus highlighting the inner-Christian divisions for the unbelieving world, precisely because these attempts to evangelize those baptized in other churches are seen as illegitimate acts of “sheep stealing” by those churches. This is the issue of proselytism as a theological and ecclesiological matter, not just a practical one. If certain pentecostals consider certain baptized persons to be non-Christian, then these are appropriate evangelistic targets. The formal ecclesiological question has therefore emerged as urgent for pentecostals.

Not surprisingly, two pentecostals involved in ecumenical work have led the way in recent ecclesiological reflection: Simon Chan and Miroslav Volf. Chan has urged pentecostals to rethink their understanding of the church in dialogue with the great tradition of the church as a whole and the Christian spiritual tradition more particularly.[8] Central to his proposal is that pentecostals replace their individualized pneumatologies with an ecclesial pneumatology. Instead of prioritizing the believer’s personal relationship with God, this relationship should be seen as mediated and constituted variously by the Spirit through the body of Christ. If the church is thereby constituted by the Spirit, then, Chan suggests, there are corollaries. First, the church is thereby a dynamic and eschatological reality. Second, there is only one catholic church—there being only one Spirit—most evidently realized in the Eucharist (Chan does not shy away from this term given his conviction that pentecostals need to engage the historic ecclesiological traditions of “mother church”; I also will use “Eucharist” and “Supper” interchangeably in what follows). Third, the church is graced by the healing gifts of the Spirit, both in the Eucharist and in the charismata. Fourth, the church is a “truth-traditioning community” guided by the Spirit in its proclamation of the word. Fifth, the church is the means through which the Spirit is made present and active in the world; thus the concept of the universal Creator Spirit is carefully circumscribed, precisely in order to safeguard the identity of the Spirit as the Spirit of God and the Spirit of Jesus Christ.[9] Finally, the church constituted by the Spirit is a worshiping community whose liturgical play is intimately intertwined with, and made relevant by, the Spirit to the realities of everyday life. Throughout it is evident that Chan’s ecclesial pneumatology signals the important ecclesiological questions for pentecostal theology.

Although Miroslav Volf’s doctrine of the church is less distinctively pentecostal, his pentecostal upbringing and ongoing affiliation with pentecostalism have informed his deeply pneumatological ecclesiology.[10] His avowed purpose is to counter the individualistic tendencies in the free-church tradition by dialoguing with Catholic and Orthodox visions of the church. Volf hence traces the correlations between the doctrines of the church and the Trinity in the ecclesiology of Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger. In the Catholic hierarchical and sacramental ecclesiology as developed by Ratzinger, the individual stands in faith insofar as he or she participates in the local congregation, symbolized by the figure of the priests and bishops, and the local congregation does the same insofar as it participates in the church universal, symbolized by the union of bishops and cardinals under the pope. Salvation is understood in terms of moving from self-standing and self-centeredness toward being in communion with Christ as represented by the church. This ecclesial structure is illuminated by the light of Ratzinger’s doctrine of the Trinity, which, following the tendency of Western trinitarian theology, locates the union of the triune God not at the level of persons, as in Eastern theology, but at the level of the one divine substance. Ratzinger’s view thus reconceives personhood as activity but in the process dissolves the trinitarian persons into pure relations. At the same time, given the acceptance of the Filioque, there remains an implicit subordination even within the Godhead. These aspects of Ratzinger’s understanding of the Trinity combine to ground an ecclesiology that subsumes the individual under the whole, the latter most perfectly and visibly manifest through the papacy, even as the trinitarian relations find their unity in the one divine substance.

Volf goes on to observe that the ontological personalism that equates being and personhood allows the Eastern Orthodox theologian John Zizioulas to retain the identities of the divine persons and develop a theological anthropology that maintains personal identity even while defining personality in terms of relations. Orthodox salvation—deification or theōsis—is the movement from isolated individuality to personal relationality through the Holy Spirit in the body of Christ. Participation in the Eucharist is the means by which faith is mediated and the pneumatic deindividualization of the person is accomplished, and the act that establishes the autonomy and the catholicity of the church in any geographical locality. Yet the monarchical structure of the Eastern understanding of the trinitarian relations—the Father as the source of the Son and the Spirit (see §5.2.1)—ultimately leads Zizioulas to an ecclesiology not too far from that of Ratzinger’s. Because the one (the Father) constitutes the many (the Son and the Spirit) and the many are in turn conditioned by the one, so ecclesial relations are in symmetrical yet hierarchical fashion. Ultimately, there is a bipolarity of orders in the church, that of the laity and that of the bishops (as representatives of Christ), with the former being charismatically endowed as a whole rather than as particular individuals, with the primary purpose of acknowledging the unity of the church in their saying the “Amen” during the liturgy conducted by the latter.[11]

By contrast, Volf notes that the free-church model, descended in part from John Smyth, the sixteenth-century founder of the General Baptist movement in England, denies that the church is defined either by apostolic succession or by the communion of bishops. It highlights the unmediated presence of Christ to each believer through the Spirit instead of understanding such transmission sacramentally and values the subjective dimensions of ecclesial life over its objective institutions. Volf’s constructive ecclesiology is thus inclusive of the best insights in both the episcopal and the free-church traditions. At its center is the confession of faith presupposing a theological anthropology that draws from the social model of the Trinity (see §5.2.3). In this model, the relations of the Trinity are understood perichoretically: each divine person indwells the other two without ceasing to be distinct. Although Volf acknowledges that this mutual coinherence is the exclusive prerogative of divinity, he extends this idea of interiority to human personhood. Human persons are constituted by God in relation to their environment, other persons, and God so as to be not only open to them but also able to internalize what is other than themselves. This process of being open to the other is central to Volf’s soteriology and ecclesiology. Salvation is thereby understood pneumatologically both as the internalization of the Spirit in the individual (by faith) and as the internalization of the individual into the body of Christ (through baptism). Volf thereby attempts to negotiate the tensions faced by Ratzinger and Zizioulas between the one and the many, between unity and multiplicity, between individuality and universality, via the pneumatological, personalistic, and temporal categories of internalization/interiorization and openness.

What, then, can be said about pentecostal ecclesiology in light of this brief survey? First, pentecostalism in general does not have its own formally developed ecclesiology per se; rather, pentecostals have in general drawn uncritically from the free-church tradition. Second, pentecostal ecclesiology has been inevitably bound up with missiology; the nature of the church is essentially its missionary task. Third, pentecostal ecclesiology is inherently pneumatological; the church is founded by the Spirit, nurtured as a fellowship of and in the Spirit, and empowered by the Spirit to spread the gospel. Fourth, future pentecostal ecclesiology can no longer be attempted apart from the ecumenical conversation; the relationship between the Spirit and the sacraments, not to mention the ministry, will need to be reconsidered. Last (but certainly not least), though this is often only subconsciously assumed and hardly ever explicitly stated, pentecostal ecclesiology is intimately connected with its doctrine of salvation; the what of the church is by definition related to the question of what it means to be saved. But to say this is to confront the ecclesiological-soteriological question as understood by both the Catholic and the Orthodox theological traditions.

3.1.2 The Contemporary Question: Whose Ecclesiology? How, then, has the church understood this relationship between ecclesiology and soteriology? The following discussion is limited to four contemporary views. Whereas the classical view has connected Christian initiation and baptism as administered by the church, the free-church tradition has viewed salvation as dependent upon a personal confession of faith and has in the process rendered ecclesiology as a secondary reality and doctrine. Other notions include the church as a spiritual reality (emphasizing individual faith in terms of mystical union with Christ) and postliberal ecclesiology (the church as an alternative community, politics, and way of life).

The classical view: The traditional view of salvation through baptism has long been associated with the Petrine image of Noah’s ark and its associated claim that a few persons “were saved through water. And baptism, which this prefigured, now saves you”; Peter goes on to say that baptism saves “not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 3:20b–21). Instead of disconnecting salvation from baptism, however, this underscores the relationship between baptism and Christian initiation (cf., e.g., John 3:5; Rom. 6:3–5; Col. 2:11–12; Titus 3:4–6) without denying the importance of either a good conscience bearing witness to the saving work of God or the future resurrection as the culmination of salvation, proleptically revealed in and experienced by Jesus. Insofar as baptism has always remained a prerogative of the church and its ministers, the traditional view has been most clearly captured by the Latin phrase
extra ecclesia nulla salus
(outside the church no salvation).[12]
Just as important, the implied Lukan connection between baptism and the forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38 and 22:16) and the postapostolic understanding of baptism as the antidote to the stain of original sin combined to give impetus to the idea of infant baptism as the means of ensuring the salvation of as many as possible (apart from other reasons for this practice).

Free churches: The Radical Reformers were the first to question seriously and extensively not only the practice of infant baptism but also the connection between salvation and baptism. If salvation is a matter of believing in one’s heart and confessing with one’s mouth the lordship of Jesus (cf. Rom. 10:9–13), then surely baptism follows repentance (Acts 2:38a) and signifies (not mediates) the gift of the forgiveness of sins. Further, the Protestant doctrine of the priesthood of all believers undermined the episcopal view of the church centered on her ministers and led over time to more democratic and congregationalist ecclesiologies that emphasized the importance of each individual’s faith relationship with God.[13] Finally, the emergence of Pietism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries completed the shift within Protestantism away from the sacramental definition of both church and salvation toward this more personalistic understanding. The result, however, is the interesting tension between a very propositionalistic approach to salvation, focused on the individual’s verbal confession of Christ, and a very pietistic and relational view that emphasizes loving Jesus and having him in one’s heart. Although evangelical and pentecostal traditions usually attempt to hold both together, there are ambiguities about what it means to confess Christ: for example, is the confession of the nontrinitarian Christ of Oneness Pentecostals, of the Arian Christ of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, or of the heterodox Christ of Mormonism (albeit with its orthodox doctrine of the atonement) valid or sufficient? Further, what does it mean to be in relationship with Jesus? Is one’s personal and subjective relationship with Jesus possible apart from any objective ecclesial interactions whatsoever? And finally, does not the free-church ecclesiology turn out to still hold the keys to salvation? The difference is that although salvation is mediated through baptism in the Catholic view, it is now mediated through the evangelistic activity of the priesthood of all believers.

The church as spiritual body: These ambiguities have led some theologians not only to emphasize pietistic over propositionalistic soteriologies but also to go one step further and define the human relationship with Christ in more mystical terms. Proponents of this view, usually categorized under the label of “soteriological inclusivism,” assume at least (a) that Christ is not only the ontological basis for salvation but also the true light that has come into the world and has enlightened every person (cf. John 1:9); (b) that because God desires that none should perish and that all should be saved (1 Tim. 2:4; 2 Pet. 3:9), salvation by grace through faith should be understood in minimal epistemic terms, for example, that those who come to God must believe that God is and that God “rewards those who seek him” (Heb. 11:6); and (c) that God’s righteous judgment will be accomplished in ways that take into account the particularities of each situation so that all will be commended or condemned according to their responses to the light that they had (cf. Rom. 2:14–16; Acts 10:35; Matt. 25:31–46).[14] Given the undeniable empirical fact that human knowledge of, and relationship with, Christ ranges widely according to these variables—for example, knowledge of Christ is spread across the spectrum of those who not only confess but also understand the Chalcedonian Creed, on the one end, to those who have never heard the name of Jesus, on the other, with those having varying degrees of orthodox and heterodox ideas all somewhere in between—it is suggested that the true church of Jesus Christ must exceed those who have conscious knowledge of, and relationship with, Jesus and include all those who through the grace of God are in some kind of mystical or spiritual union with him. Might these be the sheep outside the fold Jesus referred to (John 10:16)? In contemporary parlance, some theologians have followed the lead of Karl Rahner, SJ, and called them “anonymous Christians” insofar as human beings experience such mystical union with Christ by the Holy Spirit.[15] Although many evangelicals and pentecostals would take exception with Rahner’s explicit characterizations, most soteriological inclusivists would agree that this view leads away from a visible, hierarchical, and institutional ecclesiology to one that sees the church first and foremost as a spiritual reality. The saved would be limited neither to the formally baptized nor even to those with formal church membership. Rather, the mystical and universal body of Christ would include the entire spectrum from all those who explicitly confess his name to all who may not be knowledgeable about Jesus but are spiritually united with him by the power of the Holy Spirit.[16]

Postliberal ecclesiology: No doubt this mystical soteriology and ecclesiology is too nebulous for many who would prefer to remain agnostic about how God deals with those either incompletely evangelized or unevangelized. Among these are postliberal theologians seeking to understand what it means to be the church neither according to the epistemic categories of modern rationalism nor according to the subjectivistic categories of Pietism or classical liberalism but according to sensibilities informed by our post-Enlightenment and even post-Christendom situation.[17] In this context, the church should resist being defined by outside cultural forces, whether these be the politics of Constantine or the dictates of (allegedly) universal reason. Rather, Christians should provide an alternative vision of what it means to be a community that is the people of God, a vision that at the same time overcomes the dichotomies between sacred and secular, between religion and politics, and between Christianity and culture precisely by articulating how the church provides for an entire way of life that embraces what modernity separates off as the secular, the political, and the cultural. In this way, the church develops a distinctive habitus, replete with its own set of ethical convictions, moral virtues, and scriptural and doctrinal narratives that regulate how Christians go about being followers of Jesus.[18] Consequently, the question of salvation is subordinated in this framework to that regarding the nature of the ecclesial, liturgical, and ethical narratives and practices that guide, inform, and structure Christian life.

None of these ecclesiologies are mutually exclusive even as each poses distinctive questions to any attempt to develop a constructive doctrine of the church. The classical ecclesiologies can no longer be simply dismissed in our ecumenical age, just as free-church ecclesiologies cannot be uncritically repeated. Further, the pentecostal disposition toward spiritualizing the nature of the church demands that the promise and challenges of soteriological inclusivism be confronted. Finally, the embodied and communal vision of postliberal ecclesiologies is attractive for various reasons today. What, then, is the way forward for any constructive ecclesiological statement in the twenty-first century?

3.1.3 The Historical Question: Why Ecclesiology? Given that the question about the nature of the church concerns the question about Christian identity, it is clear from the preceding that any constructive ecclesiology will need to grapple with the issues as historically understood. Even those advocating explicitly postliberal ecclesiologies retrieve and reappropriate aspects of what has been handed down. Might it therefore be that the way forward is the way back, perhaps as far back as the Nicene Creed with its confession of the church as one, holy, catholic, and apostolic?

These four notes or marks have long been at the heart of the church’s self-understanding. Yet as Francis Sullivan points out, the marks have remained an undefined doctrine of faith in the sense that they have been asserted but never elaborated dogmatically.[19] Newcomers to the ecclesiological block (such as pentecostals) might wonder why this is the case. The implicit response is that one asserts but does not define what seems self-evident. But further, dogmatic pronouncements without dogmatic commentary invite reflection and free the church to explore such declarations. Thus any attempt to understand the marks is an act of traditioning, a participation in the chorus of such efforts over the centuries. The church always will wrestle with the marks so long as self-understanding is sought.

But what did the early church fathers mean in declaring the ekklēsia to be one, holy, catholic, and apostolic? Developments during the second through fourth centuries are pivotal to any preliminary understanding of this confession. As a minority group during this period, the church was a way of life marginal to the social, political, and economic mainstream. Not infrequently the church was persecuted as a threat to the interests of society and the reigning government. Besides these pressures from outside, the church also confronted internal developments that raised questions about discerning truth from falsehood. Marcionism, Montanism, Gnosticism, and Donatism, among others, were movements that challenged the church to reflect on the apostolic tradition, on the place and role of charisma, on the meaning of morality and ethical rigor, on the nature, function, and role of the bishop, and so on. Engaging Praxeas, Celsus, Sabellius, Arius, and their followers demanded that the early Christians clarify what was believed everywhere, always, and by all. Through all of these encounters, the church was forced to ask itself repeatedly what the nature of the church of Jesus Christ is and how such is to be discerned.

The traditional marks of the church emerged amidst such developments. One might begin with the church as the one body of Christ, a body consisting of individual believers and local congregations, all of which constitute the body precisely because of the communion or fellowship they experience with each other both individually and congregationally. Insofar as the churches remain in communion with each other, the church is one; insofar as individuals or congregations remove themselves from such communion, the result is not a division of the church (for those who remain in communion continue to reflect the unity of the body) but rather heresy—withdrawal from fellowship and separation such that one no longer can be considered to be part of the body of Christ. But what is the source of this communion? Is it not the apostolic witness? Further, how is this communion mediated? Perhaps through the bishops; perhaps through the sacraments; perhaps through the holiness brought about by the Holy Spirit, who is the breath of life of the body. Finally, what is the extent of this communion? Is it not to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8), to all who actually are in communion with the body of believers and/or with its mediating structures?

The underlying concern is that of discerning true from false churches, the real body of Christ from what is not the body of Christ. Each of the marks thus presupposes and defines the others. Holiness marks the character of the church consecrated to Christ and to the work of the kingdom of God. Catholicity contrasts with sectarianism (thus opposing factionalism, heresies, and heretics) and partiality (thus opposing regionalism and elitist claims such as made by the Donatists during the early fourth century). Apostolicity points to the authority of the church, her ministry, Scriptures, sacraments, teachings, and so on, built as she is on the foundation of the apostles and prophets (Eph. 2:20). None of these marks, however, is subordinate to any other. Each is intrinsic to the church’s self-understanding of its nature and definition. To dispense with or subject one to any of the others is to undermine the rest. Apostolicity is the source of ecclesiality. Catholicity is the extent of ecclesiality. Holiness is the means of ecclesiality. Unity is the fact or reality of ecclesiality.

One way forward for pentecostal ecclesiological reflection, therefore, is to engage in a self-critical dialogue with the traditional marks or notes of the church. Pentecostal self-definition, an ecclesiological matter, can be sharpened by wrestling with the church’s traditional self-understanding. Further, at some point, pentecostals will need to confront the question of whether the norms for orthodox ecclesiology are established by the historical tradition. On this matter, part of the question to be negotiated is this: in what ways and why should pentecostal theology in general and ecclesiology in particular be constrained by the dogmatic traditions of the church? Finally, pentecostals surely have much to learn about ecclesiology from the Christian tradition. Yet the hypothesis I am testing is that pentecostal reflection on these traditional marks from a pneumatological perspective can not only help retrieve them for our time but also provide for an enriched understanding of the church’s self-definition.

In one sense, to reread the marks of the church from a pneumatological perspective is nothing new. Yves Congar, one of the premier Roman Catholic theologians during and after Vatican II, had already attempted something similar.[20] In his own efforts to develop a pneumatological ecclesiology, he notes, “However far we go back in the sequence of confessions of faith or creeds, we find the article on the Church linked to that on the Holy Spirit” (BHS 2:5). Thus the marks of the church are embedded in confession regarding the Holy Spirit. The Nicene-Constantinopolitan (381) Creed reads, “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father. With the Father and the Son he is worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through the Prophets. We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.”[21] As ecclesiology has always been linked to the third article of the creed, Congar himself goes on to treat the traditional marks of the church in light of the Spirit, who “animates the Church” (BHS, vol. 2, part 1).[22]

3.2 THE MARKS OF THE CHURCH: PENTECOSTAL AND PNEUMATOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

 

This section compares and contrasts Congar’s pneumatological approach within the Catholic framework with pentecostal perspectives, anticipating the more fully developed pneumatological ecclesiology presented in §3.3. Methodologically, it makes observations about the marks of the church in light of post–Vatican II understandings and suggests ways in which pentecostal sensibilities can contribute toward a more ecumenical and pneumatological ecclesiology.[23] This comparative exercise is especially appropriate given that the third quinquennium of the Roman Catholic–Pentecostal dialogue (1985–1989) had pneumatological ecclesiology as one of its guiding themes.[24] This window into the Roman Catholic–Pentecostal dialogue may be illuminating for both the larger ecumenical conversation in general and for pneumatological reflection on ecclesiology more specifically. My goal is to bring together the need for further pentecostal reflection on its own identity with the task of developing a world pentecostal theology and to do so by ecumenical engagement with the historical and dogmatic traditions of the church. Along the way, some responses will also be made to the challenging questions concerning the relationship between ecclesiology and soteriology posed by contemporary ecclesiologies (§3.1.2).

3.2.1 The Spirit and the Unity of the Church. In Congar’s discussion, the Holy Spirit is the principle of unity in the church (BHS 2:15–20) in three senses. First, the Spirit is not one because of the church but vice versa (1 Cor. 12:13; Eph. 4:4). The Spirit is the personal reality who makes many individuals into a community of persons. The Spirit is the source of unity amidst diversity, plurality, and difference. Yet such unity does not mean uniformity, precisely because the Spirit’s unifying power enables the integrity of each one amidst the many. Second, although Christ is the author of the church and the head of the body, the Spirit is “the subject who brings about everything that depends on grace” and is therefore “the supreme and transcendent effective personality of the Church”—what the church fathers called the “soul of the Church” (BHS 2:19–20). Thus the church is the one body of Christ, infused with the life of Christ through the Spirit. Last, the unity of the church is understood concretely in the everyday lives of believers. Here the Spirit is poured out into hearts, resulting in solidarity and practical love. In all of this, Congar’s pneumatological vision contains all the necessary elements for a sound theology of the church as the mystical body of Christ—a theology that few pentecostals will object to.

Yet in the background of Congar’s exposition is the specter of Roman Catholic self-understanding. In that framework, the papacy represents the unity of the church, the episcopate, the sacraments, the liturgy, the teaching ministry, and so on. As Congar acknowledges, this unity in Roman Catholic Christianity is less uniformity than usually realized, since the accent lies more on the interiority of the Spirit’s life and presence in the church and less on the exterior manifestations of the Spirit’s work. At the same time, it is also undeniable that the diversity of Roman Catholic Christianity finds its cohesion and union in the bishop of Rome. Hence, any visible unity of the ecclēsia is located primarily in the Petrine office. The Catholic claim regarding the papacy stands in some ways as a scandal of particularity in the ecumenical church’s self-understanding.

Pentecostals certainly would affirm the unity of the church.[25]
They would deny, however, that any one episcopate constitutes that unity. Rather,
“Pentecostals tend to view denominations as more or less legitimate
manifestations of the one, universal Church.”[26]
Emphasis is thereby placed first and foremost on a spiritual and mystical reality that is never fully visible in the concrete structures of space-time.[27]
But is not such emphasis on spiritual unity deceiving if the pentecostal understanding is devoid of concrete aspects? Because ecclesial unity is experienced in the fellowship of those who confess Jesus as Lord by the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 12:3), such unity is eschatological but also supremely particularistic, perhaps even sacramental.[28]

Pentecostal sacramentality should not be considered in the classical sense, whereby salvation is mediated through the priesthood, through baptism, or through the (other) sacraments. Rather, insofar as pentecostals are convinced that the Spirit who resides within and presides over the church is the same Spirit who anointed Jesus of Nazareth and that the Spirit is truly encountered and manifest palpably and tangibly in the lives of individuals who constitute the church—for example, through tongues, healings, the shout, and the dance—the Spirit’s reality is mediated through the particularly embodied experiences of the community of saints. There is therefore a unique sort of pentecostal sacramentality at work, an experiential and incarnational logic that acknowledges the Spirit’s being made present and active through the materiality of personal embodiment and congregational life.[29]

But more important, pentecostal sacramentality means that the unity of the church comes about through the eschatological work of the Spirit. The Word made flesh and the Spirit breathing and making the Word real in and through the community of saints together constitute the one work of the triune God. Such an account of ecclesial unity as both spiritual and embodied undergirds the pentecostal notion of unity in diversity. This is not, however, for diversity’s sake but for the sake of the reconciliation of a broken creation. Pentecostals also sense the pain of disunity and separation, and ecumenically conscious pentecostals would agree with Gerhard Lohfink, who calls disunity the church’s “deepest wound.”[30] But how is such disunity to be overcome? Recognizing the enormity of the problem, should not confession of the unity of the church also include confession of the disunity of the church in a manner similar to acknowledging God as present and yet hidden?

Here lies the significance of the pentecostal appeal to the eschatological Spirit as the one who mediates disunity into unity in a “sacramental” (pentecostal) sense. This paradigm of unity-in-diversity as reconciliation emerges from the pneumatic and charismatic intuitions derived from the pentecostal experience. The pentecostal experience at Azusa Street, which overcame gender, ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic barriers present in American life at the turn of the twentieth century, simply reembodied the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost and in the life of the early church (§2.2.1). The pentecostal experience, then and now, brings sons and daughters together with menservants and maidservants—no small feat for a world ruled by patriarchy. It binds Samaritans, Ethiopians, and other Gentiles together with Jews—again, a major achievement in a world of ethnic and racial hostilities. It reconciles into one body the haves and have-nots through various means, whether it be the securing of justice (Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1–10), the redistribution of goods (Barnabas in Acts 4:36–37 and the widows in Acts 6:1), or the affirmation of the ministry of the well-to-do among those less well off (Dorcas in Acts 9:36–43 and Lydia in Acts 16:13–15). The case of the Ethiopian eunuch is particularly noteworthy here (Acts 8:27–39). Not only does the inclusion in the body of Christ of this high-ranking foreign official cut across ethnic, socioeconomic, and political lines; it also emphatically demarginalizes those who for physical reasons were barred from the assembly (cf. Deut. 23:1; Isa. 56:3–5).[31]

Though beginning among the variously marginalized of American society, pentecostalism was and is driven by a convergence of a diversity of perspectives and experiences brought about by the eschatological work of the Spirit of God. Those who have continued in obedience to the Spirit’s leading and have been sensitive to the church’s calling toward unity have also recognized the ecumenical potential of pentecostal-charismatic spirituality and participated in the reconciling work of the Spirit through the later charismatic-renewal movements.[32] But given human fallibility and sinfulness, even the unity of pentecostal faith and experience was insufficient to keep the movement from splintering into innumerable factions. Ongoing repentance and acts of reconciliation have been and should continue to be normative (see §4.2.3).

All of this does not deny that pentecostals affirm spiritual over institutional or structured unity. Yet such spiritual unity is not devoid of concrete manifestations across the spectrum of Christian life; it is, rather, a unity that includes reconciliation and healing. And such unity is to be experienced in the Spirit, who brings those otherwise separated together in Jesus Christ in anticipation of the eschatological union before the throne of God. Perhaps this pneumato-eschatological framework provides for the possibility of convergence between the free-church confession of Jesus as Lord and the mystical-church emphasis on spiritual union insofar as both are pneumatologically constituted by the presence and activity of the present and coming Spirit. Put ecclesiologically, the church is one only even while she is being made one. In the here and now, we have a preliminary experience of the “communion of the Holy Spirit” (2 Cor. 13:13) that provides a foretaste of the final reconciliation to come.

3.2.2 The Spirit and the Holiness of the Church. Regarding the church as holy, for Congar, the Spirit is both the principle of the church’s holiness and the sanctifying agent of individuals in the church (BHS 2:52–61). This is because the church is the temple or habitation of a holy God, joined as one with God through the mediatorship of the Son, who by the incarnation was betrothed to be married to his bride, the church, and now awaits consummation of this wedding at the marriage supper of the Lamb. The Spirit thus indwells the church as the firstfruits or down payment of this eschatological event. Meanwhile, however, the church struggles as a collection of sinners even while she is declared to be, and is working out her identity as, a community of saints through participation in the love of the Spirit. The holiness of the church is therefore not a human accomplishment but an eschatological gift.

Pentecostals would resonate especially with the dynamism evident in Congar’s reflections on the holiness of the church. Thus much overall agreement could be reached between pentecostals and Catholics on the importance and connectedness of holiness, repentance, and ministry.[33] Holiness, in other words, is not so much a static category pertinent to Christian identity as it is an energetic, potent, and charismatic reality experienced in Christian life. This is especially the case among the pentecostals within the Wesleyan Holiness trajectory of the movement who emphasize the both-now-and-not-yet dynamic of holiness as marking authentic ecclesiality. The pentecostal perspective thus dovetails well with Thomas Oden’s statement that “the chief proof of the church’s holiness, ironically, is that it is found among sinners, redeeming, reaching out, healing, and sanctifying.”[34]

Still, it is also the case that pentecostalism includes its fair share of legalists who understand holiness in a fairly static manner. There are also, unfortunately, too many examples of pentecostals who supposedly manifest the gifts of the Spirit but lack the fruits thereof. In these cases, pentecostals agree with Congar and the church universal that holiness is, finally, an eschatological goal. In the meanwhile, insofar as Jesus established a mercy-based rather than ritual-based approach to holiness, pentecostals also need to instantiate how a community of sinners is transformed toward saintliness through divine mercy and grace.

What, then, might pentecostals possess to contribute to the broader ecclesial understanding of the church as holy? Perhaps the pentecostal gift to the church ecumenical is a pneumatologically robust notion of sanctifying transformation. Hans Küng’s discussion of the church’s holiness highlights the fact that holiness refers first of all to the divine nature and therefore carries the sense of being set apart or consecrated for the service of God. Rather than pointing to human activity, “what matters is the sanctifying will and word of God.”[35] From the pentecostal perspective, the Spirit sets members of the body of Christ apart from the world for the work of the kingdom of God. More specifically, the Spirit clothes the believer with “power from on high” in order that he or she might bear witness to Jesus (cf. Luke 24:49; Acts 1:8).

There should be more, however, to the witness of the Spirit-filled believer than this dimension of verbal testimony. More recently pentecostals are also observing the intrinsic connection between the kerygmatic witness of the saints and the calling of the church toward participation in the prophetic activity of socioethical engagement. The church is, after all, not only a royal priesthood but also what Roger Stronstad calls a “prophethood of believers.”[36] Luke-Acts shows that Jesus is the eschatological prophet who is mighty in word and deed—indeed, the paradigm for the earliest Christians, including Stephen, Philip, Barnabas, Agabus, Peter, and Paul. And among other things, prophets are called to “proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18–19). Thus Jesus’ prophetic words and deeds are redemptive regarding the structures of oppression—for example, the parables of the persistent widow and the Pharisee and tax collector, Jesus’ raising the only son of the widow of Nain from the dead, his acceptance of the sinful woman, his treatment of women, his attitudes toward Samaritans, and the reception and transformation of Zacchaeus. Just as redemptive are the words and actions of the early Christian community—for example, the communitarian restructuring whereby “all who believed were together and had all things in common” (Acts 2:44), caring for widows otherwise socially vulnerable, and the provision of famine relief. These prophetic actions, it could be argued, are part and parcel of the work of divinely consecrated and anointed ones, the community of prophetic saints.

The key to this divine restructuring lies not in the word and work of prophets in and of themselves but in the transformative power of the eschatological Spirit who comes upon them. As Matthias Wenk has pointed out, it is precisely the work of the Spirit not only to sanctify or consecrate believers apart for the prophetic word and work of the kingdom but also to accomplish such transformation in and through them.[37] Prophetically inspired speech is the medium through which the divine intent is made manifest and the believing community is transformed. In contemporary parlance, these are speech acts: words that not only tell us something but also do something and bring something about.[38] The prophetic message of John the Baptist, for example, was the means through which God warned Israel, the tax collectors, and the soldiers and that produced in them repentance (Luke 3:1–14). Yet it was also a message that left a mark on the messenger himself, since John could not be a voice proclaiming in the wilderness without having his home in the desert. Spirit-inspired speech thus has specific transformative effects on both the speaker and the audience.[39]

Elsewhere, the Spirit-inspired speeches in the infancy narratives (Luke 1–2) herald the new, restoring work of God that is about to transpire through Jesus and the believing community. Jesus’ ministry of reconstituting a liberated community is itself anointed by the Spirit (Luke 4:18–19). Luke’s version of what we have come to identify as the Lord’s Prayer (11:2–4) is the means through which the people of God ask and receive the life-transforming and community-forming power of the Spirit of God (11:13). Pentecost (Acts 2) is a liberative and sanctifying event of the Spirit that results in the formation of the new messianic community (2:42–47). As already mentioned, throughout Acts, the Spirit’s speech acts level out socioeconomic, ethnic, and gender differences even while these same speech acts identify, mark, and guide the people of God. Wenk’s exposition thus highlights the restoring, reconciling, and sanctifying work of the Spirit that brings human beings into relationship with God and each other. My listening to what the Spirit is saying includes my being open to being transformed by what is said—not just myself but all those who claim to be of the Spirit of God and are claimed by that same Spirit.

At the same time, the rejection of a prophecy is not only a rejection of the prophet, or of the word of the prophet, but also of the sanctifying work of the Spirit of God. Using sources from the intertestamental period, Wenk is able to show that what scholars have claimed is the cessation of prophecy during this time is perhaps better understood as reflecting the unwillingness of the people of God to hear, engage, or be transformed by the word of God.[40] In other words, it may not be—either during the intertestamental centuries, the early Christian period, or since—that the Spirit of God has ceased to speak and act; rather, a hard-hearted and hard-of-hearing people have refused to accept the message, the messenger (the inspired prophet), and the sanctifying work of God (cf. Acts 7:51; 28:25–28). Prophecy, then, never ceases; instead it is denied, ignored, neglected, or rejected by the unfaithful community resisting the purposes of God and the transformative work of the Spirit.

Clearly, Christian holiness can no longer be understood in purely individualistic terms. Rather, the rhēma word of the Spirit of God is formative and transformative for individuals in community. The entire church is hereby challenged by the fact that the words of the Spirit go beyond conveying information to transforming hearers open to what the Spirit is saying and doing. The holiness of the church thus marks not the accomplishments of its members but the authentic presence and activity of the Spirit of God directed toward the eschatological kingdom. In this sense, the Spirit of holiness both sets the ekklēsia apart, as in but not of the world, and transforms her toward the image of Jesus; the church is not only holy but also being made holy.

This identification of the church’s holiness as both eschatological and communal may also mediate between the emphasis on individual holiness (especially the free-church traditions) and corporate holiness (especially sacramental and mystical ecclesiologies). The former can be upheld within a dynamic account of the Spirit’s sanctifying work in the lives of believers, and the latter provides the larger historical and eschatological context in which the purified bride of Christ is set apart for the day of the Lord and the marriage supper of the Lamb (cf. Eph. 5:25–27). Additionally, in this account, the sanctification of individual believers occurs in and through each one participating in the practices of the church, as articulated by postliberal ecclesiologies.

3.2.3 The Spirit and the Catholicity of the Church. The particular and yet universal mission of Jesus and his followers, both anointed by the Spirit, to many peoples, tongues, tribes, and nations informs the Roman Catholic vision of Congar. The church is thereby charismatic, reflecting the diversity of gifts from the Spirit to these peoples, tongues, tribes, and nations. Herein lies the catholicity or universality of the church (BHS 2:24–35). It is, after all, the Spirit who brings about the church’s universality in and through the illumination of Christ in the whole counsel of the Scriptures, the teaching tradition and ministry of the church, and the liturgy. More precisely, it is the Spirit who inspires the contextualization of the gospel message in the church’s missionary work throughout history precisely by enabling the discernment and interpretation of the various places, times, and events in which the gospel is planted and through which it unfolds. In all of these, it is just as well to understand the catholicity of the church eschatologically, after the eschatological Spirit who continues to form the church catholic.[41]

Various pentecostal responses follow, beginning with saying, “Amen!” to the Catholic definition of ecclesial catholicity as signifying the whole faith belonging to the whole body of Christ for the whole world. The whole faith is none other than the apostolic witness to Jesus Christ (§3.2.4). The whole body includes all who confess “Jesus is Lord” by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3). The whole world refers not only to the eschatological gathering of peoples, tongues, tribes, and nations (Rev. 5:9b, etc.) but also to the continually expanding kingdom of God (cf. the parables of Matt. 13).

Yet along these lines, pentecostals would be hesitant to affirm catholicity in the sense of universality at the expense of particularity in the sense of locality. Here pentecostal charismology (§7.3.1) informs pentecostal ecclesiology and vice versa. The church charismatic flows from the manifestation of the gifts through each member, which serves the common good (1 Cor. 12:4–7). Each member’s gifting is essential precisely because he or she constitutes the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12–27). Individual members constitute local congregations, which combine, finally, as the church catholic. In understanding both the charismatic giftedness and the ecclesial constitution of the church, pentecostals therefore emphasize the particularity of local congregations and individual members.

This leads to a consideration of the interdependence of the notions of catholicity (universality) and unity. If Catholicism tends to err on the side of universality, pentecostalism does on the side of locality. Therefore global pentecostalism has not generally been as concerned with ecumenism at either structural or institutional levels. But what about the ecumenical movement? More specifically, what about the relationship between the churches and the church catholic, and vice versa? Is it the case that denominationalism and congregationalism are true expressions of New Testament Christianity, as Protestants insist? Hans Küng has raised the issues forcefully:

[Is it really] feasible in the light of the New Testament to regard these divisions as an organic development? . . . Is it not simply an easy way out of our obligation to work for unity here and now, to bring in eschatological fulfillment? . . . We should not justify these divisions, any more than we justify sin, but “suffer” them as a dark enigma, an absurd, ridiculous, tolerable yet intolerable fact of life, that is contrary both to the will of God and the good of mankind. . . . The Churches, apart from the so-called “Catholic Church,” cannot achieve the necessary unity nor the necessary catholicity of the Church, without first sorting out their relationship to the “Catholic Church,” from which directly or indirectly they all stem, and making their peace with her.[42]

 

As before, the initial pentecostal response would be to affirm Congar’s intuition that the church’s catholicity must be understood eschatologically.[43]
“The catholicity of the entire people of God is the ecclesial dimension of the eschatological fullness of salvation for the entirety of created reality.”[44]
In this sense, the catholicity of the church cannot finally be separated from the universality of the kingdom, and both will be manifest fully on that day when the kings of the earth bring the glory and honor of the nations into the heavenly city (Rev. 21:22–26). This means that pentecostals would affirm catholicity both as a present reality and as an eschatological hope: the church is catholic and being made catholic.

Although this eschatological dimension of catholicity certainly should not be denied, the present ecumenical situation begs for a more substantive pentecostal response. Perhaps one way to approach this matter is to inquire into the experiential reality of global pentecostalism. What is it that binds South African, Korean, Latin American, and other pentecostals together? It could be argued that the universality of the pentecostal community is due in part to the fact that pentecostalism is first and foremost an ecumenical experience and spirituality rather than an organized network of institutions. The ties that bind pentecostals together around the world are their experiences of Jesus in the power of the Spirit. It is not that pentecostals are not concerned about Christian unity. Rather, pentecostals experience Christian unity precisely through the universality of the Spirit’s presence and activity, which enable the confession of Jesus’ lordship amidst the peculiarly pentecostal congregations and liturgies.

This universal catholicity is suggestive for the means of the church’s missionary witness and endeavor. Here again pentecostals would affirm Congar’s observation that the whole gospel belonging to the whole body for the whole world means that the world receives the gospel in its own idiom, cultural space, and historical time.[45] From its beginnings, pentecostalism has been a missionary movement assuming that the outpouring of the Spirit resulting in diverse tongues reveals the heart of God for the evangelization of the whole world. More specifically, from the perspective of pentecostal experience, the Spirit enables the confession of Jesus as Lord to come forth in many different tongues (cf. Acts 2:5–11). In the words of Vatican II, “[At Pentecost] that union [of all peoples in the catholicity of faith] was [prefigured] by the Church of the new covenant, which speaks all tongues, which lovingly understands and accepts all tongues and which overcomes the divisiveness of Babel” (Ad gentes, 4).

Pentecostals understand this outpouring of the Spirit to have been reenacted at the Azusa Street revival and to have continued all the way through to the present by way of the various charismatic-renewal movements (see the next chapter). Henry Pitt van Dusen long ago called pentecostalism the “third force in Christendom” beside the Catholic and Protestant churches, anticipating the explosion of pentecostal Christianity in the non-Western world.[46] Precisely because the good news belongs to all in their own language, culture, and context, pentecostal missiology has developed principles of indigenization whereby the message of the gospel and the work of the Spirit are accommodated, acculturated, and assimilated into local contexts.[47] The ruling assumption is that the gospel belongs to all peoples and that therefore reception of this gospel is better facilitated on their own indigenous terms.

The preceding account of the church’s catholicity still necessitates the individual confession of Jesus and participation in his body (the hallmark of the free and postliberal ecclesiologies respectively) even while it does not discount the fact that this confession and participation are made possible by the Spirit of God (emphasized by mystical understandings of the church) both historically and eschatologically. Thus catholicity neither excludes nor minimizes particularity; rather, each particular is caught up into the church catholic by the Spirit poured out on all flesh. In this way, the church’s catholicity is informed concretely by her historicity and locality.

But this account also raises the issue of syncretism as a possible outcome of particularization and, to use a missiological term, indigenization (also §6.1.3). How is the church catholic to recognize that elements of its confession of Jesus as Lord have been compromised in the process of translating the gospel into the language and idiom of the receiving culture? Put otherwise, how is the church to ensure that its eschatological catholicity is continuous with, rather than discontinuous from, the ecclesial catholicity by which it is marked? This concern parallels that regarding the cohabitation of tares among the wheat in the ecclesial kingdom. Confession of Jesus should not be equated with “Lord, Lord,” prophetic intensity, the exorcism of demons in Jesus’ name, or even the appearance of miracles (Matt. 7:22), all of which are distinguishing features of pentecostal spirituality. So pentecostals have to be wary even about the appearances of preaching the gospel “with a demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Cor. 2:4), since such signs might well be misleading. But how, then, is the church catholic to be discerned? Perhaps precisely by discerning the
ekklēsia
as not only catholic but also one, holy,
and
apostolic. Is it not the case that only such a fourfold criteriology is able to identify better the true church from a false one?

3.2.4
The Spirit and the Apostolicity of the Church. What does a pneumatological approach to apostolicity look like in Congar’s Catholic perspective? As with the marks of holiness and catholicity, the church apostolic is a gift of the Spirit and an eschatological task of coming into conformity with the apostolic message. The church apostolic is also, further, the means through which the mission of Christ is carried out by the power of the Spirit. Crucial in this regard is the category of testimony, whereby the message of the gospel is empowered by the Spirit through words and deeds, even to the point of death. These are also the means through which apostolicity of service, witness, suffering, and struggle is disclosed and confirmed. Thus “the Spirit is also given to the Church as its transcendent principle of faithfulness” (BHS
2:43). This apostolicity derives first from the apostles themselves but then appends itself to the people of God in general and the function of the bishops more specifically. The latter represent the ongoing communion of the people of God with the apostolic witness and thereby with the Father and the Son. Congar therefore goes so far as to say that “it is, after all, possible to speak of an apostolic succession in the case of all believers, but only in the wider context of the faithful transmission of faith” (BHS
2:45). In each act of transmission of the gospel (of traditioning), from that of the people of God to the magisterium, the Spirit is the one who preserves the indefectibility of the church “so that error will not ultimately prevail (see Matt. 16:18)” (BHS
2:46).

Regarding apostolicity, the early-twentieth-century pentecostals were driven by the conviction that theirs was the restoration of the faith and practice of the earliest disciples of Jesus.[48] More recently, the international Roman Catholic–Pentecostal dialogue agreed that genuine Christian ministry “lives in continuity with the New Testament apostles and their proclamation, and with the apostolic church. A primary manifestation of this is to be found in fidelity to the apostolic teaching.”[49] The disagreement, of course, lies in the Catholic insistence on episcopal succession focused primarily on the Petrine ministry, over and against the pentecostal emphasis on the Spirit’s presence and anointing power providing the endorsement of apostolic faith and ministry. Are Pentecostals and Roman Catholics, however, so far apart on this issue in light of Congar’s discussion?

Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen has proposed a “conciliar understanding of apostolicity” for the consideration of his fellow pentecostal and ecumenical theologians.[50] This includes seven aspects that serve minimally as a starting point for pentecostal–Roman Catholic discussion:


	Apostolicity is first and foremost continuity with the faith of the apostles and of the New Testament church

	Charismatic life and worship are indispensable components of apostolicity

	The missionary proclamation of the gospel is at the heart of apostolicity

	The Scriptures are the norm of apostolicity

	Apostolicity being a dynamic concept, the issue is one of life and vitality rather than of juridical structure

	Apostolicity focuses not only on the clergy or the ecclesial authorities but also on the laity as part of the whole people of God

	Apostolicity must be regarded as a “heavily pneumatological concept”



Is Kärkkäinen separated from Congar by a chasm? Would Roman Catholics agree on the Scriptures as the norm of apostolicity or insist, rather, that it is the primary norm (prima scriptura)? In what ways would Catholics qualify the leveling out of the laity and the clergy in this proposal? And how conciliatory can this proposal be if it does not address the difficult question of apostolic succession?

Regarding this last issue, let us focus attention on the nature of apostolicity in its original context. The Twelve were the initially “sent ones” whose mission was to baptize and make disciples of all nations, to preach repentance and forgiveness of sins, and to witness to the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ (cf. Matt. 28:19–20; Luke 24:45–49). Clearly, however, the first two generations of Christians did not understand the apostolic commission to be limited only to the Twelve or the apostolic message to be confined to the original disciples. Paul, Andronicus and Junia (Rom. 16:7), Silas and Timothy (cf. 1 Thess. 1:1; 2:6), and James the brother of Jesus (Gal. 1:19) were all recognized as sent ones who fulfilled the apostolic function. Paul himself notes that signs, wonders, and mighty works (miracles) were signs of true apostleship (2 Cor. 12:12).

Pentecostals have therefore generally understood the ongoing apostolic office or function (1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11) to be the Spirit-empowered ministry of missionizing, evangelizing, church planting, and discipling. From the pentecostal perspective, this fulfills all the early Christian requirements, including the charismatic components of authentic apostolicity identified by Paul.[51] And how else would pentecostals understand apostolicity except pneumatologically and charismatically?[52] If in fact apostolicity follows the original Twelve in giving testimony to the resurrection of Jesus (cf. Acts 4:33), then how is such to be accomplished in succeeding generations except by the same Spirit who raised Christ from the dead? Unlike the more than five hundred who saw the resurrected Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 15:6), later generations of believers cannot give firsthand witness to the resurrection. Yet witness is certainly given in and through the Holy Spirit, who both raised Jesus from the dead and has been given to indwell and empower believers.

For this reason Harold Hunter’s distinctions between apostolic succession, apostolic teaching, and apostolic restoration are important.[53] Building on Lesslie Newbigin’s paradigm of ecclesial order, ecclesial faith, and ecclesial experience, Hunter notes the emphasis on order and apostolic succession among episcopal churches, that on faith and apostolic teaching among Reformation churches, and that on experience and apostolic restoration among pentecostal churches. Each communion of churches under these categories understands the other two aspects to be most adequately understood and practiced within its own account of apostolicity. There are sociohistorical reasons each communion has emphasized one to the neglect of the others in ways that have retarded a fully healthy ecclesiality. Yet the question remains: how do all three dimensions fit together under the one category of apostolicity?

It is here that the claims of the papacy to apostolic succession may be most challenging.[54] The majority of pentecostals are not much concerned about their relationship to Roman Catholicism or the Vatican. Yet Roman Catholic charismatics are a nagging reminder that the pentecostal experience cannot avoid dealing with the ecclesial implications of unity, catholicity, and apostolicity, especially vis-à-vis the position and function of the bishop of Rome. Initially Pentecostals might be tempted to point to the plurality of authorities even within the early church itself. There are not one but four gospels alongside a multitude of apostolic traditions—for example, Paul’s, James’s, and Jude’s. This temptation, however, exacerbates all the tensions between the one and the many, unity and multiplicity, and exclusivity and inclusivity, germane to the discussion of the criteria needed to discern the church as one, holy, and catholic. If such a move relativizes the authority of the pope, it also relativizes the pentecostal claim to apostolic restoration.

Perhaps here the pneumatological and charismatic account of apostolicity provided by pentecostals can be of assistance in bridging the gap between their own free-church orientation and that of Catholic sacramentalism. At the first Jerusalem council, the apostolic witness emerged only after much discussion and heated debate on the question whether Gentile believers needed to be circumcised. Appeal was made to the Scriptures (James quotes various sources in the Hebrew prophets in Acts 15:16–18) and to the apostolic experience (of Peter’s among Cornelius and the Gentiles). Most important for the purposes at hand is the explanation provided by the apostolic council to the non-Jewish churches: “For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to impose upon you no further burden than these essentials” (Acts 15:28; emphasis added).[55] Apostolic authority to retrieve, reappropriate, and reinterpret the Scripture in accordance with ecclesial experience is sanctioned, finally, by the charismatic illumination of the Spirit.

Might this pneumatological perspective provide a way forward for pentecostals to come to grips with the claims to apostolicity as defined, symbolized, and constituted ecclesially in the Roman Catholic papacy and in other episcopal traditions (e.g., Eastern Orthodoxy)? For those who see this as a challenge that cannot be avoided—after all, their own history includes fifteen hundred years of the history of the Latin church—Congar’s willingness to locate the narrower sense of apostolic succession as technically connected with the bishop of Rome within the broader reality of how apostolic faith is actually transmitted may prove to be of additional help. Insofar as the magisterium is led by the Spirit to serve the body of Christ and insofar as pentecostals (and other Christians) can discern such activity as being of the Spirit of God, is there any hindrance to pentecostals recognizing the provisional authority of the pope (or the episcopate) both as a symbolic re-presentation of apostolic faith and practice and as an eschatological anticipation of the full realization of the apostolic message, the plērōma of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:11–13)?[56] The point, after all, is not that apostolicity resides in abstraction in the church but that the apostolic message and witness are preserved authentically in ecclesial life and faith as directed toward the impending kingdom of God. How else would such preservation come about except pneumatologically? And it is perhaps only from a pneumatological perspective that the dichotomies between apostolic succession and restoration, between episcopal and congregational structures, between tradition as past and as presently instantiated, between councils/creeds and kerygmatic proclamation, and so forth, might be overcome.[57] If this is the case, then the church is apostolic not only in terms of its foundation, its authority, and its message but also regarding its eschatological gathering around the throne of God (Revelation 4–5).

The preceding has discussed how pentecostal ecclesiology can be enriched by the historic self-understanding of the church and how pentecostal perspectives can contribute to contemporary ecclesiological reflection. Central to the discussion has been the dynamic element introduced by rethinking the ecclesial marks from a pneumatological perspective, so that unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity are not essentially finished notes of the church but are eschatological realities produced by the Spirit’s working.[58] Along the way, elements of a pneumatological ecclesiology have emerged. It is time to fill out these more abstract features of a Spirit ecclesiology within a historical, sacramental, and liturgical framework.

3.3 THE FUTURE OF THE CHURCH: ELEMENTS OF A PNEUMATOLOGICAL ECCLESIOLOGY

 

The thesis of this chapter is that pentecostalism can contribute something substantive toward the idea of the church not only as the people
of God and the body of Christ but also as the “charismatic fellowship of the Spirit.”[59]
When the disciples first accepted the label of “Christians” at Antioch (Acts 11:26), they were acknowledging their following after the footsteps of Jesus the Christ, the one anointed by the Spirit to herald the kingdom of God. Such was also now their calling, with themselves as the new temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16). The rest of this chapter discusses pentecostal Spirit ecclesiology in relationship to other pneumatological ecclesiologies that have also emerged fairly recently and sketches the basic features of a pneumatological theology of baptism and the liturgy in dialogue with recent sacramental and liturgical theology. It addresses more explicitly the issues previously raised (see §3.1.2) by sacramental views of the church as mediating the grace of God and by postliberal views of the church as an alternative grammar and way of life.

3.3.1 The Fellowship of the Spirit: Anticipations of a Pneumatological Ecclesiology. One of the most clearly articulated antecedents to pneumatological ecclesiology was Unity in the Church (1825) by the Roman Catholic theologian Johann Adam Möhler (1796–1838).[60] Responding in part to the post-Reformational fragmentation of the churches in the context of romanticist and pietist currents and in part to the Enlightenment challenges to Roman Catholic self-understanding of the church as an autonomous and self-sufficient “perfect society,” Möhler’s goal was to mediate between a living, affective piety and the visible, historical, and hierarchical church. Although the Catholic Church as an institutional whole provided the outward form of Christian unity, the inner spiritual unity of the church as a living organism was pneumatologically constituted: “The Church exists through a life directly and continually moved by the divine Spirit, and is maintained and continued by the loving mutual exchange of believers.”[61] Further, the Spirit inspires and enables understanding of the written word that belongs with, and emerges out of, the Spirit-inspired tradition (they are not divided): “By tradition we believe and see everything as the true expression of the Christian Spirit, which as far back as the apostles is found as apostolic doctrine.”[62] Dogma becomes the “conceptual expression” of the Spirit even as tradition is conceived in terms of a vital, developmental, and communal process of reception. In this way, not only is the Spirit the theological “location” wherein Christian life begins and is sustained; the locus of the Spirit is extended toward that of the community of faith. So the Spirit comes not upon believers as individuals but upon the assembled ekklēsia.

In making this last claim, Möhler was responding to the threat against the inner unity of the church by the diversification of the “churches.” If heretics were those who divided the church through appeal to the biblical text as their central principle, Möhler argued that they could not appeal to the Spirit’s inspiration at the level of the individual to support their views. But could the individual and the ecclesial inspiration of the Spirit be separated in this way if in fact the church is pneumatologically constituted? The other question concerned the possible loss of the transcendence of the Holy Spirit when the Spirit’s “location” is identified with and in the Christian community, a loss Möhler identified in the pantheism of Schleiermacher’s theology (as he read it).

In his later work Symbolism (five editions from 1832 to 1838), Möhler sought to renegotiate the issues by resorting increasingly to an incarnational ecclesiology.[63] Clearly, his concern throughout was with Protestant sectarianism: Quakerism, Zinzendorfianism, Swedenborgianism, and Socinianism, for example, each exemplified the chaos of the Protestant situation. In Symbolism, then, the Spirit is always now Christ’s Spirit, the Church is the “body of Christ,” and the episcopate is founded by the command of Christ instead of being established by the pentecostal outpouring. The Spirit supports the community rather than founds the community. Because the Spirit is subordinate to Christ, the Spirit’s presence is no longer primarily through the internal witness but through the external signs of the church. The dogmatic tradition is no longer secondary but primary. Whereas some statements in Unity about ecclesial office could be interpreted as saying that ordination added nothing to the charismatically endowed individual, in Symbolism ordination as an outward sacrament bestows inner divine realities for the task of ministry. Now even the papal office is established by Christ to provide for the centralization of the episcopacy and especially for the visible unity essential to the church’s witness to revelation and to her mission to the world. Hence one can put his or her trust in the church’s preaching (the testimony of a reliable witness).

Möhler justified these developments in his thinking by grounding the invisible-visible distinction of the church on the incarnation as making visible the invisible Logos. If the incarnation is taken seriously, so must the visible dimension of the church. Similarly, if Jesus worked miracles in his earthly life, so does the church: “revelation becomes null and void, fails of its purpose, and must henceforth be even called into question, and finally denied” apart from this view of the church.[64] “The abstract idea and the positive history, doctrine and fact, internal and external truth, inward and outward testimony were organically united; so must religion and Church be conjoined, and for this reason, that God became man.”[65] This incarnational ecclesiology is what enables Möhler to talk about the infallibility of the church, about the church and its tradition as teacher and judge on matters of faith, and about the church as the infallible interpreter of an inspired Scripture.

Möhler’s concerns with the authority of the church prohibited him from explicitly developing his early pneumatological ecclesiology or from integrating his earlier and later ecclesiologies in a trinitarian direction.[66] The solution to the rampant anarchy that characterized the historical situation of the time was sought by reemphasizing the traditional Roman Catholic understanding of the papacy and ecclesial hierarchy. In this way, the truth claims of the church were grounded in the miraculous nature of the “body of Christ,” itself an extension of the miracle of the incarnation. This was Möhler’s direct response to the emerging liberal Protestant solution, inaugurated by Schleiermacher, that grounded theological claims on experience (in Schleiermacher’s case, on the feeling of absolute dependence on the divine). These attempts to ground theology in either experience or the tradition were rejected later in the nineteenth century by conservative Protestants in favor of the “solution” of grounding theological claims on an inerrant Scripture (see §7.3.2).

Möhler may have recoiled from his project in pneumatological ecclesiology too quickly. Kärkkäinen’s survey text documents the more recent boom in pneumatological ecclesiology, observing a recurrence of pneumatic and charismatic motifs across the ecclesiological spectrum.[67] Thus Eastern Orthodoxy is not only “Spirit-sensitive” but also understands the church to be constituted by the Spirit. Post–Vatican II Catholic ecclesiology has emphasized the importance of the charisms in the life of the church (thus opening the door to the charismatic renewal in the church). Lutheran ecclesiology understands the Spirit to make alive both the word and the sacraments. Pentecostal ecclesiologies emphasize the church as a “charismatic fellowship.”

Turning to contemporary ecclesiologists, Kärkkäinen notes similar connections. Zizioulas emphasizes christology and pneumatology as the dual foundation of the church. Küng writes about the church as the “creation of the Spirit.” Pannenberg’s is a thoroughly pneumatological ecclesiology, an understanding of the church permeated by the person and work of the Spirit. Moltmann wrote The Church in the Power of the Spirit, and his dedication of it to friends and colleagues in the World Council of Churches calls attention to the growing prevalence of these ideas in those circles as well. Volf focuses on the charismatic and trinitarian structure of the church (see §3.1.1). James McClendon’s “Baptist vision” is very similar to those of pentecostals, emphasizing the “this is that” correlation between the present experience of the Spirit and the experiences of the earliest Christians as recorded in the book of Acts. And how can one have a missionary ecclesiology such as Newbigin’s without a robust pneumatology such as that portrayed in Newbigin’s notion of the church as a “community of the Holy Spirit”? Finally, pneumatic and charismatic themes are evident also in the contextual ecclesiologies, not only in the African Spirit churches but also in the Shepherding Movement’s “renewal ecclesiology.”[68]

But what if we take Möhler’s insights toward pneumatological and incarnational ecclesiology more seriously? Might we not only derive resources toward a more robust trinitarian ecclesiology but also circumvent altogether the modernist project of foundationalism (whether expressed in Schleiermacher’s experience, Catholicism’s tradition, or fundamentalism’s
inerrant Scripture)? My own attempt to develop a Christ-centered and Spirit-driven theology and ecclesiology is inspired in part by Möhler’s uncompleted project. The result is what I have elsewhere called a shifting foundationalism that recognizes all truth claims as historically embedded without having to locate their ground on any one undeniable foundation.[69]
This is because a pneumatologically driven theology acknowledges the provisionality of all theological constructions within an eschatological framework (the Spirit as the down payment of the promises to come), recognizes the unavoidable particularity of all theological understanding in history (the Spirit as the Spirit of the Son), and, following the perichoretic interpenetration of Father, Son, and Spirit, unites Christian experience of the word of God in ecclesial community (the church as the “fellowship of the Spirit”).[70]
Let us see how these elements of a pneumatological ecclesiology help us understand the sacraments and liturgy of the church.

3.3.2 Born of Water and the Spirit: Toward a Pneumatological Theology of Baptism. As is well known, the sacraments have historically been understood as mediating the grace of God. A pneumatological ecclesiology that recognizes the church as constituted by the pentecostal outpouring of the Spirit will grant that the church itself is sacramental insofar as it consists of structures, institutions, practices, congregations, and individuals, all inspired by the Spirit of God for the purposes of establishing the kingdom of God. Further, the sacraments are mediators of grace insofar as they provide ecclesial venues for the Spirit of God to accomplish the purposes of God among the people of God. As already noted (§3.2.1), pentecostal “sacramentalism” is itself empirically established, founded on the reality of the Spirit’s manifestation in the material and embodied experiences—for example, glossolalia, the dance, the shout, and healings—of the gathered community of faith. How does this pneumatological theology of sacramentality apply to baptism historically understood?

The traditional claim about water baptism is that it mediates the forgiveness of sins and the Christian initiation into the body of Christ (cf. §3.1.2). The former concept has evolved into the idea known as “baptismal regeneration”—that the act of baptism itself accomplishes the forgiveness of sins—and the latter has led to the well-known “no salvation outside the church” along with its view of the priesthood and sacraments as soteriological keys. Two initial responses on these matters from a pentecostal and pneumatological perspective can be noted. First, the biblical and patristic witnesses both posit an undeniable connection between water and Spirit baptism. Although Jesus’ claim that those who enter the kingdom of God must be born of water and Spirit (John 3:5) has been variously interpreted in order to disconnect water from Spirit baptism, the exegesis of Acts 2:38 (and Acts 22:16) that disconnects the forgiveness of sins from water baptism is much less plausible. That the ancient church also expected catechumens to receive the Holy Spirit during the rite of initiation in general and when emerging from baptismal immersion more specifically (see §2.2.2) shows the interconnectedness of both baptisms and is suggestive for clarifying the enigmatic claim that there is, finally, only “one Lord, one faith, one baptism” (Eph. 4:5).[71] I suggest that the claim regarding baptismal regeneration should be rejected if understood to refer to the baptismal waters’ magically washing away sins (1 Pet. 3:21), but can be accepted if understood pneumatically and mystically as an action of the Spirit (e.g., Titus 3:5) that includes the faith response of believers.

Second, the theology and practices of Oneness pentecostals also hold water and Spirit baptism together in ways consistent with the early church but with the explicit rejection of baptismal regeneration magically understood.[72] Oneness pentecostals not only insist on baptism “in Jesus’ name,” following the apostolic model in the book of Acts; they also oftentimes go further than the traditional soteriological view of baptism, to reason in this way: if full salvation includes repentance, baptism in water, and the reception of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38) and there is the threefold biblical witness that the baptism of the Spirit is evidenced by speaking in other tongues (Acts 2:4; 10:44–45; 19:6), then full salvation is accomplished with the manifestation of tongues signifying the infilling of the Spirit.[73] From a biblical perspective, the church has preserved a plurality of baptismal formulas. Further, the pneumatological soteriology and ecclesiology being developed in this volume are capable of not only affirming but even appreciating the Oneness insistence on seeing water and Spirit baptism as connected in some way. But more problematic is the Oneness view of the soteriological significance of tongues speech. Any dogmatic stance of evidential tongues as salvific is dubious precisely because such dogmatism runs counter to the dynamic, holistic, and eschatological dimensions of Christian life and experience (see §2.3.3).

This said, further connections between Oneness and patristic baptismal understandings can be established in dialogue with the Syriac fathers, given the pneumatological orientation of both traditions.[74] The Syriac writers agree that water baptism gives the Holy Spirit (Acts 10:45–47) even if they disagree on when this occurs (e.g., in one of the anointings, in immersion, or in the imposition of hands). Yet reception of the Spirit is crucial to a proper understanding of water baptism, since the gifts of the Spirit—sonship, membership in the body of Christ, priesthood and kingship, and purification and sanctification—come with the Spirit’s person. Thus the Syriac Fathers believed that “baptism is also a Pentecost, a charismatic event,” even as they recognized that “the pentecostal effects of baptism do not necessarily manifest themselves at baptism itself, but may be delayed until later: the ‘pledge of the Spirit,’ the potential, however, is already present as a result of baptism.”[75] These manifestations and signs of the effective working of the Spirit are love of God, true humility, kindness toward others, true love for others, and the illuminated vision of the mind.

Against this background, the key elements of a pentecostal and pneumatological theology of water baptism can be articulated with the help of the recent ecumenical document Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry (BEM).[76] First and fundamentally, the celebration of baptism as a Christian rite should include, centrally, the invocation of the Holy Spirit (BEM §20). This invitation identifies the ritual as explicitly Christian and locates its sacramentality not in the materiality of consecrated water but in the presence and activity of the Spirit of the living God.[77]

Second, baptism in water not only enacts our participation in the death and resurrection of Christ and our conversion/cleansing but also represents our reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit (BEM §5).[78] Baptism is, in this sense, a concrete experiencing of the death and life of Jesus (the body of Christ) (cf. Rom. 6:4; Gal. 3:27; Col. 2:12). It is both an invitation to identify with the death and life of Jesus and an actualization of this reenactment. Baptism becomes the concrete act in a historical point in time—the “crisis experience,” to use Wesleyan and pentecostal language—that is the means by which we experience the life of Jesus by the Holy Spirit. Thereby empowered, believers are enabled to follow in the footsteps of the Christ, to do the things that he did. So long as we recall the image of salvation as fluid, with past, present, and future tenses always operative and shifting, baptism can serve as the identifiable experience that initiates, confirms, and anticipates this dynamic movement. In saying this, we come close to the understanding of the early church fathers, who saw water baptism as signifying and encapsulating an entire process of initiation, confirmation, discipleship, and ongoing, deepening, and even intensifying conversion.[79]

Third, in an intriguing study on foot washing in the Johannine community (John 13), John Christopher Thomas suggests a sacramental interpretation of foot washing as linked to the ongoing cleansing from sin that supplements the initial cleansing received at water baptism.[80] Given the prevalence of the rite in many apostolic pentecostal churches and denominations, has foot washing been adopted as an explicitly pentecostal expression of sacramentality—classically understood, that is, as a sign or mediator of grace—to fill in the lacuna felt with the rejection of the Catholic view of the sacraments?[81] And if so, might the foot-washing ritual not also inform the continued elaboration of a distinctive pentecostal theology of the sacraments in general and of baptism in particular by providing a liturgical forum for experiencing the ongoing sanctifying work of the Spirit (cf. §3.2.2)?

Fourth, contemporary pentecostal understandings of the gifts of the Spirit can be enriched in ecumenical dialogue on water baptism. As the Syriac fathers identified the gifts of the Spirit in not only charismatic but soteriological terms, so also is the distinction between the two rightly blurred for contemporary theological purposes. All too often the charismatic gifts and the fruits of the Spirit are separated, or the charisms are sensationalized signifiers adrift from any soteriological meaning. The truth is that the charisms are soteriological insofar as they are given for the edification of a needy people of God whose full salvation is yet to be eschatologically experienced. Similarly, the saving work of the Spirit is also charismatic insofar as justification and sanctification, for example, give the charisms their distinctively Christian character.

Finally, if the above sketch has any validity, pentecostals can cease to be suspicious of sacramental language regarding water baptism. Minimally, if baptism is understood as our obedient participation in the death of Christ and our realization of new life in the power of the Spirit, then there is at least a protosacramental character to baptism as Christian initiation.[82]
Maximally, if baptism is understood not as a “dead ritual” but as a living and transformative act of the Spirit of God on the community of faith, then baptism is not only protosacramental but fully sacramental in the sense of enacting the life and grace of God to those who need and receive it by faith. Although I am challenging my pentecostal colleagues and churches to go beyond affirming “a purely symbolic view of the ordinances,”[83]
I believe that this and the proposal below regarding the Lord’s Supper are fully consistent with pentecostal intuitions regarding the Spirit’s presence and activity in the worshiping community.

3.3.3
Meeting Daily in the Spirit: Toward a Pneumatological Theology of the Liturgy. From this initiatory rite (we
were
saved) emerges a distinctive pentecostal and pneumatological theology of the liturgy whereby the entire liturgy (or worship service) becomes a “sacrament of the Spirit” (whereby we
are being
saved).[84]
To put it in thesis form, I suggest that the Holy Spirit breathes life and grace into the believing community by making present and available the resurrection power of Jesus Christ, which inaugurates the eschatological kingdom of God. More concretely, the Holy Spirit transforms the community of faith from moment to moment so that it can more fully realize and embody here and now the image and likeness of the eschatological Christ. This happens liturgically (among other means) in the word of worship that is directed to God and enlivened by the Spirit of God, in the word of proclamation of Jesus as the Messiah, and in the word of consumption that is the eucharistic fellowship of the body and blood of Christ.[85]
Let me briefly elaborate on each.

A pneumatological theology of the liturgy emphasizes the centrality of the Spirit’s presence and activity to enable the true praise and worship of God (John 4:23–24), precisely because no true encounter with God is possible apart from such divine initiative. When the Spirit is present and active, the vertical dimension of relationship between God and the people of God opens up (as experienced by John, who visited the throne of God only in the Spirit; Rev. 4:2). Human beings realize their fallenness, finitude, and unworthiness in the presence of God and their need for the confession of their sins (cf. Isa. 6:5) and are enabled to experience, if only in part, the glory of God because of the mediating and sanctifying work and word of Christ by the Spirit. At this juncture, the life-giving word of Christ is transformed into living words of praise and worship by the people of God, given to God for no other reason than that God is worthy to be magnified. This becomes in turn a transformative experience for the people of God, leading to an ever intensifying realization of the eschatological glory of God amidst the worshiping community.

Yet this relationship opened by the mediating word and work of Christ is not limited to its vertical or eschatological dimension but carries over into the believing community’s engagement with reality here and now. Thus a pneumatological theology of the liturgy recognizes the necessity of the Spirit quickening the word of Christ in order to give life to the people of God. When this happens, the letter of the law becomes living and active (John 6:63; 2 Cor. 3:6; Heb. 4:12). This is what pentecostals often call the “rhēma word,” which speaks God’s word anew and afresh to the here-and-now situation of the believer and the believing community. This certainly occurs in the contemporary sermon, the central form of kerygmatic proclamation of the living word of Christ by the power of the Spirit. But because the Spirit of God is no respecter of persons and has been poured out upon all flesh, the rhēma word can be spoken at any moment and by any one.[86] Thus the importance of the testimony and confessional praise in pentecostal liturgy[87] as well as ordered moments for the manifestation of the charisms, including the word of wisdom, the word of knowledge, and tongues and their interpretations. The living word of the Spirit is best understood doing things with words and bringing things about with words (illocutionary and perlocutionary speech acts, respectively; see §3.2.2). So the word of Christ spoken by the power of the Spirit accomplishes the transformation of the soul and of the believing community—for example, in the bringing about of a new situation (“Brother Saul, . . . regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit”; Acts 9:17); in the granting of forgiveness (“Your sins are forgiven”; cf. Luke 7:48; John 20:22–23); in the releasing of those captive and oppressed (“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus . . .”; Rom. 8:1); in the reconciling with those estranged (“Go and show yourselves to the priests . . .”; Luke 17:14); and in exorcising the demonic (“Come out of him!” Luke 4:35)—so that the world of the Scriptures becomes alive in the here and now of the liturgical community.[88] In one sense, the Spirit enables us to step into and inhabit the world of the scriptural narrative; in another sense, the Spirit of God calls and empowers the believer and believing community to actualize the word of God in the image and likeness of Jesus.

But the word of God not only returns to God in worship and accomplishes the purposes of God in the world (cf. Isa. 55:11); it is also internalized and, through the Supper, literally embodied by the people of God. So a pneumatological theology of the liturgy highlights the centrality of the working of the Spirit in the fellowship of the meal. In this case, the invocation (epiklēsis) of the Spirit becomes essential to the church’s memory (anamnēsis) of Christ, both in the sense of enabling the recollection of the historical Jesus in the present remembering of the body of Christ and in the sense of making present the living Christ in the “membered” elements of the bread and cup and in the “members” of the congregation as the living body of Christ.[89] As such, the Lord’s Supper becomes a sacramental rite (in the senses defined above) that transforms the worshiping community through word and Spirit. We can see this in at least five dimensions.

First, the Supper is a physical act wherein the word of God is consumed by the body of Christ through the working of the Spirit. The physicality of this experience can be understood in the literal sense of eating and drinking. Indeed, the eating and drinking of the elements used to be literally nourishing (cf. Acts 2:46). Because of abuses, however, Paul instructed the Corinthians to eat and drink to their fill at home before coming to participate around the Lord’s Table (1 Cor. 11:17–22). Since Paul’s concern was that factions not develop in the body between the haves and the have-nots, there is no reason the Lord’s Supper cannot once again become a communal celebration that nourishes physical bodies so long as the congregation is alert to the have-nots in their midst.

But even more than a source of nourishment, the Supper as a physical act, taken with self-discernment, also is an occasion for God’s healing grace to be manifest.[90] This is so not only in the sense in which the church fathers understood the Eucharist as a pharmakon (or pharmaceutical medicine) but also in the sense in which many pentecostals believe healing to be in the atonement—“by his wounds you have been healed” (1 Pet. 2:24b)—so that to internalize the body and blood of Christ is to release its healing virtues for broken bodies.[91] And why not, if in fact the material elements of bread and wine or juice somehow mediate the presence of Christ by the power of the Spirit? If pentecostals believe that the healing powers of God and the gift of the Holy Spirit can be and are communicated through material means—for example, handkerchiefs, aprons (Acts 19:12), and the laying on of hands (Acts 8:14–17; 9:17; 13:3; 19:6)[92]—then why not through the eucharistic elements (cf. John 6:51–58)? Believers encounter the living Christ who is present, understood not in the physicalist or consubstantive terms of Aristotelian and neoscholastic substance philosophy but in the interpersonal and intersubjective terms of contemporary pneumatological theology.[93]

This means, second, not only that Christ is present to us but that we are present to Christ. This mutual presence is made possible by the Spirit, invited to reign over the Supper. The Spirit enables us to “respond to Christ’s ‘bodily presence’ and [to] share in the formation of a mutual, personal presence.”[94] In this pneumatological framework, what is important is not the alleged “transubstantiation” of the elements into the actual body and blood of Christ, nor the moment of full or mutual presence between Christ and the believing community, but the intersubjective mutuality that is always a matter of degree: the Supper now becomes a mysterious interpersonal encounter wherein Christ and his body are brought into real relationship by the Spirit.[95]

Third, the Supper is thus an ecclesial and social act of solidarity whereby Jesus the resurrected Word is united with the body of Christ through the fellowship of the Spirit.[96]
It goes beyond the interpersonal union brought about by consuming the elements, toward the fellowship brought about by the Spirit among those nourished by the body and blood of Jesus. This effects a transformation of human relationships within and without the congregation. Not only are those who gather around the Lord’s Table required to be sensitive to each other and to be discerning about the body of Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 11:22, 27–34); insofar as the Supper is the consummation of the liturgical activity of the church, the members of the body are not to approach this moment without being reconciled to any and all from whom they are estranged (cf. Matt. 5:23–24). In this way, the Supper becomes a moment of intimate and yet catholic (§3.2.3) fellowship brought about by the Holy Spirit around the body (and blood) of Christ even as it hastens the process of reconciliation between believers and other believers and those not yet followers of the way of Jesus.[97]
The eucharistic fellowship can never be only inward-looking but is always already opened to the world, at least in attitude and eschatological anticipation if not in participatory actuality.

Fourth, connected to this is that the Supper is a political and prophetic act whereby the enacted and enacting body of Christ provides and mediates an alternative way of life through the gracious activity of the Spirit. By “political,” I am drawing both on themes of exodus and liberation connecting the Supper with the Passover meal and on postliberal perspectives that consider how the Supper in particular and the liturgy in general provide imaginative possibilities for and actually instantiate alternative modes of space-time existence in this world.[98] The church gathered around the Table of the Lord is a spatiotemporal and public body that celebrates its constitution through the transgression of all legal, class, gender, sexual, ethnic, racial, and national boundaries (§3.2.3). Hence, against modernity’s privatization of the religious dimension of human experience, the fellowship of the Supper opens up a truly free space for human habitation and provides for a counterdiscourse to the prevailing ideologies of any time, thereby making concrete God’s redemptive activity in all spheres and aspects of life. In this way, the Eucharist is also a prophetic act, sanctifying, renewing, and empowering the church for its mission of reconciliation to the world (see BEM §§14, 17; §3.2.4 above). It makes real, through the working of the Spirit, a “participatory politics” that catches up the members of the body into a transformative narrative, thereby freeing individuals-as-communities to enact the kingdom of the future in the present.

This leads, finally, to an understanding of the Supper as an eschatological act whereby the people of God anticipate embodiment of the word of God according to the full image and likeness of Jesus Christ through the resurrection power of the Spirit. After all, the Supper is not only an act of remembering but also an act of anticipation until Jesus returns (1 Cor. 11:26). And this eschatological dimension is the realm of the Spirit, who graces—sometimes violently breaking through—history’s times and places with foreshadowings of the coming kingdom. As the Oriental Orthodox put it, it is the Holy Spirit who “ ‘recaptures’ the salvific events of the past into the
Now
and anticipates the ‘not yet’ into the present.”[99]
Doing so renders the Supper in particular and the church in general as signs of the eschatological kingdom, which banishes the fallen powers of this world (Luke 11:20) and ushers in justice, righteousness, peace, and the fruits of the Spirit (cf. Isa. 11:1–2; 32:15–17). It also requires that, eschatologically speaking, “we must regard all human beings, Christians and non-Christians alike, as at least potential members of the body of Christ.”[100]

The Spirit ecclesiology developed here has enabled envisioning a pneumatological theology of the sacraments and of the liturgy. Herein lies the pentecostal response to the postliberal vision of the church as an alternative praxis. Though agreeing with the postliberal ecclesiology in its basic senses, pentecostals would want to emphasize the pragmatic, transformative, and eschatological dimensions of being and becoming the people of God. Put this way, the sacramental liturgy, a gift of God and the Holy Spirit, is now a performance that redeems and transforms all persons, along with their times and places, for the kingdom and glory of God. Here, we are in and not of the world, but also open to the world as the world is opened to the coming kingdom by the presence and activity of the Spirit.

This chapter has extended the reflections on pneumatological soteriology in chapter 2 within an ecclesiological framework. It proceeded in three directions: laying out the present ecclesiological status quaestionis, engaging the ecclesial tradition’s self-understanding, and dialoguing with recent sacramental and liturgical theology. The basic idea is that a pneumatological approach to the church emphasizes the holistic (multidimensional), transformative, dynamic, and eschatological dimensions of what it means to be the people being saved by God. The marks of the church, reread in pneumatological key, contribute to this ecclesiological vision as seen in the concrete depiction of the liturgy and the sacraments. This exercise has provided further opportunity to render a social and communal account of the pentecostal experience of the Spirit. Jesus the Savior, healer, sanctifier, baptizer, and coming King becomes the body of Christ as the saving, healing, sanctifying, baptizing, and—if I may be granted a neologism—“eschatologicalizing” (making the future kingdom present here and now) presence and activity of God by the Spirit. The next chapter explores further the broader ecclesial and ecumenical implications of the Spirit poured out on all flesh. Come Holy Spirit, breathe upon the church . . .
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“From Every Nation under Heaven”
 

The Ecumenical Potential of Pentecostalism for World Theology
 

 
 

If the argument in the preceding chapter that world pentecostalism contributes distinctive elements to the traditionally understood marks of the church has merit, then world pentecostalism participates in the catholicity of the church of Jesus Christ. As we have already seen (§3.2.3), the catholicity of the church both assumes an eschatological dimension—the church also being made catholic—and reflects a missionary vision of the church being represented, manifest, and contextually enacted in the diversity of its local congregations. This raises the ecumenical question of the brokenness of the church in its most challenging pentecostal form: how can the divided and dividing pentecostal churches adequately represent the catholicity of the church, much less present to the world a united witness to Jesus and the kingdom? Put in Johannine terms, has the prayer of Jesus that the church may be one failed, and if so, how can the world know that the Father has sent Jesus and that he loves the world as he loves the Son (cf. John 17:22–24)? Although many pentecostals have dismissed the ecumenical question for various reasons,[1] the church’s ecumenical failure needs to be confronted insofar as pentecostalism is a missionary movement that emphasizes evangelism and the lack of demonstrated love between believers undermines the church’s witness (see John 13:35).

For this reason, an entire chapter is devoted to a discussion of this matter in this pentecostal contribution to world Christian theology in the late modern world. The thesis (§2.2.1; §3.2.3) that the pentecostal experience of the Spirit provides a reconciling dynamic able to heal the fragmentation of the church will be developed here.[2] The ecumenical potential of pentecostalism resides precisely in its conviction that the gathering of those “from every nation under heaven” (Acts 2:5) on the day of Pentecost continues to the present day because the Spirit continues to be poured out upon all flesh. The emphasis lies on potential: in reality, pentecostalism is fragmented perhaps even more than other Christian traditions. There is something about the charismatic movement of the Spirit that resists institutionalization insofar as hierarchies, structures, and denominationalism sometimes inhibit the freedom of the Spirit’s activity. Thus the ecumenical potential of pentecostalism is a task to be realized, even as the pentecostal experience of the Spirit is a gift to be eschatologically fulfilled.

This chapter develops the biblical and thematic bases for our pneumatological and pentecostal ecumenism (§4.1), surveys the promise of this vision in what I call the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism (§4.2), and elaborates on the remaining challenges prohibiting the full realization of the ecumenical potential of pentecostalism (§4.3). The aim is to thereby deepen insights into the soteriological and ecclesial nature of the pentecostal outpouring of the Spirit upon all flesh. Put this way, the focus will subordinate the practical questions regarding how to go about doing ecumenism to the theoretical and theological issues that inform our ecumenical vision and identity. Yet as the discussion will show, pentecostal praxis informs pentecostal theory even on this matter, as there is always the hermeneutical spiral between praxis and theory. For the purposes at hand, however, the ecumenical promise and challenge will be presented not only as an organizational and structural matter for world Christianity but as representing the very heart of the soteriological and ecclesial gift of God.

4.1 PENTECOST AND ECUMENISM: BIBLICAL AND THEMATIC CONSIDERATIONS

 

We begin our discussion by articulating the bases for a biblical and pentecostal ecumenism and developing themes for a pneumatological and charismatic ecumenical perspective. The argument here is that the ecumenical event of the day of Pentecost points to an eschatological horizon even as it holds promise for the ongoing work of healing the divisions of the churches.

4.1.1 Biblical Perspectives on Ecumenism. The word “ecumenism” is derived from the Greek word oikoumenē. The substantive of a participle of oikeō, “dwell,” which is related to oikos, “house,” oikoumenē (from oikoumenē gē, literally, “inhabited earth”) is sometimes translated “world” or “whole world.” In these cases, oikoumenē signifies the world’s inhabitants and functions as a figure of speech describing a pervasive reality. It is not used in the modern sense of the term as related to the unity of the church except in a very indirect way, when referring to the widespread influence of Christian actions such as preaching the gospel (e.g., Matt. 24:14; Acts 17:6; 24:5; Rom. 10:18). Instances of the term in the New Testament do not therefore advance our understanding of contemporary ecumenism. Its current meaning derives more from the etymology of the term—the whole world or the entire household or inhabitants of the world—rather than from specific New Testament usage.

Contemporary ecumenism, however, is intimately connected with ecclesiology in general and with the first mark of the church in particular. In fact, the metaphor of household is applied to the church (tous oikeious; Gal. 6:10). In the Letter to the Ephesians, the household of God (2:19) is composed of both Jews and Gentiles, is governed by the gospel (tēn oikonomian; 3:2), and is united together “in the promise in Christ Jesus” (3:6). Later on this same letter says, “[Make] every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all” (4:3–6). Clearly, the oneness of God extends to the effects of the work of God (cf. §3.3.2).

Paul confirms this in no uncertain terms in his First Letter to the Corinthians. Factions had developed among those baptized by Paul, Apollos, Peter, and others (1 Cor. 1:10–16; 3:4, 21–23). In response, Paul emphasizes the unity of the body of Christ (e.g., 12:12–13). The intention of God is that “there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it. Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it” (12:25–27). Some might respond that Paul is speaking here to the various individual persons who make up the one body of Christ at Corinth, and say that these words provide no justification for thinking about the unity of various churches as understood by the contemporary ecumenical movement. This ignores, however, the plain meaning of Paul’s usage of the metaphor “body of Christ” to describe the church, and the fact that in his salutation he addresses not only the Corinthians but also “all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours” (1:2). It is therefore reasonable to conclude that the metaphor of various parts of the one body is meaningful at a number of levels: various individual persons in one local congregation, various congregations in a city or geographic region, various groups of churches in the world, and so on.

To stop with Paul, however, would be to leave the discussion at a fairly abstract level. A much more concrete picture emerges when we consider the Gospel accounts. Ecumenists have frequently pointed to Jesus’ “high priestly prayer” for the disciples and all believers in John 17. Note first that Jesus’ prayer extends far beyond the circle of the twelve disciples and embraces all of those who believe in him (v. 20). The unity that is prayed for is universally inclusive of believers in Jesus. Further, this expected unity derives from the unity between the Father and the Son (v. 21). This is important because the Father-Son unity appears to be all-encompassing: ontologically in terms of shared presence (1:1–2; 10:38; 14:10–11; 16:32) and the divine name (8:58; cf. Exod. 3:14); imagistically in terms of the Son revealing (1:18; 14:7–9) and representing (13:20) the Father; actually in terms of the Son doing (only) what the Father does (5:19; 8:29; 14:31); gloriously in terms of equal honor being due to Father and Son (5:23) and bestowed by each on the other (8:49–50, 54; 13:31–32); judicially, as rendered by the Son on behalf of the Father (5:22, 26–27, 30; 8:16); mutually in terms of witness and testimony (8:18) and will and intention (6:38; 12:27–28); evangelistically in terms of Jesus’ proclaiming and teaching (only) the Father’s message (7:16–17; 8:28; 12:49; 14:24; 15:15); salvifically in terms of Jesus being the way to the Father (14:6); communally in terms of fellowship (11:41–42) and love (14:21); and so on. This is a deep unity that cannot be simply explained in only one way. As prayed for by Jesus, then, the unity of believers should be understood not simplistically at any one level, but holistically, embracing every aspect or dimension of reality. This unity thus transcends all artificial lines of demarcation that human beings, even those in churches, so often erect to distinguish themselves from others.

Finally, for our purposes, it would be remiss not to mention the centrality of love to the Father-Son unity and the unity for which Jesus prayed for those who believe in his name (17:26). Love is what characterizes the trinitarian relationship between the Father and the Son, between the Son and the world, and between the Father and the world. Earlier in the gospel, Jesus had said, “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (13:35). Failure to demonstrate such love to the world betrays our witness to nonbelievers. On the other hand, the loving unity that should bind believers together in Jesus is precisely the testimony by which others realize God’s love for them.

The unity between Father and Son is also connected to the sending of the Spirit. Jesus promised the arrival of the Counselor, the Spirit of truth, from the Father and foretold, “On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you” (14:20). Later in the same upper-room speech, Jesus indicates that the common message of Father and Son will be made known to the disciples by the Spirit of truth (16:12–15). Yet the Spirit is only implied, not mentioned, in Jesus’ ecumenical prayer.

4.1.2 The Day of Pentecost as an Ecumenical Prototype. The Pentecost narrative of Acts 2 illuminates the Spirit’s ecumenical role:


When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem. And at this sound the crowd gathered and was bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in the native language of each. Amazed and astonished, they asked, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language? Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya belonging to Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs—in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” All were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” (vv. 1–12)



 

I propose that a pneumatological grounding of ecclesial identity in diversity, and of unity in plurality, is implicit in this passage. This thesis has been argued by a Reformed theologian who has served as a provocative dialogue partner for Pentecostals: Michael Welker.[3]

Welker’s pneumatology is self-characterized as a “realistic biblical theology” that pays as much attention to the diversity as to the unity of the biblical narratives and traditions. In his chapter concerning the Spirit on the day of Pentecost and in the book of Acts, Welker suggests that the miracle of Pentecost

lies not in what is difficult to understand or incomprehensible, but in a totally unexpected comprehensibility and in an unbelievable, universal capacity to understand. . . . This difference between the experience of plural inaccessibility to each other and of enduring foreignness, and unfamiliarity, on the one hand, and of utter commonality of the capacity to understand, on the other hand—this is what is truly and shocking about the Pentecostal event. . . . An astounding, indeed frightening clarity in the midst of the received complexity and variety, a dismaying familiarity in the midst of the received inaccessibility and unfamiliarity—this is what is miraculous and wonderful about the revelation at Pentecost. The Pentecost event connects intense experiences of individuality with a new experience of community.[4]

 

Welker’s account calls attention to the radical pluralism implicit in the Pentecost account. Yet this pluralism, instead of being erased or sublated by the universal outpouring of the Spirit on all flesh, is what constitutes the powerful universality of the pentecostal gift. The result is what Welker calls an “overcomprehensibility” that both amazes and perplexes the spectators.[5] The response “What does this mean?” (v. 12) was not a request for an explanation of what was spoken; it was an expression of the bewilderment that the crowd felt in being able to understand the testimony of the 120 about “God’s deeds of power” (v. 11). Read in this light, the Pentecostal event signifies nothing less than that “God affects a world-encompassing, multilingual, polyindividual testimony to Godself.”[6]

This unity-in-diversity theme of the day of Pentecost should not be underestimated. As already suggested (§2.2.1), the first ekklēsia (2:37–47) emerged precisely out of those who congregated that day on the streets of Jerusalem. Notice again some of the regions represented from around the Mediterranean. There were devout Jews, and possibly Gentile proselytes, from Egypt, perhaps denoting what is now called the African continent and thereby including the black race. There were the despised Cretans, long stereotyped as untrustworthy (Titus 1:12–13). There were the Arab descendants of Ishmael. The early church was truly constituted by a diversity of voices, perspectives, and particularities.

The cumulative fruit of the Spirit’s outpouring on the day of Pentecost finds its fulfillment in the eschatological consummation of God’s saving work. We are told in the revelation to the seer on the isle of Patmos that those gathered before the throne of God and the Lamb are “from every tribe and language and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9; cf. 7:9). This is in part because the gospel is being sent “to every nation and tribe and language and people” (14:6). On that final day, the great multitude representing such a staggering diversity of persons will lift up a resounding chorus of voices to the Lord God almighty as they celebrate the great wedding feast joining together once for all the Lamb and his bride (19:6–9). The one body of those who are saved, as this picture and that depicted at Pentecost show, knows no boundaries, whether such is conceived politically, socially, linguistically, racially or ethnically, or otherwise.

To recapitulate, a biblically conceived ecumenism begins with the one work of God represented during the New Testament era as and through the church of Jesus Christ. The unity of this body is—or should be—a reflection of the unity between the Father and the Son. Put another way, this unity is demonstrated in the love that members of this body have for each other, in the same way that the Father loves the Son and vice versa. It is therefore appropriate to consider this love as “the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3), eschatologically inaugurated at Pentecost.

4.1.3 Pneumatological Themes from the Pentecostal Experience. From the preceding, two themes emerge that are central to any ecumenism founded on the Pentecost narrative: the reality of what I call the diversities of the Spirit and the missionary thrust of the church.

The diversity of tongues on the day of Pentecost gave witness to the works of God. This appears to be one of the marks of the Spirit, who is most fully present and active in the “varieties of gifts, . . . varieties of services, . . . varieties of activities” (cf. 1 Cor. 12:4–6). Paul envisioned such diversification of giftings through the metaphor of the body of Christ having many parts, many members, many functions, and many components (1 Cor. 12:12–31). This diversity and pluralism therefore are intrinsic to the church itself. The sending of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost resulted in one living organism, the body of Christ, with many members. The many find their wholeness in the one, and the one’s effectiveness and beauty are to be found in the diversities of its members, including the sons and daughters, men and women, young and old (Acts 2:17–18) from around the world.

This emphasis on the diversities of the Spirit is a central value of the contemporary ecumenical movement, manifested and expressed variously but also in the microcosm of the World Council of Churches. Although all institutions need to be discerned—even Paul strongly cautions the Corinthian believers that charismatic phenomena inevitably come mixed with human and, at times, demonic influences and require discernment and judgment—the present orientation of the ecumenical movement in general and the WCC in particular is not about imposing a like-mindedness or uniformity of belief or practices on its constituency. Rather, its goal is to lift up the name of Jesus Christ through common witness and common mission, and its conviction is that such common witness and common mission sustain, not destroy, national, regional, local, and indigenous expressions of the gospel. In other words, the present ecclesiology of the ecumenical movement is profoundly pluralistic rather than totalistic or hegemonistic, representing the biblical emphasis on the diversities of the Spirit.[7]

On the practical level, then, the ecumenical movement is more about affirming differences than it is about making churches the world over fit into one mold. In fact, as the Baptism, Eucharist, Ministry document illustrates, the plurality of churches, liturgies, and traditions is affirmed. Each church is understood to play a vital role in the overall mission of the church; each contributes to the symphony that declares God’s saving presence and activity in the world by the power of the Spirit; each provides distinct witness to the world and brings its own gifts to the head of the church. Indeed, as the contingent of churches from the non-Western world has consistently grown in the WCC, it is increasingly clear that the traditional (i.e., Western) norms for discernment—whether at the level of the manifestation of the charismata or even at the more fundamental level of ecclesiologies as a whole—will continue to be challenged, resulting in a reemphasis on scriptural criteria.[8]

Embracing the diversities of the Spirit, however, includes with it potential problems as well. There is, for example, the important matter of an extreme tolerance that might set in, such that truth is compromised. Ecumenists have been charged with being pluralistic relativists, refusing to offend others who might believe or practice differently than they do. On this score, the ecumenical movement needs the pentecostal movement, but only insofar as the latter does not mute the prophetic voice of the Spirit of God. An ecumenism without truth is simply a vacuous, outward unity. Pentecostals who are fearful on this point should be critically engaged on this front. Our obligation should be a discerning participation and engagement, not sectarian withdrawal and condemnation.

I suggest further that the diversities of the Spirit manifest in the present ecumenical movement are a further sign of the missionary impulse that originated modern ecumenism. Few Pentecostals today realize that the ecumenical movement was initially launched as a missionary movement and retains that focus today. As missiologists and historians have noted, although the twentieth was the century of pentecostal missions, the nineteenth was that of the Protestant missionary enterprise. It was during the nineteenth century that the mainline churches established themselves on every continent. It was also during this same time that problems were identified, many of which were too large for the mission agencies of these individual churches and denominations to resolve on their own. The heart of the modern ecumenical movement was birthed at a global mission conference that convened at Edinburgh, Scotland, in 1910, and from which the International Missionary Council (IMC) was established in 1921. At the same time, it was realized that missionary work could not proceed apart from confronting both the social and political injustices prevalent during the interwar years and the doctrinal differences that separated the churches. Thus emerged the Life and Work world conference (1925) and the Faith and Order world conference (1927). These combined to form the WCC in 1948.[9] In 1961, the IMC officially joined forces with the WCC, thus reaffirming the WCC’s commitment to the missionary witness of the churches.

The early twentieth century was thus a time during which churches in the West awoke to the power of ecumenical unity for carrying out the task of the Great Commission. As the various churches began to assess the daunting project of world evangelization, they realized that such could be accomplished much more efficiently if they worked together instead of separately. In short, it was the missionary endeavor that brought hitherto self-sufficient groups, movements, and denominations together. Likewise, the central impetus toward classical pentecostal organization was the collaborative power of common mission. Fulfilling the missionary mandate has done more to bring the church together since the Reformation than anything else.

This task has not been lost on the ecumenical movement today. Certainly, the world at the beginning of the twenty-first century is quite different from when the IMC was founded. Yet missions remains the raison d’être of the WCC, as clearly reasserted in the WCC’s Ecumenical Affirmation on Missions and Evangelism, published in 1982. The Affirmation emphasizes the importance of conversion, the application of the gospel to every realm of life, the centrality of the churches to God’s mission, mission as the way of Christ, the mandate of taking the good news to the poor, the mandate regarding global witness, and the challenge to witness among people of other faiths. In short, ecumenism is missions and vice versa.

It goes without saying, however, that the missionary focus of the ecumenical movement has shifted. Clearly, the evangelistic edge has been blurred and, in some cases, been replaced among some denominations almost completely by socioeconomic and political projects. Yet it is also the case that many of these projects will never be accomplished by individual churches or single denominations working alone. Instead the resources and cumulative power of the entire range of the church of Jesus Christ in all its diversity will need to be mobilized toward action if such changes are to be realized. Should this not lead us to pray for another pentecostal outpouring of the Spirit?

4.2 THE ECUMENICAL TRADITION OF PENTECOSTALISM

 

This is exactly how some pentecostals understand the emergence of modern pentecostalism, as an answer to prayer for the unity and mission of the churches. My claim here is to give further impetus to the thesis that modern pentecostalism was not only an ecumenical movement from the beginning but was and has been ecumenical precisely in the pneumatological and charismatic sense of valuing the diversities of the Spirit’s gifts and activities and of enacting the power of the Spirit’s witness. This will be clear in our discussion of modern pentecostal origins at the beginning of the twentieth century, of the neopentecostal or charismatic renewal movement at midcentury, and of the “color line” in pentecostalism. This discussion will emphasize the distinctive pneumatological and charismatic features of what I call the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism.

4.2.1 Modern Pentecostal Origins: Local and Global. Most histories of modern pentecostalism posit at its origins both the initial manifestation
of tongues at Charles Parham’s Bethel Bible College in Topeka, Kansas, in January 1901 and the highly publicized revival facilitated by William Seymour at Azusa Street from 1906 to 1908. Focusing on Azusa Street, we observe both that racial and ethnic distinctions were rendered secondary to the fellowship of the Spirit (see §4.2.3) and that there were women—both black and white—in public leadership roles (see §4.3.2). But note the interdenominational character of the revival. Even when we focus only on the black and evangelical roots of pentecostalism identified by Hollenweger,[10] we find a diversity of Christian traditions represented: Keswick Reformed, Wesleyan Holiness, revivalist, Baptistic, African American, and the like. There was a type of separatism quite prevalent among these early pentecostals, many of whom were unsatisfied with the lifeless spiritual state of their existing churches and looking for alternatives. The pentecostal revival seemed to them to be dynamic encounters with God conducive to the Spirit’s invigorating movement when compared with the “dead” ecclesial organizations in their backgrounds.

Thus did the founding of classical Pentecostal denominations such as the Assemblies of God in the second decade of the revival unite this disparate group of men and women under a common experience. But not only that: their motivation was also common mission in the power of the Spirit, whether such be regarding the taking of the gospel to foreign lands, social, publication, or educational projects, or the cultivation of pentecostal faith.[11] Since most of them recognized the denominationally schismatic nature of the body of Christ, this also explains why the Assemblies of God as well as other early pentecostal groups saw themselves initially as movements rather than denominations (which most became).

But not only did the early pentecostal revivals attract and unite individuals from a wide variety of Protestant denominations; they also effectively transformed denominations. More specifically, leaders of existing churches and denominations returned to their congregations and organizations taking the pentecostal experience of the Spirit with them. Because of this, “existing denominations were split, while others were totally transformed into pentecostal vehicles.”[12] The former included the establishment of the Pentecostal Free Will Baptists (separating from the Free Will Baptists). The latter included the Church of God in Christ (black Holiness); the Church of God, Cleveland, Tennessee (founded by a Missionary Baptist preacher, R. G. Spurling); and the Pentecostal Holiness Church (Wesleyan Holiness). Thus, pentecostalism was ecumenical not only in bringing individuals from different Christian backgrounds together but also in uniting whole denominations under the one experience of the Spirit.

It was precisely this ecumenical vision that animated many of these early pentecostal pioneers. In almost every instance, their encounter with the Spirit led them to envision that the pentecostal outpouring would be central to experiencing Christian unity. Such unity, they thought, could not emerge from structural or organizational efforts but only through the reconciling presence of the Spirit. Even so, this unity would be accomplished within the framework of the existing denominations as individuals were swept up into the movements of the Spirit. This tradition has spawned a long line of ecumenical pentecostals who, even in the early days, understood their own vocation as pentecostals and charismatics to be bridge builders between the existing churches as empowered by the Spirit.[13] Thus a German Lutheran pastor, Jonathan Paul (1853–1931), began a loose association of churches (the Mülheim Association of Christian Fellowship) that nevertheless remained partly within the established Reformed and Lutheran churches of Germany. From his background in the French Reformed Church, Louis Dallière (1887–1976) worked diligently to ensure the continuation of the charismatic tradition in that denomination. Alexander Boddy (1854–1930) remained a lifelong rector in the Anglican Church, even after coming into the charismatic gift. The founder of Dutch pentecostalism, Gerrit Roelof Polman (1868–1932), was the go-between not only for the churches in the Netherlands but also for those in Germany and Britain during the Second World War.[14] Last but certainly not least is David Du Plessis (1905–1987), one of the few pentecostal bridge builders to those in the mainline churches during the first three decades of the charismatic-renewal movement.[15] For each of these individuals in the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism, leaving one’s denomination was neither a prerequisite for, nor a requirement following, the reception of the pentecostal experience. Rather, it was precisely the experience of the Spirit that knit together the followers of Jesus Christ, even those who had not yet manifested all the signs of the Spirit’s presence and activity.

This ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism can be more easily understood within an alternative account of pentecostal origins that identifies the movement in global context from the very beginning. In contrast to the standard history, which defines pentecostalism in terms of Parham’s Bethel Bible College or Seymour’s Azusa Street revival, alternative historiographies are emerging that locate these events in world context.[16] In this broader framework, what was happening at Azusa Street was neither paradigmatic nor prototypical but, rather, illustrative of a much wider move of the Spirit of God. Thus Andrew Harvey Argue, pioneering evangelist and leader of the Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada, reflecting on the revival in November 1908, wrote,

Our hearts rejoice to hear of many faithful witnesses, many precious souls from nearly every part of the globe, receiving the Holy Ghost according to Acts 2.4, in Jerusalem, Syria, Arabia, Persia and Armenia, and a number of places in China. . . . In India it has broken out in many quarters and . . . in forty places in Scotland. . . . Also many have been baptized in England, Ireland, Wales, Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, Holland, Germany, Australia, Russia and Tibet. In Africa, West and South; San Marcial, New Mexico; Jeruca, Cuba; Egypt, Toronto, Italy; and in Japan.[17]

 

This worldwide outpouring of the Spirit was not merely a series of disconnected revivals but a complex and differentiated unity as well. Clearly, as Michael Bergunder has noted, original pentecostalism was not only worldwide with the emphasis on geographical diversity but also global by virtue of the complex networks of publications, correspondences, personal contacts/travels, and missionary connections.[18] In a very real sense, many different sites of the revival were epicenters of pentecostal activity, even if none were completely removed from the others. In this case, can we say that original pentecostal ecumenism was, in some sense, orchestrated by the Holy Spirit as a nexus of events wherein each particular occurrence contributed and gave local expression to the wonderful works of God in its own way and language?

4.2.2 Neopentecostal Ecumenism. Pentecostal “denominationalism” set in rather quickly toward the end of the first generation, effectively squelching the ecumenical impulse of the movement. I suggest viewing the neopentecostal revival as an antidote to this development. Also known as the charismatic-renewal movement of the mainline churches, neopentecostalism has, like early modern pentecostalism, touched denominations and individual lives. It has revitalized the churches through the emergence of charismatic streams in all the major denominations, including the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox churches.[19]

Not surprisingly, those who participated in or observed the renewal movements in the mainline churches also began to see the ecumenical potential of the experience of the Spirit.[20] These neopentecostals or charismatics recognized that the vitality imparted to Christian faith by the pentecostal outpouring was a common experience that cut across creedal, denominational, liturgical, traditional, and theological/doctrinal lines. Ecumenical activities were sustained and furthered precisely because of the acknowledged commonality of experiencing the Spirit’s presence and activity. For them, the pentecostal experience of the Spirit meant a revitalized spiritual life, increased Bible reading, intensified devotional piety, the manifestation of the charismata, including speaking in other tongues, renewed appreciation for liturgical and sacramental worship, and deeper motivation toward social action. Aside from personal revival, there has also been the emergence of formal pentecostal dialogues with the established churches—for example, with the Roman Catholic Church and with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches—along with the emergence of new denominations. The Charismatic Episcopal Church (1992) and the Communion of Evangelical Episcopal Churches (1995) are examples of organized expressions of the Convergence Movement (from the 1970s), which has sought to blend charismatic, evangelical, liturgical, and sacramental dimensions of church life and spirituality.

More recently the globalization of the charismatic renewal has given further impetus to the idea of pentecostalism as an ecumenical movement. The remarkable power of the pentecostal experience to bridge not only denominational differences but also to speak to the hearts of people who come from divergent institutional, geographic, cultural, and political backgrounds has been recently made even more evident in revivals such as those at Toronto, Brownsville, and Pensacola. These have reached staggering numbers, bringing people together whose paths would never have crossed apart from their life-transforming encounter with the Spirit of God. The masses have come from every continent to experience the power of God and have returned to their places of origin full of the Holy Spirit.[21] This is not to affirm all that goes on at these prolonged evangelistic campaigns. It is, however, to testify to the uniting power of the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism.

In light of these developments, classical Pentecostal fears regarding the charismatic renewal in the established churches have been somewhat calmed. This has been enabled in part by the development of pentecostal relationships with more evangelical-type denominations and groups. Models of Christian unity centered on common mission such as Billy Graham crusades, World Vision famine relief endeavors, and parachurch ministries such as InterVarsity, Women Aglow, and the Full Gospel Businessmen’s Fellowship International have mollified pentecostal apprehensions and actually encouraged pentecostal participation and koinonia with nonpentecostals.

Further, the charismatic explosion in the mainline churches also opened the door for further pentecostal participation in formal ecumenical activities. As previously noted (§1.1.3), the Iglesia Pentecostal de Chile and the Misión Iglesia Pentecostal both joined as member churches of the WCC in 1961. Since then, there has been a slow but steady escalation of pentecostal involvement in things ecumenical. Today pentecostal churches from Brazil, Argentina, and Chile and various sub-Saharan churches have taken out WCC memberships. In addition to WCC involvement, various pentecostal churches have established long-term relationships with mainline denominations, and individual pentecostals are found at national, regional, and other levels of ecumenical activity. Some have even served on the committees of the WCC, the National Council of Churches (in the U.S.A.), and other regional ecumenical organizations, such as the Latin American Council of Churches, actively contributing to the development of the theological literature of the ecumenical movement.

As pentecostals have gotten to know nonpentecostals in a deeper way in these joint efforts, they have come to appreciate the diversity present in the body of Christ. Indeed, some have even begun to realize the common convictions that they share with their Roman Catholic brothers and sisters on some issues. And they have also begun to open themselves up to the power that a biblical ecumenism affords the church’s witness. Most important has been the realization of the potential of pneumatology for the present and the future of Christian ecumenism. This was nowhere more evident than in the seventh WCC convocation, held in Canberra, Australia, in February 1991.[22] The theme of this gathering was “Come Holy Spirit, Renew the Whole Creation” (cf. Ps. 104:30). Work sections were formed under the headings “Giver of Life—Sustain Your Creation!” “Spirit of Truth—Set Us Free!” “Spirit of Unity—Reconcile Your People!” and “Holy Spirit—Transform and Sanctify Us!” Reports from those who attended testified to the powerful spirit of unity present as Christians from all over the world gathered to worship, pray, sing, dance, and rejoice together in Jesus’ name. Such an event probably would not have been possible apart from the charismatic renewal and the pentecostal presence in the WCC. Events exactly like these—recall Toronto, Brownsville, Pensacola, and so forth—are what transform the lives of delegates and, by extension, the congregations to which they belong.

But there have also been challenges. Certainly, not all that has flown under the banner of charismatic renewal in the ecumenical movement can or should be endorsed. Even as pentecostals have dropped the ball regarding specific issues in their own history, so have ecumenists as well. Thus, when one of the plenary speakers of the Canberra conference invoked the spirits of war-torn and destitute Korean people and prayed for healing, this went too far for most participants and delegates.[23] Again, however, discerning participation rather than sectarian withdrawal is in order. Pentecostal revivals have by no means been free of controversy themselves. The proper response is not to ban revivals but to sift the wheat from the chaff. In the same way, one can and should expect that all genuine movements of the Spirit in the ecumenical world will be accompanied by manifestations that require discernment. This makes pentecostal participation all the more important, given that we, of all persons, are (or should be) the ones most sensitive to the need for discernment of spirits and for openness to that particular gift of the Spirit.

Against this backdrop, the question is no longer whether pentecostals are ecumenical but what kind of ecumenists they should be. In one sense, the ecumenical movement cannot be avoided, since pentecostals have always been ecumenical even though most of us have not realized this before.[24] And those who wish to withdraw will be challenged from the pentecostal fold (within) rather than from the neopentecostal or other quarters (without). This challenge, with all the promise and problems attached thereto, can be most clearly seen in the relationship between black and white pentecostals.

4.2.3 Pentecostalism and the Color Line: An Ecumenical Case Study. Having previously provided an overview of black pentecostalism in the U.S.A. (§1.3.4), I now focus on the question of pentecostal ecumenism through the lens of black pentecostalism and black-white pentecostal relationships in North America. One of the least-known facts about the Azusa Street revival is its multiracial environment. This is especially remarkable given the segregationism prevalent in North America during the first half of the twentieth century. From 1906 to 1908, the Azusa Street mission drew together persons from several races, ethnic groups, cultures, and nationalities. This integration of blacks and whites (not to mention Hispanics and Asians) was practically unheard of given the American context more than fifty years before the civil rights movement. Blacks and whites were found worshiping and singing together, tarrying before the Lord and praying for one another, “mingling and even touching in the mission.”[25] One participant recollected that at Azusa Street “the ‘color line’ was washed away in the blood.”[26] These events were unprecedented. The result was not only a transformation of hearts but also a tearing down of barriers inhibiting the experience of genuine Christian unity such that “there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!” (Col. 3:11; cf. 1 Cor. 12:13; Gal. 3:28, which adds “male and female”).

That the ecumenical miracle at Azusa Street did not last is also a well-known historical fact. Whites and blacks formed their own denominations because of the socioeconomic and political pressures in force at that time. White pentecostals drifted toward their Yankee (i.e., fundamentalist and, later, evangelical) relatives, forging alliances that have, in more recent times, left many pentecostals wondering what has happened to the pentecostal fervor. Black pentecostals, however, have continued to emphasize the shout, the dance, the sway, the clap, and the many other electrifying features of the original Azusa Street revival. This parting of ways has signified, in some respect, the socioeconomic distinctions between whites and blacks in North America. Upwardly mobile whites moved further and further away from lower-class blacks, leaving in places a chasm unbridgeable (sad to say) even for a Spirit-led people. In hindsight, it is seen that pentecostals squandered a golden opportunity to continue as a prophetic voice not only on racial and ethnic issues but also on socioeconomic ones as well. Racial discrimination and socioeconomic segregation would persist for another sixty and more years before being legally confronted. What might have happened if the original ecumenical character of pentecostalism had persisted and developed instead?

Even in light of the civil rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s, however, pentecostals have been slow to respond to the need for racial reconciliation. It was not until October 1994 that the all-white Pentecostal Fellowship of North America (PFNA) voted to dissolve and reconstitute as a racially inclusive group.[27] The result was the emergence of the Pentecostal/Charismatic Churches of North America (PCCNA). Whites and blacks were led first to remember and acknowledge the racism of the past; then to seek forgiveness from, and dispense forgiveness to, each other; celebrate the Lord’s Supper together; and, at one point, participate jointly in a spontaneous foot-washing ceremony. The result included a “Pentecostal Partners Racial Reconciliation Manifesto,” written jointly by black and white pentecostal leaders, which proposed a “reconciliation strategy for 21st century ministry.”[28] Its eleven articles included a repudiation of racism in all its forms along with a commitment to retrieve and reenact the reconciliatory message of Azusa Street.

One should not disparage the import of this “Memphis Miracle,” as it has been acclaimed. Better late than never, as the old saying goes. Still, one cannot help but lament the fact that instead of being the pacesetters, pentecostals have been sluggish in acting out the impulses toward racial reconciliation inherent within its original ecumenical experience. Though symbolically significant, the “Racial Reconciliation Manifesto” needs to be followed by sustained and concrete action to address the actual racism and the social, political, and economic divides between black and white pentecostalism, especially in North America. On the theological front, what about the fact that many black pentecostals—perhaps up to 30 percent of all black churches and denominations—are Apostolics who affirm a Oneness understanding of God?[29] In this case, is not the trinitarian statement of faith adopted by the PCCNA (mainly from the white National Association of Evangelicals) a step backwards for pentecostal ecumenism in general and for black-white relations in particular? Further, in light of the original multiculturalism of the Azusa Street revival, what about reconciliation beyond black and white to include Hispanic, Asian, and other ethnic pentecostals? Why are we not surprised to hear that black and Hispanic trinitarians and black and Hispanic Oneness congregations fellowship together much more than white trinitarians and Oneness?[30] Finally, does not any reconciliation remain incomplete if it fails to address the subordination of women?[31]

Three observations can be made about the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism when viewed through the lens of black-white pentecostal relations. First, the slow healing of the breach between black and white pentecostals can only revive pentecostalism, for various reasons. At the very least, the emergence of multicultural congregations featuring blacks and whites worshiping together will restore to pentecostalism a richer sense of the charisms of the Spirit. Whereas not uncommonly among white pentecostals “the charismata were soon restricted to the nine referred to in 1 Corinthians 12,” among black pentecostals the Spirit continues to be perceived as working in and through the people of God “in the gifts of story and song, testimony and prayer, vision and dream, dance and motor behaviour, shouting and the drama of the sermon—all manifestations of the power and love of God.”[32]
Similarly to the pentecostal dialogue with the Syriac Orthodox tradition submitted earlier (§3.3.2), in this case the mundane workings of the Spirit are retrieved alongside the ecstatic manifestations of the Spirit.

Second, insofar as black pentecostalism emphasizes the experiential dimension of ecumenism much more than it does the doctrinal, black-white ecumenism will restore to center stage pentecostal witness as a way of life. White pentecostals will be required once again to own up to the experiential matrix of their theologies even while black pentecostals will be confronted with the richness of the Christian theological tradition. Sure, blacks and whites can stay within their own comfort zones, but doing so prompts this question: “How does one interpret the predominately African American membership within Wesleyan Pentecostalism, the predominately white and Hispanic membership within Reformed Pentecostalism, and the predominately African American membership of Oneness Pentecostalism?”[33] Might not a renewed black-white pentecostal ecumenism contribute to the overcoming of various dogmatisms, whether it is between Reformed and Wesleyan pentecostalisms or even trinitarian and Oneness pentecostalisms?

Finally, black-white pentecostal ecumenism will energize the movement for the social, economic, and political tasks that confront the churches in general and world pentecostalism in particular. As Russell Spittler, Assemblies of God educator and exegete, notes: “White Pentecostals are by their doctrines very otherworldly. . . . [They] are far more influenced by fundamentalism than blacks are. And blacks are far more influenced by factors and forces in social change.”[34] Black pentecostals have been immune neither to the fundamentalist-dispensationalist eschatological leaven—with many black churches having succumbed to processes of “spiritualization” (instead of taking sociopolitical action) and “pacification” (internalizing oppression in order to respond pacifistically)[35]—nor to accommodation to the dominant capitalist ideology of upward social movement, as exemplified by the emergence of a productionism/consumerism of spirituals and gospel music, black amusement, clubs, shows, and so on.[36] Yet by and large, black pentecostalism remains much more aware of the social dimension of religious faith than white. So whereas white pentecostals in North America are concerned first and foremost about doctrinal orthodoxy and evangelism directed toward conversion, black pentecostals are more concerned with social issues.[37] Thus the well-known and influential black pentecostal churches are in many cases—for example, the West Angeles Church of God in Christ (Bishop Charles E. Blake), the Church of God in Christ in Brooklyn (Reverend William Dougherty), and the Mason Temple Church of God in Christ, Memphis[38]—active both in providing communal networks of support for the marginalized and in being actively engaged in sociopolitical processes of transformation. In all of these ways, the contribution of the black churches to the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism is to restore to a central position the concerns for uplifting the black race, empowering sociopolitical and economic transformation of the church, acting as the prophetic conscience of the nation in general and of the believing community in particular, encouraging socially informed theological reflection, and reintegrating (black) evangelicalism into the black community and melding the former’s agenda of spiritual concerns with the latter’s agenda of social concerns.[39]

4.3 PENTECOSTALISM AND ECUMENISM: PRESENT AND FUTURE CHALLENGES

 

The preceding overviews demand further reflection on the present and future challenges confronting the ecumenical tradition of Pentecostalism. Here we focus on matters related to social witness, gender issues, and multifaith ecumenism.

4.3.1 Ecumenism and Social Justice. The discussion of black-white pentecostal relations sets the social-justice question firmly on the church’s ecumenical agenda. The questions here are pointed: How can the church provide a unified witness to the gospel when it is itself fragmented between the haves and the have-nots? How can the message of the church be good news to the poor when they are being exploited by the rich? How can the call for church unity be authentic given the socioeconomic disparities currently in place?

Black pentecostals have already been of tremendous assistance in formulating a pentecostal social ethic (see §§1.3.2–1.3.4). Most striking among their contributions is the raising of historical consciousness regarding the religious and theological ideologies that legitimate racism and racial prejudice. Black pentecostals have also consistently retrieved and reappropriated the Azusa Street experience as a model for present and future interracial and interethnic relationships: the Spirit poured out upon all flesh is no respecter of persons and values the various shades of color that define human beings. Finally, in uniting spirituality and social awareness and in attending to the economic and political dimensions of religious practice, black pentecostals provide important perspectives on the nature of Christian worship and piety even as they show that all Christian practice and theory occur within, and need to engage, their social and historical contexts.

These insights provide a solid foundation for the kind of pentecostal social ethic that needs to inform and enrich the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism. Such insights are immensely valuable when brought into dialogue with the work in ethics conducted from Roman Catholic charismatic perspectives. Post–Vatican II Catholicism has repeatedly emphasized social witness alongside dialogue and proclamation. Convinced not only that the Spirit comes upon individuals but also that the Spirit renews the face of the earth, Catholic charismatics have sketched out a pneumatological theology of social action emphasizing the charisms of the Spirit, the fruits of the Spirit, the Spirit’s work to evangelize and humanize and to redeem sin and relieve suffering, and the apostolic empowerment of the Spirit.[40] Catholic charismatic social ethics has focused on concrete social issues—the aged; correctional reform; drugs and addictions; the environment; hunger; the media and their usage; mental illness; poverty; race relations; consumerism, education, government/politics, and housing; and the sick[41]—with emphasis upon the charismatic giftings of the Spirit as essential to adequate engagement (see §7.3.2). Black pentecostalism explicitly identifies the racial and ethnic dimensions of social problems even as the Catholic charismatic renewal provides the kinds of institutional commitment required for concrete and effective social transformation.

Further, black pentecostal and Catholic charismatic concerns come together in the ethical vision of Latino/a pentecostals. Defining Christian salvation in terms of liberation, shalom, and reconciliation, pentecostal theologian Eldin Villafañe asks how this can be realized in Hispanic communities.[42] To answer this question, he recognizes the need to identify the cultural, sociodemographic, and anthropological analyses of the Latino situation and the religious, cultural, and spiritual resources available to Hispanics for addressing their concerns. The central characteristics of Hispanic pentecostal spirituality—their passion, personalism, communal emphases, festiveness, and so forth—are then correlated with the signs of the Spirit’s presence and activity, whether this be the Spirit’s brooding over the waters of history, the Spirit’s grieving over personal and social sin, or the Spirit’s empowering baptism for witness. Villafañe draws on this correlation to talk about “ethics as pneumatology” and “pneumatic political discipleship”: the Spirit challenges the church to participate in the reign of God, to confront and dismantle structural sin and evil, and to fulfill its prophetic and vocational missions of establishing koinonia through liturgy, kerygmatic proclamation, and discipleship and service.[43]

Assemblies of God social ethicist Murray W. Dempster also utilizes this emphasis on koinonia, kerygma, and diakonia (discipleship). Dempster is after a holistic model of evangelism that not only proclaims the kingdom of God but also manifests its eschatological presence through social action.[44] The church’s social witness—both social welfare for individuals and social action that transforms social systems—makes tangible the church’s kerygmatic proclamation, confirms the truth of and validates the gospel’s claims, and serves to exemplify the church as a countercommunity even as it transmits/bears the church’s moral tradition. To do all this, Dempster urges, is to follow in the footsteps of Jesus and do what he did under the power of the Spirit: proclaim and inaugurate the kingdom of God among the poor, the oppressed, the sick, the demon-possessed, and others. In this way, we have “a Kingdom ethic made operational within the charismatic community by the empowerment of the Spirit.”[45] Taking Dempster’s suggestions seriously would not only continue the reconciliation of blacks and whites but also propel the black pentecostal vision for social justice to the front of contemporary pentecostal thought and practice. After all, this perspective legitimates the prophetic tradition of black pentecostalism, which seeks, following the footsteps of the Hebrew prophets, to address social injustices in the name of God. And in the end, following the life and ministry of Jesus leads to a healthy reformulation of pentecostal eschatology.[46] Instead of being derived from dispensationalist time charts that undermine social action through emphasis on otherworldly salvation, pentecostalism will be able to develop themes from within the pentecostal experience itself that allow the impending kingdom of God to break through into the historical present. The result will be the kind of holistic eschatology that values the embodiment of the present even while awaiting the resurrection of the body; that actualizes the “fellowship of the Spirit” even while awaiting the eschatological banquet given through the Spirit’s invitation; and that participates in the incarnational and pentecostal movements of history even while awaiting the taking up of this history into the eternal kingdom of God (see §1.2.3; §2.2.1).

In all of this, the church’s social witness remains its most powerful means of proclaiming the full gospel, since the gospel is not just talk but action. Empowered by the Spirit, such witness overcomes the structures and carriers of evil, heals the divisions between human beings, and actualizes the unity and catholicity of the church as far as possible in awaiting the eschatological kingdom. These are the normative marks of the Spirit’s presence and activity in the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism.

4.3.2
Ecumenism and Gender: Women and Pentecostalism. But what if you’re black, poor,
and
a woman? The ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism may be bringing black and white
men
together, some might respond, but still be leaving out women in general, not to mention black women in particular.[47]
Although many important issues need to be addressed regarding the category of gender, the focus here is on the ecumenical question of how the unity of the church can be fully realized if more than half of its constituency is subordinated to the rest and/or marginalized from the centers of power and authority. On the basis of previous discussions (§1.1.2; §2.2.1), pentecostal ecumenism cannot and should not avoid this issue and, further, has resources within the tradition to redress it.

Historically, when discussing gender, most pentecostals see men and women as equals before God. Various ecclesial and cultural factors, however, have left women subordinated under the “headship” of their husbands in the home and under the leadership and authority of males in the churches. Being the biblical literalists they are, pentecostals have justified this simply by quoting the relevant scriptural texts (for example, 1 Cor. 11:3; Eph. 5:22–24; 1 Tim. 2:12–15; and 1 Pet. 3:1–6).

Yet the matter is not so easily decided. The Scriptures provide their own internal qualifications to the preceding texts. The Corinthians text should be read in light of 11:11–13, which presumes that women continue to pray and prophesy so long as they observe the proper etiquette,[48] and the Ephesians passage follows 5:21, which calls for the mutual submission of everyone to others. Timothy and Peter include injunctions regarding the dress of women that are undeniably culture-relative rather than universal prescriptions. Why insist on a literal reading of the portions dealing with women in ministry and not on the dress codes in the broader context? Further, in the case of Timothy’s congregation, there were undoubtedly troublesome matters involving some of the women (e.g., 1 Tim. 5:11–16; 2 Tim. 3:6), and there is the apparent fact that the Paul who denied women the opportunity to teach and minister is also the one who had coworkers in the gospel, such as Euodia, Syntyche, and Priscilla (Phil. 4:2–3; Rom. 16:3), and recognized the ministry of deaconesses such as Phoebe (Rom. 16:1). Finally, what about women judges (Deborah) and prophetesses (Miriam, Huldah)?

Partly because of the scriptural ambiguity, there has always been an ambivalence among pentecostals regarding the ordination of women. But more important in the pentecostal case has been the prominence of women called and empowered by the Spirit for ministry in the churches from the earliest days of the revival. At Azusa Street, the prominence of pentecostal women may have anticipated the accomplishments of the women’s suffrage movement, culminating in the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, allowing women the right to vote, in 1920. Since that time, women have served in almost every type of ministry position available. Names such as Minnie Abrams (missionary to India), Florence Crawford (founder of the Apostolic Faith Church in Portland, Oregon), Lucy Farrow (missionary and evangelist), Alice Luce (church pioneer and educator), Aimee Semple McPherson (founder of the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel), Carrie Judd Montgomery (transdenominational minister, teacher, writer, and social worker), Agnes Ozman (evangelist), Lillian Trasher (missionary to Egypt), Maria Woodworth-Etter (healing evangelist), Ida B. Robinson (founder of the Mount Sinai Holy Church of America), and, more recently, Kathryn Kuhlman (healing evangelist) are representative of the legacy of pentecostal women.[49] Yet in the main, most of the scores of other pentecostal women in ministry struggled to reconcile their call to ministry with the prevailing expectations of their times, their churches, and even their spouses.[50]

Unsurprisingly, we have seen a decline in the number of women in ministry since the first generation of modern pentecostal pioneers. The ever-increasing institutionalization of pentecostalism led to the further marginalization of women from positions of authority in the churches.[51] They could be active in the ministry in various ways so long as they did not have authority over men, according to the Pauline injunction (1 Tim. 2:12). Further, the increasing alliances forged between pentecostalism and evangelicalism from the 1940s onward meant that evangelical battles between complementarians and egalitarians (as these positions have come to be called)[52] now also belonged to pentecostals. Finally, the rise of feminism with its liberal hermeneutic of suspicion scared off pentecostals, who were and remain, generally speaking, theological conservatives.

As we have seen, the tension felt by modern pentecostal women exists in the biblical texts, even perhaps in the communities to whom Luke wrote.[53] Yet although we need to be careful of reading contemporary understandings of androcentrism, patriarchalism, and egalitarianism into first-century horizons and self-understandings, it is also clear that, on the whole, Luke’s presentation of women is quite positive compared with the prevailing views of his time. Following Ben Witherington, I propose to recognize Jesus as working to dismantle class distinctions and to reform Jewish attitudes toward women within a patriarchal culture.[54] Jesus not only receives women as disciples (Luke 8:1–3) and teaches them (10:38–42) but also breaks social (7:36–50), political (18:1–8), ritual (8:42b–48), religious (13:10–17), and other taboos against women prevalent in his day. Furthermore, from the perspective of the day of Pentecost, the role of women in Luke-Acts is a fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy regarding the Spirit being given fully also to women (cf. Joel 2:28–29; Acts 2:17). “It is clear that the realization of Joel’s prediction that ‘your daughters shall prophesy’ is one of the signs that the last days have arrived.”[55] Women were among those who waited for the promise of the Spirit in the upper room (Acts 1:14), and there is no reason to doubt that they received the pentecostal baptism and spoke about God’s deeds of power (2:11b). Further, there is the explicit teaching ministry of Priscilla (18:1–3, 26; in the latter verse teaching Apollos, a man), the four prophesying daughters of Philip (21:9), and the host of women, such as Dorcas and Lydia, who ministered variously to the needs of those around them. Finally, in retrospect, the women were the first evangelists to announce the good news of the resurrection, even before the outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost (cf. Luke 23:55–24:10).

When these data are set alongside the other New Testament references, it is no wonder that pentecostals have argued both that the life and work of Christ have broken the curse on women from the fall and that the last days’ outpouring of the Spirit on women has anointed them for ministry.[56] Thus the need for an authentic “Pentecostal-charismatic feminism” is acknowledged as essential to the future of the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism.[57] This is a kind of pneumatic feminism, conferred not by any rite of ministerial ordination but by the authority of the Spirit manifest in the operation of the charisms in the lives and ministries of women.[58] And is it not possible that, given the widespread patriarchalism and sexism that (pentecostal) women have had to endure, they have been the most broken and therefore the most open to the infilling and empowerment of the Spirit?[59] Surely at the level of the basic and ongoing ministries of the church of Jesus Christ, women have carried the load. Is it not time for the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism to affirm unequivocally that God’s being no respecter of persons requires the acknowledgment of the full equality of women not only in terms of human standing before God but also in terms of male-female relationships in the home, the churches, and society?[60]

4.3.3 The Church in Conversation with the World’s Religions. For pentecostals who are suspicious about expanding the ecumenical task to include the church’s social witness and to address gender discrimination, the question about the relationship between Christians and those in other faiths will be off limits. Although this is an issue I have addressed elsewhere at much greater length,[61] I would like to present some new insights that suggest why the interfaith challenge is related to the intra-Christian ecumenical challenge. In particular, I wish to provide further exegetical grounding for the claim that the Christian encounter with religious others arises out of the presence and activity of the same Spirit of God who also enables the intra-Christian ecumenical relationship.

Pentecostal theologian Jean-Jacques Suurmond has called attention to seeing the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon all flesh as signaling “a decisive new change in the relationship between God and the world and thus also in relationship between human beings.”[62] More specifically, Suurmond suggests that the coming of the Spirit into the world on the day of Pentecost released charismatic gifts that enable human beings to encounter each other as authentically other rather than as projections of and for the self. And of decisive importance, this possibility of new modes of relationship extends beyond what Christians experience with other Christians to what Christians experience with those outside the church.

Suurmond’s proposal is developed here by digging deeper into the Pentecost narrative. Among the many miracles of Pentecost, the most important for our purposes is that it made possible the encounter of human beings who, left to themselves, would not have entered into relationship. Whether such was a miracle of speech or of hearing is not of concern here (see also §4.1.2). The crucial issue is that understanding occurred across linguistic lines: “in our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power” (Acts 2:11). Galileans who spoke Aramaic were able to communicate with those from around the Mediterranean world (Luke’s identification of native languages is a nonexhaustive listing of the visitors present in Jerusalem). Therefore, one of the miracles of Pentecost was to reconcile a human race divided by language since the tower of Babel, and the uniting tongue was not merely human but spoken as the Spirit gave utterance.[63]

Yet the encounter made possible here goes beyond linguistic lines toward what we might call intercultural or cross-cultural communication. Certainly, those present at Jerusalem were identified as “devout Jews” (v. 5) and, to that extent, were not culturally other than the 120 who descended from the upper room. But to identify Jews only as a cultural category during the first century is problematic, since there is an anachronistic distinction between “cultural Jews” and “religious Jews” that derives more from the modern period than from the Second Temple period. Diaspora Jews during the Second Temple period were certainly ethnically distinct but less certainly culturally demarcated. More important, that Jewishness also functioned during the first century as an ethical and political marker complexifies the cultural and linguistic distinction.

In addition, to assume that no Gentiles were present in Jerusalem because Luke explicitly identifies devout Jews at the scene is to overlook other exegetical clues. First, Luke qualifies his description of these Jews by noting their derivation “from every nation under heaven” (v. 5). Second, they also heard the 120 speaking “in the native language of each” (v. 6). Finally, most revealing is the presence of proselytes—Gentile converts to Judaism—on the scene (v. 10). Although most commentators read Luke straightforwardly and see these proselytes as hailing only from Rome, it is also grammatically possible that “Jews and proselytes” does “not refer to any specific national group with its own language . . . , but covers all the preceding groups with respect to religious affiliation.”[64]

In any case, we have here the presence of both the Jewish Diaspora and Gentile converts to Judaism. The Jews present had remained devout worshipers of God in spite of their dispersion abroad and had visibly set themselves apart through various practices—for example, their observances at mealtime, male circumcision, and the Sabbath. Still, removed from their homeland for generations if not centuries, they had certainly grown up in other places, learned other languages that were now native to them, and been shaped by the languages and cultures within which these languages flourished. In the case of the Gentile converts to Judaism, the situation is even more complex. Some proselytes stopped short of circumcision, even while adhering to Jewish law. Is it also possible that others were not pure monotheists or perhaps had not severed ties with the pagan communities from which they came?[65] The fact that there were degrees of conversion to Judaism should caution us against homogenizing the “proselytes” Luke identifies as eyewitnesses on the day of Pentecost. This group of persons undoubtedly had fused (or were in the process of fusing) a variety of practices, values, customs, and traditions into their Jewish identity.

In either case (devout Jew or Gentile proselyte), whereas generations previous to ours may have overlooked the interconnectedness between language and culture, no longer can we responsibly do so. To speak a language fluently because one has grown up with it is significantly different from taking on a second language. The former includes the socialization that language provides. That those present in Jerusalem were natives of places as disparate as Asia (Minor), Mesopotamia, and North Africa, among others, means that their experience of the one God had been similarly shaped by the particularities of their linguistic, sociohistorical, and cultural experiences. The Pentecost narrative therefore portrays an intercultural encounter of wide magnitude.

To make the association between language and culture, however, raises a further connection: that between language, culture, and religion. Current scholarship in religious studies continues to debate the links between religion and language and between religion and culture. Can religion be clearly demarcated from language and culture? Is it possible to understand religion in its purity, apart from cultural considerations? What would religion abstracted from language and culture sound or look like? On the other side, are there purely linguistic, cultural, or cultural-linguistic phenomena apart from religion? In these various disciplines arguments are made about the interdependence of language and religion and of culture and religion. Although language, culture, and religion are certainly distinguishable for purposes of communication and reflection, in reality they overlap and are deeply interconnected. The boundaries between these domains of human experience, if existing at all, are seriously contested.[66]

Although the question whether Luke understood Pentecost as an intercultural or interreligious event cannot be decided exegetically, the reading provided here is by no means implausible when set against the Jewish background of Luke-Acts. Following the work of James Scott, I see the Pentecost narrative to be universal in scope for various reasons. First, it is undeniable that Luke’s list of nations in the Pentecost narrative has its own genealogy, beginning with Genesis 10 and continuing with the Chronicler (1 Chron. 1) and the intertestamental tradition of the table of seventy/seventy-two nations.[67] Given the first-century Jewish understanding of the comprehensiveness of the seventy/seventy-two nations as representing all the peoples of the earth—note the translation of the seventy that resulted in the Septuagint, and the seventy languages needed among the Sanhedrin so that proper and full testimony to the truth could be given to enable the rendering of accurate judgments[68]—Luke’s shorter sample signifies the universality of the gospel rather than limits its scope. Second, the structure of Acts, beginning in Judea and proceeding through Samaria to the ends of the earth (1:8), parallels the church’s universal mission to include all the children of Shem (Israel, or the Jews), Ham (the African race), and Japheth (the remaining Gentiles).[69] For these reasons, the ministry of Philip to Samaria and that of Peter to Cornelius are especially highlighted. Third, the sons of Shem, Ham, and Japheth are the seventy/seventy-two nations of Genesis 10, and it is only Luke who preserves both Jesus’ genealogy of seventy-two generations (Luke 3:23–38) and the story of Jesus’ sending the seventy/seventy-two (Luke 10:1) alongside the sending out of the Twelve (Luke 9:1–6).[70] All of this implies that Luke understood the universality of the gospel according to the reigning categories of his day: that whereas Yahweh had previously apportioned spaces for all humankind according to their “gods” (Deut. 32:8) and then foretold through the Isaianic prophecy that Yahweh is “coming to gather all nations and tongues; and they shall come and shall see my glory” (Isa. 66:18–20; quotation, v. 18), now the gift of the Holy Spirit was to empower the witness of the gospel to “the ends of the earth” and to “all nations” (Acts 1:8; 17:26).

This analysis establishes the interconnections between language, the nations, and their religious traditions. The point is the arbitrariness of separating language from culture, nation, and religion. The universality of the Spirit’s outpouring in the Pentecost narrative has implications not only for those committed to the translation of the Bible into all the known languages or for the present multicultural agenda but also for the multifaith encounter. It suggests that testimony to the truth is provided not just in one language but through many.[71] Hence the contribution of a diversity of cultures and religious traditions should not be underestimated. At the same time, the unity of the truth did not and should not undermine the particularity of each voice. Although the Pentecost narrative may undermine the thesis that languages, cultures, and religions are radically incommensurable, it is also the case that the outpouring of the Spirit preserves rather than erases the differences. The integrity of each way needs to be protected and not subsumed into an all-inclusive system that either ignores or transmutes illegitimately its distinctiveness.[72]

When will we begin mining the resources for the intercultural and interreligious engagement implicit in the Pentecost narrative? Might not our theological enterprise be transformed altogether if we take the interreligious dialogue seriously in our time? While put rhetorically, this hypothesis is easily confirmed in the broader context of the church’s expansion to include Gentiles in the first century. Missiologist Andrew Walls suggests that the present Gentile-dominated church has for too long taken for granted the Gentile identity of the people of God and neglected the revealed mystery that astounded even the angels: that in Christ, God has accomplished a new, reconciled humanity from that which was formerly antagonistically set off as Jew and Gentile and that it was precisely the goal of the unity of the Spirit to produce an eschatological unity of faith according to the full measure of Christ.[73] Walls further suggests that, reread in this way, the Letter to the Ephesians reveals how the early church struggled with deep theological issues as the presence of Gentiles in the community of faith grew. Instead of retrenching into the secure confines of its Jewish identity, however, the church creatively incorporated Gentile (i.e., pagan) elements into its language and liturgy. The adoption of the Greek Kyrios, used by Gentiles for their cult divinities, as a christological title and the interpretation of Jesus as having cosmic significance were their boldest accomplishments. Read in this way, the universality of Christian faith was established not so much through the negation of other religious traditions as through a process of reinterpretation and reappropriation.

The Christian theological enterprise is yet to be surprised by what will happen if its primary dialogue partners are not Western philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle, but Eastern “philosophers,” such as Laozi, Mengzi, Nagarjuna, and Shankara. Might not their voices also witness to the truth, beauty, and holiness of God?[74] For this reason, the ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism stands to deepen its missionary calling and to be enriched by engaging those in other faiths. Does not the reading of the Pentecost narrative proposed here lead us to celebrate the plurality of languages, cultures, and people groups through which the Spirit’s presence and activity are manifest? As sociologist of pentecostalism David Martin notes, “Once the Bible is your text there are as many interpretations as there are readers, and the Spirit is unbound.”[75] Of course, we need to be alert that this open space for a plurality of perspectives does not lead to uncritical relativism. But critical interactions with perspectives one does not agree with do not need to be polemical. Rather, guided by what Mark Roberts calls a “hermeneutic of charity,” we should discern the occasion of the “other” reading, rejoice in its good fruit, and preserve such even amidst attempts to reread all texts—“ours” and “theirs”—more accurately.[76] In this way, a critical, charismatically inspired response does not tear others down but builds them up. This approach to religious others results in our own conversion and transformation, by the power of the Spirit, into the image of Jesus (see ch. 6 below).

This chapter has drawn from the pneumatological soteriology and ecclesiology of chapters 2 and 3 a pneumatological vision for Christian ecumenism in the late modern world. Plumbing the depths of the mystery of Pentecost through a robustly Lukan hermeneutic, we have uncovered an ecumenical tradition of pentecostalism that cuts across all traditional divisions—ethnic, racial, linguistic, social, class, gender, and religious—even as it finds pneumatic empowerment to work for and hasten the eschatological day of the Lord. Within the holistic and eschatological framework of our soteriology and ecclesiology, pentecostal ecumenism necessarily combines social ethics, spirituality, dialogue, and evangelism focused on empowering congregations “as viable centers of Christian formation and totalistic transformation that engage in meaningful ministry and worship, inclusive of all who desire to respond to the call to holiness, irrespective of sex, race, or economic status”[77]—and perhaps also irrespective of religious affiliation. Directed toward the day of the Lord, pentecostal ecumenism yearns for the Spirit to establish peace, justice, and righteousness and break down the barriers between people even as it anticipates the coming kingdom, when all the people of the world “will bring into it the glory and the honor of the nations” (Rev. 21:26). Yet our concluding reflections, which attempted to ground the interreligious encounter upon a pneumatological imagination and pentecostal foundation, raise an important question: What is the identity of the Spirit who allegedly brings together those who call upon even the names of other gods? Is not the Holy Spirit the Spirit of the Father and of the Son Jesus Christ? Is this not the Spirit of the triune God? Come Holy Spirit, continue to enlighten our minds . . .
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Unlike standard texts in systematic theology since the dawn of the Protestant era, this work has not followed the established loci of Father-Son-Spirit. Rather, it has attempted a pneumatologically driven and Christ-centered theology from the start, and for that reason, it began with our experience of the Spirit. Nevertheless, the time has come to wrestle with the identity of the Spirit in whom we live, move, and have our being, and as intimated in the preceding pages, to ask about the Spirit is to ask about Jesus and about God. Partly for this reason, the theological tradition was led to a triune understanding of God. From a modern pentecostal perspective, however, the doctrine of God has been a watershed, dividing the trinitarian pentecostals from the Oneness pentecostals since the second decade of the twentieth century.

Perhaps some might say that the Spirit christology developed in chapter 2 may be of assistance in getting us beyond this impasse. After all, historically, trinitarian theology emerged mainly from the early church’s wrestling with the identity of Jesus, and it was the affirmation that Jesus was of the same substance (homoousios) with the Father that secured the fundamental structure of the trinitarian understanding of God. If we revert to a Spirit christology that affirms Jesus as the man who did what he did as empowered by the Spirit of God, then the driving force behind trinitarian theology will lose much of its momentum. This move will not work, however, since Spirit christology is meant to complement Logos christology, not replace it (see §2.3.1). Additionally, the import of Logos christology for the Oneness doctrines of God and incarnation means that we will need to respect this aspect of its contribution toward a world pentecostal theology for our time.

The objective of this chapter is twofold. First, it aims to go beyond just making space for Oneness pentecostal theology (as did Kenneth Gill; see §I.2) and provide justification for engaging Oneness pentecostal perspectives as equal dialogue partners in the task of Christian theological reconstruction in the late modern world (as intimated in §3.3.2 and §4.3.3). Second, this chapter aims to work toward an ecumenical doctrine of God that both Oneness and trinitarian pentecostals can affirm, and to do so along two lines. Initially, the chapter emphasizes the unity of God. As Jesus himself said, “No one is good but God alone” (Luke 18:19). It also calls attention to the modes of Oneness and trinitarian worship and practice and builds at this level toward a narrative understanding of the trinitarian orientation of Christian faith, an understanding that both pentecostal traditions can affirm. This chapter proceeds to lay out the Oneness-trinitarian problematic (§5.1), then explores contemporary constructive trinitarian theological proposals with the challenges of Oneness theology firmly in hand (§5.2), and concludes with a proposal for Oneness-trinitarian rapprochement (§5.3).

The method here assumes the validity of the previous argumentation: from pentecostal experience and practice toward theological reflection. Those who demand an alternative methodology will probably resist both the approach and the conclusions here, however provisionally stated. But for the rest (most of my readers, I hope) who are willing to continue the journey with me, I trust that the reflections that follow will serve not only the ecumenical purpose of bridging the theological gap between Oneness and trinitarian pentecostals but also the broader Christian theological task of “faith seeking understanding” in the late modern world.

5.1 THE ONENESS-TRINITARIAN DEBATE

 

This section formally introduces the Oneness pentecostal doctrine of God, surveys the Oneness-trinitarian pentecostal polemic, and presents some observations about the relationship between pentecostalism and the theological tradition in general and about the Oneness revisioning of the tradition more particularly. Because the Oneness-trinitarian debate has been especially heated in North America—Oneness churches and movements in the two-thirds world either have been much less engaged in the theological debates or have been dismissed as sectarian or cultic—our focus in this chapter will be on the Missouri-based United Pentecostal Church International (UPCI).[1]

5.1.1
The Oneness Doctrine of God. The origins of the Oneness emphasis on the unity of God have been traced to the revelation, to John Schaeppe and Frank Ewart in 1913, of Jesus as “the Name” (singular) of God understood as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.[2]
Pentecostal practice was immediately characterized by mass rebaptisms “in Jesus’ name” following the apostolic precedent as recorded throughout the book of Acts.[3]
This revelation of “the Name” soon overran the nascent (trinitarian) Assemblies of God, officially formed in 1914, resulting in the expulsion of believers in the “new doctrine” from the parent organization in 1916. In that year, the Assemblies of God General Council formulated its “Statement of Fundamental Truths” mainly to counter the threat posed by the “New Issue.” The extensively developed statement 13, “The Essentials as to the Godhead” (in ten subsections), insisted that although the terms “Trinity” and “Persons” are “not found in the Scriptures, yet [they] are words in harmony with Scripture. . . . We, therefore, may speak with propriety of the Lord our God, who is One Lord, as a Trinity or as one Being of three Persons, and still be absolutely Scriptural.”[4]

In contrast, the Oneness doctrine of God can be summarized by the two central doctrinal affirmations of the United Pentecostal Church: “(1) There is one God with no distinction of persons; (2) Jesus Christ is the fullness of the Godhead incarnate.”[5]
Although the second affirmation distinguishes Oneness theology from the Socinian and modern unitarian denials of the Trinity,[6]
it is more important to point out that, historically, these distinctive Oneness emphases served to reject what was perceived at the turn of this century as tritheistic interpretations of the Trinity, on the one hand, and both Arian and modern theological liberal rejections of the deity of Christ, on the other. They are also corollary doctrines, neither being explicable in the Oneness scheme without the other. In what is better understood as a contemporary revival of the Jewish-Christian theology of the name, Oneness Pentecostals understand Jesus to be the name of God’s redemptive means in the New Testament. Jesus therefore refers both to the Nazarene having divine and human natures and to the soteriologically efficacious name of the Godhead.

In the new covenant, then, Jesus is the “exact imprint of God’s very being” (Heb. 1:3). As the human figure in whom “the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily” (Col. 2:9), Jesus is able to say, “I am in the Father and the Father is in me” (John 14:10). The Oneness explication of the relation between the Son and the Father thus takes its orientation from the Jewish Shema, “The LORD
our God, the LORD
is one!” (Deut. 6:4 NKJV), and its Pauline echoes: “but God is one” (Gal. 3:20), “there is no God but one” (1 Cor. 8:4b), and “one God and Father of all” (Eph. 4:6). Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are accepted as the revelation of the modalities of the one God with no implicit reference to divine personalities or distinct centers of consciousness.

In this sense, the term “Son of God” is understood as biblically revealed regarding the humanity of God in Jesus whereas “God the Son” is rejected as an unwarranted philosophical reification. This is an important point. Oneness theology distinguishes between the Word (Logos) and the Son of God. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). Whereas the Word preexisted as a “thought or a plan in the mind of God,” it is not considered an eternal or hypostatic distinction in the Godhead. At the incarnation, however, this Word was spoken, and “the Word became flesh” (John 1:14).[7]
“Only begotten Son” of God (John 3:16 KJV) is therefore taken as a reference to the incarnation and not to the preexistent Son. Because Oneness thinkers reject the absurdities deployed in explicating how it is that the Father begets the Son (such as that proposed by Origen in his doctrine of the eternal generation of the Son), they deny the ontological preexistence of the Son as a separate person from the Father.[8]
The full deity and humanity of the incarnate God are then explicated, not, however, by resorting to trinitarian categories.

Oneness thinkers have allied themselves with aspects of Nestorian christology, by which they distinguish between Jesus’ acts as a man and as divine. Thus Jesus slept, thirsted, and died as a man but produced miracles, forgave sins, and was resurrected as God.[9]
The Gospel records are interpreted so as to stress pure Judaic monotheism rendered compatible with the absolute deity of Christ.

The Bible speaks of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost as different manifestations, roles, modes, titles, attributes, relationships to man, or functions of the one God, but it does not refer to Father, Son, and Holy Ghost as three persons, personalities, wills, minds, or Gods. God is the Father of us all and in a unique way the Father of the man Jesus Christ. God manifested Himself in flesh in the person of Jesus Christ, called the Son of God. God is also called the Holy Spirit, which emphasizes His activity in the lives and affairs of mankind.[10]

 

5.1.2
Oneness-Trinitarian Polemics. Classical Pentecostalism has generally adhered to the traditional doctrine of the Trinity as bequeathed by historic Christianity. Simply stated, orthodox trinitarianism holds that “within the one essence of the Godhead we have to distinguish three ‘persons’ who are neither three gods on the one side, nor three parts or modes of God on the other, but coequally and coeternally God.”[11]
The doctrine can be elaborated in three distinct propositions: “1) There is one God and one only. 2) This God exists eternally in three distinct persons: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 3) These three are fully equal in every divine perfection. They possess alike the fullness of the divine essence.”[12]

In similar fashion, trinitarian pentecostal theologians have approached the doctrine of God in typical Western fashion by discussing the unity of the Godhead and then emphasizing the three eternal and personal distinctions within the divine essence.[13] Especially in its older versions, however, pentecostal theological manuals have neglected dogmatic arguments in favor of biblical proof-texting. This reflects the classical Pentecostal—trinitarian and Oneness—distrust in philosophical and historical argumentation and human reason. It is, after all, “beyond the power of the finite mind to explain the Infinite; but it is not beyond the power of man to declare what is revealed.”[14]

The “New Issue” raised by Oneness pentecostals in the modern pentecostal revival questioned the traditional trinitarian view of the Godhead and resulted in both groups being diametrically opposed to, and historically suspicious of, each other. The disagreement centered on two related matters: the oneness of the Godhead and baptism in Jesus’ name. Oneness pentecostals strenuously objected to the perceived tritheism of three-person language whereas trinitarian pentecostals feared the Socinian and Nestorian implications of the Oneness message. Over the decades, both sides have ignored each other at best and occasionally fired polemical salvos. Trinitarians accuse Oneness pentecostals of theological and doctrinal heresy, but Oneness pentecostals accuse trinitarians of deviating from the biblical witness or subjecting Scripture to foreign philosophic categories. Partly because the Oneness pentecostals found themselves on the defensive against not just trinitarian pentecostals but almost the entire Christian world, they developed a more sectarian identity.[15]

At the lay and ecclesial levels, trinitarians and Oneness laypersons and leaders still do not speak to one another, as each group is suspicious that the other has strayed from the truth. The emergence of the scholarly Society for Pentecostal Studies (SPS) in the early 1970s, however, has jump-started the Oneness-trinitarian conversation. Oneness pentecostals are still a very small minority, but the SPS was established without a doctrinal statement precisely because its founders saw the need to provide a forum for constructive theological dialogue between the two estranged traditions. Yet after almost thirty years of discussion, we may be no closer to agreement now than when we first began. This is clear in the recent exchange between Ralph Del Colle, a Catholic charismatic theologian, and David Bernard, senior theologian of the UPCI. Del Colle offered a set of irenic theological theses aimed at securing agreement between Oneness and trinitarian pentecostals on the issue of the Godhead.[16] Bernard’s formal response revealed a sympathy toward these proposals but unearthed that the stumbling block to a united pentecostalism remains centered on divergent views on the Godhead ad intra (internal to itself). Bernard pointed out that insofar as trinitarian pentecostals focus on “the necessity of the work of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the economy of salvation . . . , this is precisely what Oneness theology affirms and even emphasizes.” On the economic side, God is triune as revealed by the Scriptures. Trinitarians are concerned, however, that “this economic ‘Trinity’ does not translate into an ontological Trinity” for their Oneness siblings. Bernard responded that “this is a philosophical argument, not a scriptural one,” and insisted on the oneness of God.[17]

Two related observations emerge at this juncture. First, what is strongly implied in historically orthodox trinitarianism is that God can be defined in terms of an eternal essence. This presumption has been assumed by both trinitarian and Oneness pentecostals and lies behind their own contrary theological formulations. Thus the trinitarian pentecostal theologian Myer Pearlman introduces his discussion of the doctrine of the Trinity by asking the rhetorical question “How could God have any fellowship before finite creatures came into existence?” He answers that “the Divine Unity is a compound unity, and that in this unity there are really Three distinct Persons, every One of whom is the Godhead, and yet is supremely conscious of the other Two. So we see that there was an Eternal Fellowship before any finite creatures were created; therefore God was never alone.”[18]

The entire Oneness polemic against the doctrine of the preexistent Son also reflects this basic assumption. Oneness theology therefore necessarily wrestles with the New Testament passages that speak of creation by or through the Son and is centrally concerned with the question “What does creation ‘by the Son’ mean, since the Son did not have a substantial preexistence before the Incarnation?”[19] They proceed to distinguish between the human, incarnate spirit of Jesus as the Son and the divine, eternal Spirit of Jesus (identical with the Holy Spirit, modalistically conceived) as the Creator. Since God “does not live in time and He is not limited by time as we are,” it is by divine foreknowledge that the Son is used to create the world, that is, “with the knowledge of His [God’s] plan for the Incarnation and the redemption of the cross in mind.”[20]

This leads to our second observation: a presumed dualism of time and eternity underlies both the Oneness and the trinitarian pentecostal understandings of creation. God’s eternality is defined in terms of immortality and everlastingness, suggestive of infinite temporal extension to the past and future, in contrast with the finite and bounded created order.[21] It is ironic that pentecostals have given scant attention to both the metaphysical assumptions and the doctrine of creation that undergird this view. To do so may lead pentecostals either down the road traveled by the church fathers, perhaps even to the Platonic worldview through which trinitarian orthodoxy was established, or, in our present post-Enlightenment context, to a revised cosmological or metaphysical vision. But trinitarian pentecostals have not taken the time to engage these matters at the philosophic level (simply assuming uncritically what has been handed down in the tradition), and Oneness pentecostals are reluctant to do so (given their conviction that the later tradition was led astray by foreign philosophic ideas).

5.1.3 Oneness and the Trinity: Fundamental Issues. The preceding overview illuminates the central issues dividing Oneness and trinitarian pentecostals. They include disagreements in three interrelated areas: biblical interpretation, the authority of the dogmatic tradition of the church, and the philosophical underpinnings of theological reflection.

Most obviously, the Oneness-trinitarian debate turns on the question of which understanding of God the Bible most clearly supports. Insofar as the classical Oneness-trinitarian debates proceeded through the biblicistic method of proof-texting and insofar as the word “Trinity” does not appear in the pages of the Bible, Oneness pentecostals are confident of their conclusions. But on the other side, since the personality and personhood of Father, Son, and Spirit could be established from Scripture by pointing to texts that showed each one exhibiting personlike traits, the trinitarians are also confident of their view as a biblical doctrine.

Oneness pentecostals grant the biblical revelation of the triune manifestation of God relative to salvation history—for example, God is manifest first as Father-Creator, then as Son-Redeemer, and now as Spirit-Baptizer. Much like the third-century modalists, however, they claim that this does not translate into eternal persons in Godself. Rather, they say, the trinitarian doctrine arose as the early church was seduced by the worldly spirit of
philosophia. Thus Bernard laments that “the root problem of the trinitarian error, both historically and theologically, is a failure to heed and comprehend Colossians 2:8–10.”[22]
This response, however, fails to take into account that trinitarian pentecostals do not resort to philosophic categories in their own theological formulations. Further, the most sustained trinitarian pentecostal defense to date against Oneness theology not only refrained from philosophic argumentation but also avoided historical and dogmatic ones in favor of the argument from Scripture.[23]

But to return to the point granted by Oneness pentecostals, does not the triune revelation of God in salvation history tell us something about God as trinitarian in Godself? The Oneness negative response to this question is countered by trinitarian arguments that if God in Godself does not correspond to God as revealed, then revelation is deceptive and untruthful. What is at stake and needs to be exposed in the Oneness interpretive scheme, according to former Oneness pentecostal Gregory Boyd, is the “authenticity of God’s self-revelation.”[24] For trinitarian pentecostals, the doctrine of the Trinity is at least latent in the Scriptures, and the Nicene and Chalcedonian developments do not violate but, rather, clarify the scriptural witness.

This leads to the question of the role of the dogmatic tradition for the ongoing task of Christian theological reflection. Generally speaking, trinitarian and Oneness pentecostals are in agreement with sola scriptura, basic to the Reformation. At least for early modern pentecostals, the revival was a divinely ordained restoration of biblical Christianity, obscured since the passing of the apostles at the end of the first century. On this point, many pentecostals would share the radical Reformers’ (the Anabaptists’) general suspicion regarding the dogmatic tradition in general and the ecumenical creeds in particular.

Clearly, trinitarian pentecostals have followed the dogmatic tradition selectively, affirming the doctrine of the Trinity of the Nicene and Chalcedonian creeds but often rejecting or at least neglecting the christological doctrine of the theotokos—regarding Mary as the “mother of God”—and other elements in these same confessions. The rationale given is that only the doctrines that are biblical are retained. But this is precisely the point of contention between Oneness and trinitarian pentecostals. There is the further point that the goal of a purely biblical theology is not attainable. All theological reflection depends upon, and emerges from, the experiential, existential, and sociocultural matrix wherein it finds itself. Even the various scriptural texts have their complex contexts that need to be heeded in order to be interpreted more accurately. Thus the dogmatic tradition cannot be rejected merely on the grounds that it appeared after the apostolic age. But then neither trinitarian nor Oneness theologies are either purely biblical or historically contaminated. Both are, to some degree or other, biblical and historically situated.

To their credit, Oneness thinkers have at least begun to grapple with the historical issues. They have devoted much more attention to the historical Christian tradition than their trinitarian siblings, even if they are motivated to rescue their own doctrinal emphases by revisiting the history of doctrinal development.[25] Yet Oneness historiography has produced some interesting results. Certainly, their modalistic theology and uniquely Jesus-centered christology have motivated their argument that Christian “orthodoxy,” the trinitarianism of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed and the later Athanasian Creed, was the result of a perverted synthesis of biblical teaching and Hellenistic philosophic speculation.[26] Yet Bernard also notes that although Nicaea was

a victory for the deity of Christ[,] it was not a clear rejection of Oneness. Some participants could have been essentially Oneness in their thinking, and most were not trinitarian in the modern orthodox sense. Some supporters of the winning side were modalistic or were accused of being modalistic. Many opponents of Nicea as well as some supporters interpreted the original Nicene formula in a modalistic fashion. . . . When the theological heirs of Nicea finally distanced themselves from modalism, they did so at the expense of tainting their doctrine with subordinationism and tritheism, despite their denials. And those problems still beset trinitarianism today.[27]

 

In arguing toward this conclusion, Oneness theologians have developed their own “orthodox” tradition. Noteworthy in the Oneness pedigree are the defenders of Monarchianism, who emphasized the unity of God. Figures hereticized by Nicene orthodoxy, such as Noetus, Praxeas, Theodotus, and Sabellius, have been revived as “ancient champions of Oneness” whereas the champions of trinitarianism, such as Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Origen, Novatian, and especially the post-Nicene Athanasius and the Cappadocians, are regarded as corrupters of the biblical faith in their move away from the essential oneness of God first to a binitarian and later to a trinitarian plurality. Tertullian, the first theologian to draw attention to the conceptual difference between the divine economy and the personal relations in the Godhead, is specifically ostracized as the architect of trinitarian theology; in contrast, Irenaeus, a much earlier church father, “could be called at most an economic trinitarian” and is accepted as a mediating thinker and patristic ally to Oneness theology.[28]

Can Oneness pentecostals have it both ways? Can they reject the dominant Christian tradition as aberrant while identifying their own Oneness genealogy? On the other side, can trinitarians embrace the classical theological tradition without also adopting the tradition’s philosophic or metaphysical presuppositions? Both groups agree that it is appropriate, at least in some senses, to speak of the trinitarian revelation relative to salvation history. Their dispute arises regarding what to extrapolate from the biblical evidence about the divine reality apart from the created order. The difficulty is exacerbated, since the implicit language of the Trinity in the Bible cannot adequately clarify the internal relations of the three apart from philosophic assistance. Both are therefore caught on the horns of a dilemma. Oneness Pentecostals cannot deny the revelation of God in triune terms, but to grant this would force the question of the divine truthfulness on them, assuming, as they do, the philosophic coherence of talking about God existing “before” the created order. Trinitarian Pentecostals, on the other hand, though affirming the economic Trinity on the basis of revelation, are forced to rely on the tradition’s extrabiblical philosophic categories, foreign to their sensibilities, in order to explicate the eternal essence of the divine life “before” the world.

5.2 CONTEMPORARY TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY

 

We will now explore the issues by enlarging the ecumenical conversation to include various tributaries to the contemporary discussion on the doctrine of God. Given the renaissance in trinitarian theological reflection during the last generation (is it surprising that it coincides with the explosion of pneumatological reflection during almost the same period of time?), our dialogue partners will be trinitarian thinkers: the Orthodox theologian Vladimir Lossky; Karl Barth; and a trio of two-thirds-world theologians. Given the specific problematic at hand and space constraints, the exposition of each theologian’s thinking will be necessarily brief and focused. The goal is threefold: to get a broad sense of the contemporary thinking on the doctrine of God in general and on trinitarian theology in particular; to assess the role of pneumatology in reflection on God and Trinity; and to glean resources from the contemporary scene that might help in overcoming the Oneness-trinitarian impasse.

5.2.1 Retrieving the Tradition: Lossky. Perhaps the most outstanding of Eastern theologians in the first half of the twentieth century, Vladimir Lossky (1904–1958) and his contributions to displaying the ecumenical significance of Orthodox theology are inestimable. True to his tradition, Lossky’s theological vision was characterized by the centrality of the church fathers and Orthodox themes such as deification, the essence-energy distinction, and mystical spirituality. Yet also in tune with Orthodoxy was his trinitarian vision, featuring central patristic emphases.

First, without apology, Lossky retrieved especially the Greek patristic trinitarian terminology, seeking only to make it intelligible to the contemporary world.[29] God was thus one ousia (“essence”) in three hypostases (“subsistences”). The latter term was preferred to prosōpon (colloquially, “person”; literally, “face” or “mask”), equivalent to the Latin persona (“person”), since prosōpon points only to the apparent, and thereby not essential, character of the individual face. This leads Lossky to argue that the church fathers did not uncritically articulate their theological ideas in Greek linguistic categories, as the older Harnackian thesis or the Anabaptist and Oneness critiques would have it. Rather, the fathers accomplished a fundamental transformation of the available vocabulary so as to allow a truly new synthesis of ideas to emerge.[30] Thus Lossky notes the repeated denials of especially the Cappadocian fathers that the triune Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are simply the mathematical addition of individual persons. Further, the Plotinian trinity of the One, the Intelligence, and the World Soul was not adopted by the early church because of its emanationism and descending hierarchy. Against this backdrop, given the virtual synonymy of ousia and hypostasis in fourth-century usage, the trinitarian idea that emerged was truly novel. The triune “persons” are not “individuals” that are part of and divide their species (as denoted by prosōpon); in fact, following Saint Basil, Lossky saw that an uncritical adoption of prosōpon would lead to the Sabellian error of seeing Father, Son, and Spirit as merely successively appearing modalities (masks) of the hidden divine substance. Against these conclusions, each hypostasis “assumes in its fullness divine nature. . . . [They] are infinitely united and infinitely different: they are the divine nature, but none possesses it, none breaks it to own it exclusively. It is precisely because each one opens itself to the others, that they share nature [divine ousia] without restriction, that the latter is not divided.”[31] Herein lies the emergence of the trinitarian concept of personhood as interpenetrating—see the Greek perichōrēsis and the Latin circumincessio—and dynamic subsistences (hypostases). Neither masked appearances (modalism) nor separate individuals (tritheism), the divine persons are unique and yet unfathomable in their infinite openness to, and interrelationship with, each other. This is the unique Christian theological understanding of human personhood: men and women are finite beings created in the image, and being re-created in the likeness, of the triunely personal God.

Second, Lossky defended the Orthodox rejection of the Filioque (“and the Son”)—the Spirit proceeding not just from the Father but from the Father and the Son—added to the Latin version of the Nicene-Constantinopolitan confession (57–62).[32] The issues go beyond biblical proof-texting (cf. John 14:26; 15:26) and concern neither merely ecclesial authority nor the changing of the creed of the church. Rather, the issues are theological, beginning with the Greek emphasis on the real distinction between the persons (as defined above) over and against the Latin emphasis on the unity of the divine nature. In the Filioque, the Greek fathers saw the stress on Father-Son unity as undermining the personal differentiation of not only Father and Son but also Spirit (hence Lossky’s rejection of the Augustinian metaphor of the Spirit as the “bond of love”). From this follows the impairment of the monarchy of the Father, in and through whom the Greek fathers saw the originating source of the Godhead. The Filioque either would posit two originating principles or would demand definition of the divine unity “behind” the divine persons, tending in an impersonalistic direction (this flowered later in Eckhart’s “God beyond God”). Finally, the Filioque would effectively subordinate the mission and economy of the Spirit to that of the Son’s, resulting, in practice Lossky argued, not only in the Roman hierarchical (rather than charismatic) ecclesiology but also in the constriction of the Spirit’s presence and activity within the church.

Third, the removal of the Filioque thus allows the Orthodox retrieval of Irenaeus’s image of the Son and Spirit as the “two hands of the Father.” The separate—that is, related but distinct—economies of the Son and the Spirit then lead to the soteriological and ecclesiological thesis that “Pentecost is not a ‘continuation’ of the Incarnation. It is its sequel, its result. The creature has become fit to receive the Holy Spirit” (159). That is, “the work of Christ concerns human nature which He recapitulates in His hypostasis. The work of the Holy Spirit, on the other hand, concerns persons, being applied to each one singly. Within the church the Holy Spirit imparts to human hypostases the fullness of deity after a manner which is unique, ‘personal’ ” (166). So Jesus confers the Spirit on human nature (ousia) collectively (John 20:22), followed later (at Pentecost) by the Spirit’s infilling or “pneumaticizing” of individuals personally (hypostasis), enabling each one to fully realize his or her personhood as created in the image and likeness of God (167–68). In this way, the selflessness or kenōsis of the Spirit’s personhood (as seen in traditional theology’s silence about pneumatology) is explained, since the Spirit gives its divinity to human beings, identifying with them, fully preserving their freedom and personhood, and valuing their particularity and diversity even while bringing them into communion with God and with each other. But lest the church be left without concrete witness of the Spirit’s mission, the Spirit descended not only initially upon Mary to purify her as theotokos (“mother of God”) but also pentecostally upon her to enable her deification as the down payment for the eschatological deification of the body of Christ (193–95).

Herein lie not only the pneumatological underpinnings for the Eastern doctrine of deification but also the rationale for the linking of confirmation (the receiving of the Holy Spirit) and baptism in the Orthodox rite. As important is Orthodoxy’s rejection of papal primacy in favor of a fully charismatic ecclesiology wherein each individual person, full of the Holy Spirit, plays his or her distinct role in the work (leitourgia) of the church. Reminiscent of (without referring to) Möhler’s early ecclesiology emphasizing the inner dimension of the church and anticipating Zizioulas’s famous articulation of the church as constituted both christologically and pneumatologically, Lossky writes, “The Church is not only one nature in the hypostasis of Christ: it consists also of multiple hypostases in the grace of the Holy Spirit” (182).

5.2.2 Reconstructing the Tradition: Barth’s Trinitarian Theology. The theology of Karl Barth (1886–1968) is certainly much too rich for any survey to do justice to it. The goal here is to summarize his trinitarian theology while paying special attention to his proposal for replacing the traditional “person” language with “modes of being.” Secondarily, we will explore the role of the Spirit in his thought, including his defense, contra Lossky, of the Filioque.

To begin, the Trinity is not just one doctrine alongside others in Barth’s theology.[33] Rather, Barth’s entire Dogmatics is structured according to the trinitarian self-revelation of God.[34] Thus God is Revealer, Revealed, and Revealedness. The One who reveals himself (the Father) as himself (the Son) is identical with the effects, purpose, and meaning of this self-revelation to others (the Spirit). The revelation of God is thereby a single act of God repeated thrice: God as subject (Father) reveals himself objectively (Son) as God (Spirit). For Barth, this revealing God is God as he is in himself: God who speaks himself as himself and who shows himself as himself.

The resulting revelation brings us to the triune economy manifest as revelation (primordially, of the Father), reconciliation (historically, of the Son), and redemption (eschatologically, of the Spirit). Yet the economy of revelation is identical to the inner trinitarian being of God, since both the economic and the immanent trinities are derived from the Word of God manifest in Jesus Christ and preserved in the scriptural narrative.[35] It is Jesus who reveals the one who speaks, even as it is Jesus’ sending of the Spirit (hence Barth’s defense of the Filioque clause) that accomplishes this revelation in the hearts and lives of human beings. And because Barth’s doctrine of revelation is his doctrine of salvation, his trinitarian theology is in that sense unfinished, anticipating the full redemption of creation, of which Christ is the firstfruits and the Spirit is the down payment.

In light of the Oneness-trinitarian problematic we are discussing, our analysis is limited to Barth’s early trinitarian theology, up through volume 1 of his Church Dogmatics.[36] We begin with the opening thesis of §9, “God’s Three-in-Oneness”:

The God who reveals Himself according to Scripture is One in three of His own modes of existence, which consist in their mutual relationships, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In this way He is the Lord, i.e. the Thou who meets man’s I and unites it to Himself as the indissoluble Subject, and who actually thus and thereby becomes manifest to him as his God. (400)

 

The most obvious point is that Barth’s doctrine of the Trinity is rooted in the saving revelation of God to human beings. The divine intention is to reconcile estranged humanity to Godself.

More important is Barth’s substitution of “modes of being” or “modes of existence” (German: Seinsweise) for the traditional language of trinitarian “persons.” Given the misleading connotations of the early church’s persona and prosōpon and the modern individualistic conception of “person” as self-existing and self-conscious rationality, Barth sees this as the more suitable rendition for the patristic hypostasis/subsistentia—that is, “mode of existence of one who exists” (413). This is his reading of the Son as “the exact imprint of God’s very being” (Heb. 1:3): the Son’s mode of existence is “an ‘impress,’ a countertype of God the ‘Father’s’ mode of existence” (413). Barth is careful to qualify his usage so that “modes of being” is to be regarded neither as referring to divine attributes (415) nor as affirming third-century subordinationism or modalism (437–39). This is because the three modes of existence are neither accidental to nor economic manifestations of God, but “it is precisely only in this three-time otherness that He is God” (414). Positively, “modes of being” provides a safeguard against polytheism (503) or tritheism insofar as we are not talking about three subjects but about one subject thrice. This preserves the unity of God’s action according to the traditional formula opera trinitatis ad extra sunt indivisa (“The external works of the Trinity are undivided”).

Given the Oneness rejection of the tripersonal confession of God because of its tritheistic connotations, it is not surprising that Oneness scholars have been drawn to Barth’s proposal.[37] Superficially, Barth’s “modes of existence” parallels the Oneness scholars’ retrieval and revision of modalism for their own doctrine of God. More substantively, they would agree with Barth that “the meaning of the doctrine of the Trinity is not that there are three personalities in God. That would be the worst . . . expression of tritheism, against which we must here guard” (403). Further convergence between Barth and the Oneness doctrine of God is found in his claim that “the trinitarian baptismal formula could not be more wrongly interpreted, than by regarding it as the formula of a baptism into three divine names”; following Tertullian, “the honoma [name] of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Matt. 28:19, is one and the same. . . . Baptism is in nomina [in the name], not in nominibus Patris, Filii et Spiritus sancti [in the names of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit] . . .” (401).

Yet this is where the convergence between Barth and Oneness pentecostalism ends. Barth affirms unequivocally what Oneness theology denies: the eternal nature of the Son’s mode of existence. Indeed, Barth insists that to deny Christ’s eternal preexistence as the Son of God would be to render the incarnation necessary and eliminate the divine freedom (481). Further, it would be unwarranted theological speculation to think of the Son of God only in economic terms instead of “antecedently in himself” (482). Defending the Nicene formulation, he states that “begotten by the Father before all time” means “did not come into being in time as such” (488), since “before all time” is not a temporal designation (489). Barth’s polemic is directed not at Oneness pentecostalism (of which he knew nothing) but against the ancient Arian heresy. Yet Barth acknowledges that to defend the Son’s eternal begottenness and generation by the Father is not fully possible for human rationality; it is an act of faithful piety (492–96).

The same mystery applies to the procession of the Spirit (543–45). Yet Barth defends the Filioque on the grounds that the revealed Spirit must be the Spirit antecedently in eternity as well and that the Spirit, as the communion of love between God and human beings, must also be the communion of love between the Father and the Son (548–50). More pointedly, the Filioque signifies for Barth not a double procession (of the Father and the Son) but a common origin of the Spirit that preserves the oneness of Father and Son not in two persons but in two modes of existence (556–57).

Alar Laats’s comparison of Barth and Lossky on the Filioque makes explicit that Barth could not abolish the Filioque without abolishing at the same time the christocentrism and rejection of natural theology that were dominant at least in the first half of Church Dogmatics.[38] To say, as Barth did, that the objective reality of revelation is the incarnation of the Son (which was independent of anything) and the subjective reality of revelation is the Spirit (who applies the reconciliation achieved by the Son) is to make the Spirit’s mission dependent upon the Son’s and to preserve the Filioque. But the counterquestion that arises at this point is how the robustness of the Spirit’s distinct mode of existence is preserved, at least in Barth’s early theology. This is an alternative formulation of Volf’s criticism that Barth’s theology of the Trinity—God is an indissoluble subject in threefold repetition—is based on a “logic of the same” that reinforces the traditional Western emphasis on the unity of the divine essence.[39]

I do not wish here to defend Volf’s social trinitarianism, but only to observe that although the early Barth made a good pneumatological start, he did not see it through and acknowledged this later in life.[40] That good start was his 1929 lecture “The Holy Spirit and the Christian Life,” which shows the Holy Spirit as being integral to Barth’s theology of creation, reconciliation, and redemption.[41]
Church Dogmatics, however, subordinates pneumatology to christology, congruent with Barth’s defense of the Filioque. Much later, in a 1957 address, Barth reflected, “There is certainly a place for legitimate Christian thinking starting from below and moving up, from man who is taken hold of by God to God who takes hold of man. . . . One might well understand it as a theology of the third article. . . . Starting from below, as it were, with Christian man, it could and should have struggled its way upward to an authentic explication of the Christian faith.”[42] Does Barth’s coming full circle to pneumatology hold promise for a pneumatological healing of the Oneness-trinitarian pentecostal rift?

5.2.3
Reappropriating the Tradition: Latino, Asian, and African Trinitarian Theologies. Although much more can and should be said about the resurgence of trinitarian theology, any attempt to resolve the Oneness-trinitarian pentecostal dispute must take place in the world context. For this reason, our attention turns to the constructive work in trinitarian theology performed by those in Southern and Eastern churches. Representative thinkers—Brazilian liberation theologian Leonardo Boff, Korean Jung Young Lee, and Nigerian Okechukwu Ogbonnaya—will illuminate trends that may be helpful for considering further the question of the contemporary philosophical underpinnings of trinitarian theology.

Boff has written two books on the Trinity, the earlier more technically argued and the latter more accessible.[43] Though doing theology in the Latin Catholic tradition, Boff’s trinitarian theology features three specific ecumenical and constructive moves. First, he retrieves the Orthodox (Cappadocian, more specifically) starting point of the three persons rather than the traditional Western focus on the divine nature. This leads Boff to a social trinitarian model that emphasizes the perichoretic interrelationships of the triune community. Starting with the divine communion accords better with the biblical revelation of Father, Son, and Spirit, even if it runs the risk of tritheism. As a liberation theologian, however, Boff also believes that God as triune community provides a better theological basis for social and environmental liberation than the traditional Western model.[44] Second, in order to avoid the traditional subordination of the Spirit to the Son (as in the Barth of Dogmatics) and to preserve the full mutuality and reciprocity of the Spirit and the Son, Boff draws further from the Orthodox tradition in arguing for an ex Patre
Spirituque (from the Father and/through the Spirit) alongside the ex Patre Filioque. This preserves the biblical truth that “the Son through his begetting receives the Holy Spirit from the Father and is then, in his being, eternally inseparable from the Holy Spirit.”[45] Boff proceeds to argue for the mission of the Spirit as “pneumatizing” creation (language reminiscent of Lossky’s), redeeming it from death and uniting it once again with the life of the Trinity. Third, in this sense, Boff suggests that we understand the Spirit’s serving as the womb of creation’s rebirth to represent the feminine dimension of the divine mystery.[46]

The feminine dimension of God is also articulated in Jung Young Lee’s (1930–1996) Asian (Methodist-Presbyterian) perspective on the Trinity.[47] Meaning not to replace but to complement traditional (Western) articulations of the doctrine, Lee intentionally rethinks the Trinity in light of Asian categories and concepts. The Father thus represents the heavenly principle (li) that is the unifying source of creativity and of moral and spiritual order, and the Son represents the acme of filial piety in responding to the Father’s preeminence. Yet the Father-Son relationship is possible only within a triadic structure that includes the Spirit as the maternal principle of the Godhead. In addition, the Spirit is also the material principle (ch’i, or vital energy) of the universe. The Dao (the Way) points to the mysterious comings and goings of the Spirit (cf. John 3:8) that cannot be named, even as the miraculous and ecstatic experiences of human beings call attention to the enabling and transcending power of the Spirit.[48]

In the background is Lee’s “yin-yang symbolic thinking.” Based on the I Ching (Book of Changes), yin-yang symbolic thinking emphasizes holism (harmonizing opposites rather than conflict), inclusivism (both-and rather than either-or), relationality (interaction rather than substance), organicism (interconnectedness between heaven, earth, and embodied humanity rather than dualisms of whatever kind), and dynamism and alteration (movement rather than stasis).[49] Further, yin-yang symbolic thinking illuminates Christian theology by providing a metaphysics and logic more in tune with trinitarian thinking than the dyadic and dualistic assumptions of the Western philosophical tradition. Lee is thus able to explicate the central features of the Christian claim in terms of unity and distinctiveness—for example, the divine and human natures of Christ; the spiritual and material dimensions of creation; God’s transcendence and immanence; the community and the individual; male and female; death and resurrection; creation and redemption—for theology in world context.

Most intriguingly, Lee’s yin-yang approach demands that the
Filioque
be recognized only as one of the six possible orders of the trinitarian symbols. Together these orders reflect a thoroughly mutualistic and yet radically differentiating inner-trinitarian life: (1) Father-Spirit-Son (the Asian Trinity of heaven, earth, and humanity, correlated in part with Spirit christology); (2) Father-Son-Spirit (the Confucian or patriarchal model, correlated with the traditional
Filioque); (3) Spirit-Father-Son (the Daoist or matriarchal model, correlated with the epistemic order of general revelation); (4) Spirit-Son-Father (the shamanic model, correlated with the return trajectory of the traditional Irenaean recapitulation soteriology); (5) Son-Father-Spirit (the mutuality of Son and Father, complementing model 2, correlated with the christocentric model); (6) Son-Spirit-Father (the existential model of encountering transcendence, correlated with the apostolic experience).[50]
Although Lee realizes that these analogies drawn from the Asian experience can only partially illumine the trinitarian mystery, he does provide insights from the biblical narrative read through the East Asian context and perspective.

Social trinitarianism is given distinctive articulation from the African context by Okechukwu Ogbonnaya (Methodist).[51] Retrieving the peculiarly Hebraic concept of the “council of the gods”[52] and rereading this in light of the complex and high-god-yet-differentiated cosmologies of African traditional religions and the communal orientation of African societies, Ogbonnaya proposes a “divine communalism” as a mediating trinitarian model that emphasizes both the unity and the plurality of deity. This background illuminates not only trinitarian metaphors but also the early trinitarian conceptualization of Tertullian, operating as he did in the North African context.[53] Bringing these various threads together, Ogbonnaya’s trinitarian vision highlights the images of relational interplay within the divine community—for example, God is one in substance, status, and power and three in persons and manifestations/uses of power. Following the functional subordination of cosmic powers under the high god within the ontological matrix of the unity of divine beings, Ogbonnaya also affirms a functional christological and pneumatological subordination within the ontological equality of the triune God. Finally, however, Ogbonnaya says relatively little about the Holy Spirit except that, at the level of the divine economy, the divine community as spirit is compatible with the African concept of pervasive forces while, at the level of theology, “Spirit is that substance which is common to all the members of the Divine community.”[54] Unfortunately, the tendency toward the impersonalism of the Spirit in Ogbonnaya’s articulation results in a less than robust trinitarian theology.

5.3 ONENESS AND TRINITY: BACK TO THE FUTURE

 

What stands out from this survey of trinitarian theology pertinent to the Oneness-trinitarian pentecostal debate? A balance sheet, first on the trinitarian side and then on the Oneness side, is appropriate before concluding with a provisional Oneness-trinitarian rapprochement.

5.3.1 Trinitarian Theology: Alterity and Mutuality. Although the preceding survey has been exactly that—a very brief overview of five trinitarian theologies—three conclusions clearly stand out pertinent to the Oneness-trinitarian dispute. First, trinitarian theology has perennially been on guard against tritheism. From the Cappadocians to Lossky in the East and from Augustine to Barth in the West, Christian trinitarianism has worked consciously to articulate the triune rather than tritheistic character of its understanding of God. Indeed, as Lossky’s retrieval shows, the church fathers created a new category from their reflections on the doctrine of God—the person—which post-Enlightenment sensibilities have corrupted. To understand God as tripersonal is not to declare God as having three distinctly individual personalities (tritheism) but to affirm the fully interpenetrating and dynamic modes of relations that constitute the divine mystery.

Second and building on the first, the result in contemporary theology is not only the kind of social trinitarianism seen in Boff but also the relational trinitarianism of Lee and the communalism (albeit weakened by a deficient pneumatology) of Ogbonnaya. Even more important are the themes that these trinitarian articulations have contributed toward the world theological enterprise. Clearly in Boff’s theology, trinitarian perichoresis not only includes the created order within the divine life but also provides a model for human mutuality and liberated communities. In Boff and Lee, trinitarian relationality provides for an ecological and theoanthropocosmic theology desperately needed in our time. In Lee and Ogbonnaya, trinitarian communality serves as a bridge toward dialogue with other religious traditions, thus enabling a deeper and more authentic contextualization of the gospel message and theological reflection in the Eastern and Southern hemispheres. In short, trinitarian theology is not merely a speculative enterprise concerning the inner life of God apart from creation; it is also a concretely applicable doctrine pertinent to the various orders of human and created existence. The value of these recent developments is that difference, otherness, and plurality are preserved not just because they are politically correct ideologies of our time but because they are theologically grounded in the very identity of God. But they are also important given the multidimensional soteriological vision associated with the pneumatological and pentecostal theology being developed in this volume. From this perspective, trinitarianism is not only first-order descriptions of the way God “is” but also more about the ways in which Christians talk about God and God’s relationship with the world in light of their experiences of the Son and the Spirit.

Finally, theology is only fully trinitarian when due attention is given to pneumatology. Most clearly demonstrated in Ogbonnaya’s case, this matter is also illuminated through the debate concerning the Filioque. Although Barth’s acceptance of the Filioque does not result in a weakened trinitarianism, I agree with Laats that the Filioque buttressed Barth’s christocentrism in ways that prevented him from developing a richer pneumatological and trinitarian theology. In the case of Lossky, rejection of the Filioque enabled maintenance of the triune persons, each with “his” own integrity, as starting point. For Boff and Lee, the Filioque needed to be complemented by other theological models of the triune relationships in order to capture more fully the perichoretic mutuality and reciprocity of the trinitarian mystery.

For this reason, one way forward for pentecostal theology in the twenty-first century is to confront the dividing theological issue between East and West: the question of the Filioque. This does not mean that pentecostals should side with one or the other side; clearly, there are more alternatives available, and these are not limited to either Boff’s or Lee’s proposals. But pentecostals have not really even begun to think through this matter for themselves.[55] A number of interrelated issues present themselves: is the economy of the Spirit to be subordinated to that of the Son’s, and depending on the answer to this question, what are the implications for Oneness-trinitarian pentecostal theology and for pneumatological theology? At stake is something like this: if pentecostals affirm the Filioque, then they will be adopting a christological framework that, though conducive to the Jesus-centeredness of Oneness pentecostalism, may also short-circuit the quest for a pneumatological theology. Of course, my sympathies lie with pneumatological theology even as I hope to remain Christ-centered. Can I have my cake and eat it too? Put alternatively, can one pull off a pneumatological theology within a christological framework?

This project is an attempt to show one way to do so. Let me state, at least provisionally, where I am now. Although I had previously tended toward the Orthodox answer, I have since come to see the value of the Filioque insofar as it provides for one clear model of trinitarian salvation history in which redemption is accomplished in, and dynamically experienced by, those who are being saved.[56] Building on this, let me propose one way forward for an ecumenical pentecostal and pneumatological theology, in dialogue with Boff and Lee.

With Boff, I wish to affirm not so much that we add Spirituque to the Creed—multiplying potentially controversial terms does nothing for the solidarity of the church’s confession—but that we acknowledge the Spirit both sends Jesus and is sent by Jesus (compare §2.1.2 with Luke 3:16b and John 20:22). What must be avoided is subordinating either Spirit to Son or vice versa.[57] Against any and all forms of subordinationism, we must affirm the mutuality of the economies of Word and Spirit in order to guard against either the fanaticism, enthusiasm, and individualism of a Spirit-dominated theology or the dogmatism, hierarchicalism, and institutionalism of a Word-dominated theology. Discerning Christ and the Spirit is neither relativistic (without criteria) nor absolutistic (without ambiguity). Because of the perichoretic mutuality and reciprocity of Christ and Spirit, I believe it possible to develop a pneumatologically driven and christologically centered theology.

But with Lee, I agree also that there is now a broader theological context within which Christian theology must proceed: that which includes the religious quest of all humankind. Lee’s multiple-patterned divine orders are helpful for relocating the Filioque within this world theological context. Orthodox-Catholic polemics has resulted in a stalemate, and trinitarian theology transposed into the world context may invigorate the discussion or render the traditional disagreements moot.

5.3.2 Oneness Theology in the World Religious Context. But do these moves require leaving the Oneness pentecostal witness behind? In view of the preceding discussion, let me present three reasons why I believe not. First, Oneness pentecostalism reminds trinitarians that Christianity is a monotheistic faith. The doctrine of the Trinity is not about three gods but, rather, about the God who transcends merely numerical oneness or threeness. Precisely because trinitarianism bears witness to the subtlety and complexity of the Christian theistic conception, the Oneness voice prevents trinitarianism from falling into tritheism. This threat is especially real for social trinitarian constructs; the Oneness confession of the unity of the Godhead checks the tendency toward a literalistic individualizing of the three persons.

Second, the Oneness means of articulating the divine unity nevertheless includes a robust incarnational christology that defends the divinity of the historical Jesus Christ. Here is where Oneness pentecostal theology differs from any kind of Arianism, with its subordinationist christology, and from any kind of unitarianism that denies the divinity of the Son, even as Oneness formulations preserve the irreducible complexity of the one God. Here we come to the second important rationale for keeping the Oneness voice in play in the contemporary theological climate: its unique articulation of both the divinity of Christ and the strict unity of the Godhead. I see this Oneness contribution in terms of what David Reed calls the early Jewish Christian theology of the name.[58]
Seeing the fundamental role of Jesus’-name baptism in Oneness belief and practice, Reed suggests that Oneness theology provides an alternative kerygmatic understanding of revelation focused on the name of God. This theology of the name is consistent with the diversity of first-century Jewish understandings regarding the various personified manifestations of the presence and nature of Yahweh, such as Shechinah, Angel of the Lord, Word, Wisdom, and Spirit. In this context, the early Jewish Christian claim regarding Jesus as revealing God reflects a kind of personification
of the divine revelation in history that does not compromise the unity of the Godhead. More precisely, the unutterable name of Yahweh now becomes fully known in the name Jesus. Given the ancient Near Eastern conviction about the revelatory character of names, the name of Jesus reveals Yahweh not only as Savior present with his people (Matt. 1:21–23) but also as the most high covenant-keeping Father of Jacob, David, and their descendants (Luke 1:32–33). For this reason, not only does gathering in the name of Jesus mark the early Jewish followers of the Galilean (Matt. 18:20) but healing and, more important, salvation are received in the name of Jesus (Acts 3:6; 4:12). Baptism into the name of Jesus thereby solidifies in practice this revelatory and saving work of God.

Third, this leads to the unexpected but important contribution of Oneness pentecostalism for Christian theology in the world context: the bridges it affords to the Christian-Jewish and Christian-Muslim encounters. Given the previous call for expanding intra-Christian ecumenism to include dialogue with other faiths (§4.3.3), the potential Oneness pentecostal contribution toward the interreligious conversation should not be underestimated. Jewish-Christian relationships have seen an especially dramatic change since the Holocaust. Although anti-Semitic and supersessionist attitudes have certainly drawn a fair share of their argument from the New Testament, more recent post-Shoah readings have highlighted instead the Pauline insistence on the steadfastness and eternal character of God’s covenant with the Jews (see esp. Rom. 9–11).[59] Might not a “Jewish-Christian theology of the name” provide additional resources to advance the Jewish-Christian dialogue?

Granted, it is still premature to expect Oneness pentecostals in particular, not to mention pentecostals in general, to flock to the interreligious dialogue table. Yet insofar as even conservative evangelicals are opening up lines of dialogue with Jews,[60] how far behind are the pentecostals? Further, even if pentecostals are still a generation away from multifaith ecumenism, the resources of the Oneness theology of the name are available now to the Christian-Jewish encounter. And if the following observations are any indication, I am optimistic that unexpected convergences can be found when Oneness convictions and insights are brought to the dialogue table.

To begin, how might the Oneness theology of the name engage Orthodox Jewish monotheism today? The results of the dialogue held in 1978 between Pinchas Lapide, an Orthodox Israeli Jew, and Jürgen Moltmann, a German Lutheran theologian and social trinitarian, are suggestive along at least three lines.[61] First, Lapide’s admission that Jewish monotheism is not mathematical oneness but an ethical piety and orientation toward the ground of the universe can be brought into dialogue not only with the early church’s denial that “one” and “three” are mathematical quantities but also with the Oneness “praxis of the name”—for example, baptism, healing, and praying. In each case, “our God is one God” is not an abstract confession of God “in self”—this is, as Lapide points out, the “god of the philosophers”[62]—but a way or path of salvation. Second, Lapide’s granting the resurrection as a historical fact—this explains for him the profound change in the demeanor of the disciples[63]—and the messianic ministry of Jesus without accepting the ontological claim regarding Jesus as divine begs to be juxtaposed with the Oneness confession of Jesus’ divinity but denial of historical trinitarianism. In both cases, uncompromising commitment to the oneness of God will allow for a Jewish-Christian dialogue on christology that may further Jewish-Christian relations and yield new theological and christological insights.[64] Finally, Lapide’s observation of the many triadic traces in Jewish faith—for example, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; God’s self, spirit, and word; the Trisagion, or “Holy, Holy, Holy,” of the prophet Isaiah (6:3)[65]—can be brought alongside the Oneness acknowledgment of God as Father, Son, and Spirit, within the mutual context of the theology of the name. The many names of God in the Hebrew Bible do not undermine the oneness of Yahweh, just as Father, Son, and Spirit do not threaten the one God whose name is Jesus.

In this context, the recent call by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks for a monotheistic theology of difference that goes beyond toleration and pluralism is suggestive of further opportunities for the Oneness theology of the name to make a contribution. Sacks rightly sees that in our globalizing context, we need “a way of locating the celebration of diversity at the very heart of the monotheistic imagination.”[66]
Yet for Sacks as a rabbi, the way forward can never compromise the oneness of God at the center of Jewish faith. Sacks’s strategy, then, is to articulate an understanding of God as creator of diversity. How might the fact that the one name of God is revealable in the diversity of human tongues and languages represent a Oneness contribution to Sacks’s proposal?

Along this same vein, the late John Howard Yoder’s (1927–1997) unfinished project of arguing for the one covenant of God with humankind not only denies the traditional reading of the Babel event as divine judgment but sees it as expressing God’s affirmation of diversity and pluralism as good.[67] Yoder sees both Judaism and Christianity as diaspora movements charged with bearing witness to the one self-revealing God to the ends of the earth. Thus the prophetic word to the Jews in Babylon—“But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jer. 29:7)—requires a stronger translation: “Seek the salvation of the culture to which God has sent you.”[68] Does not the outpouring of the Spirit both preserve the blessing of Babel and confirm Yoder’s insights given the inextricable connections between language and culture? And in this case, does not Pentecost also point to the possibility of the full and final redemption of Judaism specifically as one of the divine means of grace (without implying that historical Judaism is fully a means of divine grace in all its specificities)? In this reading, Christianity becomes another vehicle through which the Jewish witness to the divine name is transformed and carried to the Gentiles (again, without implying that historical Christianity is fully a means of divine grace in all its specificities), even while Christians will need to grapple with the implications of God’s eternal covenant with the Jews for the Christian mission. Might the Oneness pentecostal paradigm that retrieves to center stage the early Jewish Christian theology of the name be serviceable for such a time and task as this?

Providing additional bridges to the Jewish-Christian dialogue is no minor achievement given the interconnections between this conversation and the emergence of the Jewish-Christian-Muslim trialogue.[69] Here we are talking not only about the trialogue between these three Abrahamic traditions[70] but also about the more specific Christian-Muslim dialogue. There is increasing realization after the September 11, 2001, attack on the World Trade Center in New York City that the Christian encounter with Islam needs to be rebuilt from the ground up. In addition, the pervasiveness and the global reach of pentecostal mission require it. What about the Oneness pentecostal contribution to this task? Anticipating further discussion (§6.3), let me identify two particular trajectories. First, I have elsewhere called attention to the fact that the Oneness pentecostal encounter with other monotheistic faiths in general and with Islam in particular is not burdened by the doctrine of the Trinity.[71] The Oneness confession of the deity of Jesus and the Muslim connection of the doctrines of tawhid (the unity of God) and shirk (the blasphemy of attributing deity to any creature) means that much more theological discussion is necessary.[72] But the discussion can proceed apart from the difficult matters surrounding the complex trinitarian claims. Further, the Oneness Jewish Christian theology of the name can surely be brought into conversation with the Muslim Shadadah—“There is no God but Allah . . .”—and the various personifications of the name in the Jewish Christian tradition can be fruitfully compared and contrasted with the ninety-nine names of Allah.[73] The goals of these encounters are manifold. But they include neither the syncretistic amalgamation of two or three faiths toward a supposed “new world religion” nor the politically correct politeness of postmodern relativism and tolerance. Rather, these encounters could constitute a distinctive (Oneness) pentecostal contribution both to the deeper understanding of self and otherness in our time and to the development of a uniquely pentecostal and pneumatological “hermeneutic of peace.”[74]

5.3.3 Toward Oneness-Trinitarian Rapprochement on the Doctrine of God. What, then, about the future of the Oneness-trinitarian pentecostal dispute? Let us be honest about the challenges confronting any project in pentecostal theology. On the one side, pentecostal theology can no longer proceed as if Oneness pentecostalism did not exist; on the other, pentecostal theology is also informed by the dogmatic tradition of the church, especially important to the Catholic charismatic theologians in its midst. So let me attempt a via media by recalling Kenneth Gill’s proposal (§I.2) about viewing Oneness theology as being underdeveloped from the trinitarian perspective. Still, the Oneness position brings back to center stage certain important features of the biblical witness. The concluding remarks to this chapter will highlight the platform for further Oneness-trinitarian discussion within the overall proposal for reconstructing Christian theology in the late modern world.

To begin, Oneness theology is not devoid of trinitarian features, just as trinitarian Pentecostals have never ceased to emphasize the unity of God. In their official theological statements, both groups take account of the biblical revelation of the divine unity and the divine plurality in turn. Thus the official United Pentecostal Church introductory handbook does not fail to discuss the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, even as Assemblies of God theological textbooks begin their discussion of the Trinity by stating explicitly that “the Scriptures teach that God is One, and that beside Him there is no God.”[75]
Further, both groups agree that the biblical testimony sanctions a trinitarian revelation of God relative to the economy of salvation. David Reed’s observation, as far back as 1975, that Oneness theologians and apologists spoke of God “solely in terms of His redemptive activity” is also true for trinitarian pentecostals.[76]

Oneness-trinitarian agreement grounded in the pentecostal experience of the Spirit highlights and emphasizes “God for us” rather than God in Godself. This is itself an important admission because it provides the basis for the kind of pentecostal ecumenical theology difficult to come by at the doctrinal and propositional level. Put succinctly, Oneness and trinitarian pentecostals are bound together by a “oneness of experience.”[77]
Bernard states that the work of salvation—understood as justification, regeneration, adoption, and sanctification—“originates in God’s grace, are purchased by Christ’s blood, and comes to us through faith in Christ. Furthermore, all four occur when we repent, are baptized in the name of Jesus, and are filled with the Holy Spirit.”[78]
The trinitarian character of salvation is here evident. Further, both theologies are confessionally Jesus-centered and experientially Spirit-oriented. While this has led to a sort of eclipse of the Father,[79]
pentecostal spirituality is nevertheless
undeniably concerned with the historical dealings of God in the world, the church, and especially the individual, understood as redeemed by the Son and mediated through the Spirit. Thus Jesus is confessed as “my Savior and baptizer,” and the Holy Spirit is welcomed as “my empowerer.” “The tripartite experience of early Christians patterned in Acts 2:38 may suggest that, while [Oneness Pentecostals] have a Oneness view of God, they have a trinitarian experience of God.”[80] The same holds true for trinitarian pentecostals by virtue of their “oneness of experience” with their separated siblings. Both Oneness followers and trinitarians experience God as Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier.[81] Reed’s earlier conclusion remains accurate: “There is little in the Oneness teaching on functions of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit that would distinguish it from trinitarian doctrine except in its insistence upon the belief that the three are really only one.”[82]

This means that the Oneness-trinitarian debates may be adjudicated at the level of the underlying narrative base more appropriate to the Jewish theology of the name and the kerygma of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection at the heart of the trinitarian construct. Herein may lie a strategy that is not only more conducive to Oneness sensibilities than its current attempts to rehabilitate the Logos category for theological and christological purposes, but also more helpful in articulating the gospel in a post-Enlightenment and postmetaphysical world. Further, resorting to the narrative base of the gospel to ground an ecumenical theology for the late modern world would enable retrieval of the pentecostal and pneumatological dimension of the gospel. This emphasis prevents superficial trinitarianism from lapsing back toward a binitarian theology. Finally, retrieval of the gospel narrative not only provides the opportunity for but also necessitates (how else can a narrative be retrieved?) its retelling, repetition, and reenactment, all of which are crucial to the realization of the truth of the gospel for our time. Here again, to start with the Spirit as we have attempted to do is to realize that theology follows after the self-revealing and saving work of God, which catches human beings up in the gospel story. This would be trinitarian theology about the one God at the height of its effectiveness because the testimony of encountering God in Jesus Christ by the Spirit moves us further toward the divine mystery than does reliance solely on creedal propositionalism (see further §7.3.2). This does not mean, however, that the philosophic and metaphysical dimensions of theological reflection are no longer necessary. All theology has assumptions at this level that need to be acknowledged and admitted. It only means that articulation of the philosophic underpinnings of a pentecostal and pneumatological theology will emerge from the basic encounter with God through the Spirit (see §7.2.3).

But as important is the fact that to tell and live the Pentecost story is to realize proleptically the eschatological achievements of the triune God (see §2.2.1). This is because God will be all in all only after the Spirit lifts up the Son and the Son returns or subjects all things to the Father. Hence pentecostal experience is oriented toward both a realized and a future eschatology. The kingdom of God is at hand, yet it is also coming. Dreams and visions anticipate the kingdom; glossolalia heralds the kingdom; healings and exorcisms are signs that its invasion is partly realized. The kingdom is the Father’s, inaugurated by the Son, and ushered in by the Spirit.[83] In this eschatological consummation, the groaning of creation will cease as it “will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21), and as the Oneness vision of the Godhead insists, the unity of the economic Trinity will be realized and secured in the divine union of the all in all (1 Cor. 15:28).

The preceding has shown that trinitarian pentecostals affirm the oneness of God and deny tritheism whereas Oneness pentecostals affirm the one God revealed in Jesus as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. An ecumenical pentecostal theology will go a long way toward repairing the breach between these sibling movements. More important, since the doctrine of God poses difficulties for ecumenical relationships between pentecostalism and the other churches, the benefits to be gleaned for the church catholic are at present incalculable. But I believe that the foregoing discussion has cleared the way not only for further intra-Christian ecumenical theology but also, unexpectedly, for the Christian encounter with other faiths. Our journey so far has led us inexorably to raise this question here again, even as we did at the end of the previous chapter: what is or can be the response of a pentecostal and pneumatological theology to the religiously plural world context of our time? Does the Spirit blow in or through the world’s religions, and if so, can we trace her tracks? Come Holy Spirit, breathe upon the world . . . of the religions . . .
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Public Theology, the Religions, and the Identity of the Spirit
 

 
 

I have argued so far that we cannot separate the interreligious ecumenical question from the intra-Christian ecumenical one (§4.3.3; §5.3.2). It is time to confront this matter head-on. Along with the questions deriving from the interaction between science and religion, the challenges emerging from the encounter between the world religions have intensified since the middle to late nineteenth century. Precipitated by the emergence of Darwinism in the 1860s and the turn East by the American transcendentalist movement in the 1870s, the questions have come fast and furious as the horizons have broadened. The next chapter will take up the science-and-religion question; here our attention is on the knotty problem of doing theology in a world religious context.

Three interrelated questions demand special attention for a Christian theology of religions in our time. First, what is the role of the religions in the providence of God? Second, does God save through the religions, and if so, how? Third, what should be the Christian response to other faiths? The hypothesis proposed here is that a pneumatologically driven theology is more conducive to engaging these matters in our time than previous approaches. I have suggested elsewhere that the religions are neither accidents of history nor encroachments on divine providence but are, in various ways, instruments of the Holy Spirit working out the divine purposes in the world and that the unevangelized, if saved at all, are saved through the work of Christ by the Spirit (even if mediated through the religious beliefs and practices available to them).[1] Until both the questions and the answers are broadened so as to take into account the religions themselves, however, those tentative proposals will be necessarily incomplete at best and immaterial at worst, since apart from these developments, Christians pronounce judgment on the religions without knowing what it is they are actually making pronouncement about. In other words, as any theology needs to follow after the experiences and empirical actualities that it strives to understand, the theology of religions is not exempt. Only a pneumatological approach to the religions enables us to hold in tension the distinctive confessional claims of Christian faith alongside the actual claims of the religions themselves, because the Spirit’s being poured out upon all flesh does not cancel out but instead preserves the diversity of human voices.

This pneumatological hypothesis, which has guided this volume from the beginning, will continue to inform our reflections. Some repetition is unavoidable, but distinctively new arguments will also be brought to bear on the pneumatological thesis. In particular, this chapter will provide further exegetical warrants for my pneumatological theology of religions (§6.1), buttress the argument historically through the retrieval of an ally in the Wesleyan theological tradition (§6.2), and illustrate the potential of the pneumatological approach through a concrete case study in the Christian-Muslim dialogue (§6.3). This will supplement previous arguments and demonstrate the potential of pneumatological theology for the global religious context of late modernity.

6.1 THE SPIRIT, THE PUBLICS OF THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION, AND RELIGIOUS PLURALISM

 

If the Spirit has been poured out upon all flesh, then the public of theological reflection is as wide as humankind. This section explores further this new world context for Christian theological reflection, develops a fresh line of response to the multireligious character of this context from Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan, and suggests the role of pentecostalism at this crossroads of doing theology in a religiously plural world.

6.1.1 The New World Context: Cultures and Religions. In our time of increasing awareness of the challenges raised by the various reactions to modernity, modern science, and the diversity of religions, Christian theology faces at least three tasks. First, it must learn to speak the various languages—of the sciences, of the religions, and of the various postmodernisms—that pose these challenges, so that it can understand the issues at stake. Second, the understanding of these various other languages should reach a level of sufficient depth and sophistication to allow rearticulation of these languages in ways that are recognized by their advocates and that in turn enable critical interaction with them. Finally, these other languages need to be appropriately translated into the terms and categories of Christian faith and vice versa if there is to be any means for their challenges to be posed to Christian theology or for the latter to respond. Indeed, once translation successfully occurs, transformation has already taken place. We will return to this important matter. But for the moment, it is especially important that Christian theology not erect “straw” positions and then presume to declare Christian superiority after demolishing these nonexisting (except in the minds of zealous Christian apologists) fictions.

In one sense, the preceding five chapters have attempted to follow these insights by rethinking the doctrines of salvation, the church, and God within the global context of the pentecostal experience. This chapter more specifically addresses the cultural and religious dimensions of this new world context. After all, Christian theology is the thinking by the church not only for the church but also for the world. In its broadest sense, theology—the logos, or the word, about God—is done by any and all interested in the subject matter of divine things and is not limited to Christians or even to monotheists. For these reasons, Christian theology needs to engage the multicultural and the multireligious realities of our times.

In many ways, pentecostals are still at the very beginning of this process. We have contented ourselves so far with dialoguing only with the languages closest to ours—evangelical and fundamentalistic forms of Christianity—and have either ignored the rest or warned our pentecostal faithful against consorting with these “enemies” of the faith. Yet vital pentecostal faith in the late modern world requires that we open things up. If a sectarian attitude that withdraws from the world is motivated by fear, a dialogical attitude that engages the world is motivated by the truth that sets people free. Yet the dynamics of such broad-ranging engagements are indeed challenging.

The complexity of the issues can be seen in the call by Latino theologian Benjamin Valentin for a fully public theology.[2]
Valentin’s proposal concerns the current state of Latino/a theology in the United States. He challenges his North American Latino/a colleagues to move from identity and cultural issues to the public spaces of social, economic, and political analysis/criticism. The former, characteristic of much of Latino/a theology over the past generation, is a defensive posture focused on solidifying the diasporic identity of Latino/a cultures in North America. The latter, however, presumes that Latino/a theology has something to say not only to Latinos/as but to the broader public. Given Valentin’s definition of public theology—“a form of discourse that couples either the language, symbols, or background concepts of a religious tradition with an overarching, integrative, emancipatory sociopolitical vision in such a way that it movingly captures the attention and moral conscience of a broad audience and promotes the cultivation of those modes of love, concern, and courage required both for individual fulfillment and broad-based social activism”[3]—his attempt to engage Latino/a theology with public issues such as diversity, equality, plurality, and multicultural and multiethnic relations can be better understood. The result is the connection of the theological with the cultural and the social, the fusing of identity politics and emancipatory projects, and the expansion of the theoretical and practical relevance of theology. In the end, Latino/a theology bears witness to “God’s crossing over between and among us.”[4]

There is much to commend Valentin’s theological project. For one thing, his starting point is not an abstract theological position but that of the Hispanic community. Yet he still recognizes the necessity for theology to speak to the contemporary issues of our time and is confident that Latino/a theology has something to offer to the (North American) public on issues of vital importance. Of course, there are also dangers in any enterprise in public theology. Will such projects be coopted by the agendas of others in ways that are theologically compromising? In particular, is not a public theology driven by an “emancipatory sociopolitical vision” liable to turn theology into anthropology? Finally, even if it is insisted that there be built-in checks to protect our public theology from these seductions, does not all engagement with other thought forms on their terms shift, even if ever so subtly, the terms and convictions of the originating language?

Valentin’s response would be that all theologies assume some kind of cultural self-understanding. Whereas fundamentalisms of all stripes see themselves as culture-negating, Valentin suggests that Latino/a theologies acknowledge their cultural rootedness and therefore affirm the centrality of the category of culture for theological reflection. This includes cultural appropriation, in light of culture not as a bounded set of beliefs and practices but as a dynamic environment of practices and agency. In this sense, Latino/a theologies are inherently collaborative and dialogical—teología en conjunto, theologies in conjunction—crisscrossing various lines of differentiation. It is better, then, to acknowledge up front that all theologies have their cultural dimension (as do Valentin and other Latino/a theologians) than to deny the cultural matrices of one’s theologizing. The attempt to do the latter results either in an anticultural stance or in theology informed negatively and unconsciously by the cultural conditions.

Here Miroslav Volf’s reflections on the cultural contexts of theology are worth pondering.[5] Volf suggests that none of the following strategies for negotiating the intersection of gospel and culture work: liberal accommodationism, postliberal traditionalism, and sectarian retreat. His response is to go beyond the dualism or dichotomy of gospel and culture and argue both that Christian difference is internal to any given cultural world and that it should be from this site of marginality that the gospel makes its contribution. How does this come about? In some instances cultural features are adopted, in others not; in some instances the gospel leads to a change of cultural direction, in others not; in some instances cultural features are discarded and replaced, in others not. This leads to Volf’s thesis: “Christian difference is always a complex and flexible network of small and large refusals, divergences, subversions, and more or less radical alternative proposals, surrounded by the acceptance of many cultural givens. There is no single correct way to relate to a given culture as a whole, or even to its dominant thrust; there are only numerous ways of accepting, transforming, or replacing various aspects of a given culture from within.”[6]

Let me put it this way: if in the twenty-first century we are looking for a rigidly defined theological methodology that will enable us to engage culture without getting our gospel hands dirty, then we may as well quit now. No such approach is available because gospel and culture are not two separate things. Rather, the gospel always comes in cultural dress. Even Jesus came as a first-century male Jewish carpenter. This leads to the incarnational principle whereby God redeems, at least potentially, all that is taken up historically in the life of Christ. Therefore we proceed best in our time if our theologies are multiperspectival, multidisciplinary, and multicultural. Multiperspectivalism requires taking seriously the insights of all voices, especially those previously marginalized from the theological conversation—for instance, women, the poor, the differently abled or disabled, perhaps even the heretics![7] Multidisciplinarity requires taking seriously the insights of the wide range of human learning, especially those in the hard and soft sciences. And multiculturalism requires that we take seriously the insights of the various ethnic and cultural groups and their experiences.

But to open the multicultural door is to open the multireligious door (§4.3.3). Is there anything Christians can learn from those in other faiths that we need but do not already have? If we answer yes, then are we not saying the gospel is insufficient? And if we say no, then why not jettison the interreligious dialogue in favor of the traditional missionary and evangelization approaches?

My initial response would be that Christians should be open to learning from other religious traditions similarly to the ways in which Christians have learned from the findings of the sciences over the centuries. Christian theologies have adjusted to scientific advances, sometimes easily, other times with considerable difficulty and struggle. Why not with the religions, which themselves are not static entities but are dynamically reconstituting themselves even as Christian traditions are (as in §2.3.3)? Christians can refuse to engage the religions as they can reject science, but this would not be a Christian theology for the twenty-first century.

My long-run response is that Christians should be open to learning from other religious traditions because of the unfinished character of Christian identity. While we are being formed into the eschatological image of Jesus, we continue to look through the glass dimly. If others have something to say about God, should we not at least listen both sympathetically and critically? Further, not only are we being formed; also our knowledge of God remains finite on this side of the eschaton. Finally, given the infinitude of God, how can this be exhaustively conveyed in finite time and words?

6.1.2 The Spirit’s Teaching through the Religions: Lessons from the Good Samaritan. When read in the present multicultural and multireligious context, the story of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37) shows how we can learn from those in other faiths.[8] Jesus told the parable in response to a lawyer who had initially asked him about how one inherits eternal life. When Jesus answered that eternal life came with fulfilling the two greatest commandments—loving God and neighbor—the lawyer sought to justify himself with the counterquestion “Who is my neighbor?” The story of the good Samaritan can be read in two complementary senses: either as a straightforward answer to this question—my neighbor is anyone in need—or as Jesus’ means of humbling the pride and arrogance of the lawyer (who sought self-justification) by showing that one as despicable as a Samaritan could indeed be a neighbor and fulfill the requirements of the law.[9]

But who was this Samaritan? In what ways would this story have humbled this self-justifying Jewish interlocutor? For a better sense of this parable’s evocative power, some background about Jewish-Samaritan history and relations is needed. The emergence of the Samaritans goes back perhaps to the eighth century BCE with the fall of Samaria to the Assyrians (cf. 2 Kings 17:24–41).[10] The cities of Samaria were settled by peoples from various parts of the Assyrian Empire who brought with them their own cultural and religious practices. The ensuing process of integration resulted, at least early on, in a kind of religious syncretism, so that the newly formed Samaritan people worshiped the Lord but also continued their worship of the deities they brought with them. Not surprisingly, this marked the beginnings of suspicion and hostility between Israelites and Samaritans. Conflict flared especially after the Babylonian exile, when those allowed to return by the decree of Cyrus the Persian were resettling the land (Ezra 1:1–4) and attempts were made to rebuild the temple at Jerusalem (the story of Nehemiah).

During the fourth century BCE, the Samaritans obtained authorization from their Persian regents to build their own temple on Mount Gerizim. Although this exacerbated relationships with the Jews over the next few generations, the Samaritans had clearly discarded their syncretistic practices and solidified their monotheistic commitment. Indeed, Samaritan literature confirms their own sense of being the true Israelites, given the various exilic experiences of the children of Jacob. They were devoted to the singular prophethood of Moses, to the Torah (his composition), and to Mount Gerizim as the center of their religious lives.

By the second century BCE, Jewish-Samaritan lines were drawn. From the Samaritan perspective, insofar as the Jews did not worship on Mount Gerizim, they were apostates from the true faith and to be resisted.[11] On the other side, toward the end of the Maccabean revolt in 107 BCE, John Hyrcanus destroyed the temple of Mount Gerizim, partly in response to the Samaritans’ denial of their relationship to the Jews amidst Antiochus IV’s persecution of the Jews and partly in response to the Samaritans’ permitting “their temple to be known as the temple of Zeus Hellenios.”[12] This marked, it seems, the final schism between these two people groups.

Although the data even in the Hebrew Scriptures conflict about Israelite views regarding the Samaritans, the New Testament presents a more unambiguous picture, perhaps indicating that attitudes had hardened during the intertestamental period. The Gospel of John gives important insights into Jewish-Samaritan relations. The editorial gloss added after Jesus requests a drink from the Samaritan woman at the well—“Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans” (John 4:9)—may provide insight into Matthew’s account (written to Jews) of Jesus’ explicit prohibition of the Twelve from taking the good news to the Samaritans (cf. Matt. 10:5). Further, Jewish and Samaritan identities were clearly contrasted in their respective commitments to worship at the temple in Jerusalem and on Mount Gerizim (John 4:20–22). This is confirmed in Luke’s Gospel, which not only says that the Samaritans have rejected Jesus “because his face was set toward Jerusalem” but relates the response of Jesus’ disciples, “Do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” (Luke 9:53–54). Finally and more tellingly, the Jewish accusation against Jesus also communicates a sense of how Jews viewed Samaritans: “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a demon?” (John 8:48). It appears the feelings were mutual: Samaritans considered Jews apostates, and Jews considered the religion of the Samaritans to be demonic.

Reading this parable from the perspective of the encounter of religions is of value. Clearly, there are parallels between contemporary Christian views of other religions and first-century Jewish views of the Samaritans: as apostates; as a marginal sect at best and a dangerous cult at worst; as proponents of a completely foreign (i.e., untruthful and incorrect) set of religious beliefs and practices; as holders of a religious perspective inspired by the devil himself; and so on. How does Jesus’ telling of this story address these perspectives and attitudes?

This story has at least four implications for shaping Christian approaches to other faiths. First, if Jews could learn something from Samaritans, so can Christians learn from those in other faiths, even those we have previously defined as cultic, irreligious, or even demonic.[13] Second, if the Samaritan could love selflessly and demonstrate this in his actions, so are those of other faiths capable of demonstrating selfless love. Third, insofar as the Samaritan’s actions show him to be not only the “comrade of God” but also the embodiment of God’s comradeship to human beings,[14] does he also not show us the possibility of Jesus meeting us in religious others? Why not, if Jesus is to be found in the faces of little ones (Matt. 18:5) and in the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick, and those in prison (Matt. 25:40, 45)?

Finally, perhaps what is most important but also most controversial, Jesus told the story of the good Samaritan in the context of the lawyer’s question about how to inherit eternal life. From the preceding discussion, it is possible that the Samaritan fulfilled both conditions in Jesus’ initial response. Clearly, first-century Samaritans were monotheistic lovers of God. Equally clearly from the parable, this Samaritan loved his (Jewish) neighbor as himself. Insofar as the text then implies that the Samaritan satisfies the conditions for inheriting eternal life, is it not also possible in today’s religiously plural world that there are some in other faiths who might love God and their neighbor as did the Samaritan? In contrast, insofar as the lawyer is indicted for loving God but not his non-Jewish neighbor (remember, he tried to justify himself), is not the Christian also indicted for his or her love for God but not for the (non-Christian) neighbor (cf. James 2:1–17; 1 John 4:20–21)?

I am only raising this question. Clearly, our salvation is by grace through faith as a gift from God, “not the result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:9). But does not the Jewish legalism in the background of the Pauline Letters suggest that this addresses first and foremost the ritual works directed to salvation? Further, what if the religious other neither has the intention to work for his or her salvation nor boasts of having attained such through good deeds (contrast the Pharisee and the tax collector in Luke 18:9–14)? If neither of these pertain to the Samaritan (or any religious other), then is it not still the loving prerogative of God to save this Samaritan (or any religious other)? Finally, there is also the New Testament witness of divine blessing and judgment meted out for what people do (cf. 1 Cor. 3:10–15; Rev. 20:12–13; Matt. 25:31–46).[15] But as important for Christians is Jesus’ warning, “Not everyone who says . . . , ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven” (Matt. 7:21).

The preceding should be read less as a dogmatic claim about the salvation of those in other faiths than about reorienting Christian perceptions and attitudes toward religious others, whom we often define in terms Jews applied to Samaritans. I submit this reading of the parable to be faithful both to the particular interest Luke has in Samaria (cf. the healing of the Samaritan leper in Luke 17:11–19) and to the explicit focus on the gospel’s engagement with Samaria on its way to the ends of the earth (cf. Acts 1:8; 8:1–25). Further, God “has not left himself without a witness” (Acts 14:17), and this applies not only to the God-fearing Gentiles but also to the supposedly despicable Samaritans. Indeed, God “shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him” (Acts 10:34b–35; cf. 17:26–28). Why, then, have Christians in general and pentecostals in particular tended historically to subordinate these images of God’s presence and activity in and through all human beings to other selected (especially Pauline) passages regarding human depravity and thoroughgoing unrighteousness?

6.1.3
Pentecostalism and the Interreligious Encounter. Here are two brief responses and one lengthier response to the above question. First, internal to the question of theological method, the Protestant disposition to subordinate (Lukan) narrative genres of Scripture to (Pauline) didactic genres for purposes of doctrinal articulation is related to privileging Romans over Luke and Acts for understanding our religiously plural world. It is part of the purpose of this volume to articulate a coherent and systematic theology through the Lukan lens to complement, not replace, those developed through the perspective of Paul. Second, in light of the pentecostal (and evangelical) commitments to the Great Commission, the emergence of pentecostalism at the turn of the twentieth century meant that it would adopt the nineteenth-century mottoes and rationales for world evangelization that were dependent upon images such as those portrayed in Jonathan Edwards’s famous sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” Motivation for mission and evangelism, in other words, was found in the many souls who would be lost eternally apart from hearing the gospel. From the Lukan perspective, however, mission is never connected to the fear of hellfire and brimstone, but to the empowering work of the Spirit.

More important and problematic for this question of why the Lukan witness to the universal presence and activity of God is subordinated to the Pauline insistence on the total depravity of human beings is the practical issue of how to communicate properly the gospel in and among the various cultures of the world. As already mentioned, pentecostal missionary strategies early on emphasized the importance of establishing the indigenous church (see §3.1.1). Yet this indigenization brings with it the risk of syncretism, a concern that repeatedly arises for pentecostal theology (see I.2; §1.2.1; §3.2.3). Is there a way to follow Luke’s lead in the book of Acts, which reveals a consistent wariness of, and vigilance against, syncretism in its pejorative form, even as it contains neither an overly excessive or heavily aggressive form of polemics nor a wholly negative view of the human race?[16]
Can we discern an uncompromising witness to the one God of Jesus Christ through the beliefs and practices of those in other faiths (cf. Paul at the Aeropagus in Acts 17) and at the same time avoid syncretism?

It is fruitful here to bring Valentin’s and Volf’s comments discussed earlier (§6.1.1) into conversation with those of Chilean pentecostal theologian Juan Sepúlveda (also §1.1.3).[17]
In the Chilean context, Sepúlveda notes the instability of the idea of syncretism. What he considers to be the expression of popular culture in Christian form—Chilean pentecostalism—indigenous Chileans consider to be a sign of the “economic, political, cultural and religious domination of the West.”[18]
Chilean pentecostals such as Sepúlveda are caught between having a sense of cultural and ethnic pride about their Chilean identities and wishing to be in solidarity with their (usually North American) pentecostal missionaries and their constituencies. But apart from these issues, other factors need to be considered, such as what has happened and continues to happen through the process of
mestizaje
(“miscegenation,” or racial mixing); how to understand the nature of conversions that occur through missionary and evangelistic efforts, versus discoveries of newfound spiritualities by those disoriented for various reasons, versus the transformation of religious communities renegotiating their identities in the face of modernity (which arrived at about the same time in Chile as did the pentecostal missionaries). Further, as Valentin has informed us, Hispanics are rather culturally attuned; this, along with the open-endedness of Andean (and Latin American) indigenous religious traditions, combines to make the synthesis of Christian beliefs and practices a rather natural process. So, congruent with Volf, Sepúlveda understands syncretism as a natural process, so that “we cannot grasp any meaning without the help of our precarious cultural categories.” In that case, can we be wary about syncretism in its pejorative form even while proceeding with a more intentional “incarnational dynamic” that inspires the Christian mission to be more fully and genuinely dialogical rather than monological?[19]

Sepúlveda’s approach not only points the way forward for pentecostals concerned with syncretism but also provides a further theological rationale for the pentecostal encounter with other faiths. Let us face it: like it or not, the world religions, at least, are here to stay. Syncretism is and should be a concern not only for pentecostals in the two-thirds world but also for pentecostals in the Euroamerican West, where Southerners and Easterners are steadily emigrating and Asian, African, and Latin American religions are increasingly sending their own missionaries. More than ever, other religionists are our neighbors, coworkers, schoolmates, and business contacts. We need a theological rationale for engaging dialogically with them, not just a pragmatic (missionary) one. Pentecostalism’s global presence and the realization of Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism as world religions require a more informed and sophisticated Christian approach.

Again, a pneumatological approach to the interreligious encounter provides the kind of theological justification for multifaith relations that world Christianity badly needs. Acknowledgment that the Spirit is poured out on all flesh requires a respectful Christian orientation to those in other faiths. Recognizing the possibility that the Spirit can speak through even religious others demands a listening ear, a willingness to be self-critical, and an openness to learning from, and even being corrected by, them. And perhaps most important, the potentiality of the Spirit’s presence and activity in the religions and their adherents means both that the religious traditions of humankind are redeemable for the glory of God and that the gospel can be communicated (i.e., contextualized, accommodated), even found manifest in new ways, in other faiths. The Spirit poured out on all flesh enables the miracle of human communication—hearing and speaking, tongues and their interpretations—so that what was once far off is brought near (cf. Eph. 2:13) and what was strange is now intelligible (cf. 1 Cor. 14:21). All of these combine to confirm the missiological principle of indigeneity, long ago embraced by pentecostals (see §3.1.1), except that it demands extension of this principle in the twenty-first century from the realm of culture to the realm of the religions.

6.2 TOWARD A PNEUMATOLOGICAL THEOLOGY OF RELIGIONS

 

This section develops the preceding exegetical and pentecostal perspectives toward a theological framework for our encounter with other faiths. With help from the early Wesleyan theological tradition, it elaborates the basic framework of a pneumatological theology of religions and sets out guidelines for discerning the Spirit’s presence and activity in other faiths. A concrete case study focused on the question of how and to what extent it is possible to learn from other faiths appears in the next section.

6.2.1
An Assist from the Wesleyan Theological Tradition. John Fletcher’s contributions to the Holiness movement’s emphasis on the baptism of the Spirit as a second work of grace (§2.3.3) have already been mentioned. Less well known, however, are Fletcher’s “doctrine of dispensations” and its implications for Christian attitudes toward, and interactions with, those in other faiths. Laurence Wood has brought Fletcher’s ideas to the attention of contemporary theologians and made available some of Fletcher’s key writings on this topic.[20]
It is apropos here to summarize and then highlight the central features of what I call Fletcher’s protopneumatological theology of religions.

In a nutshell, Fletcher understood the various covenants between God and humankind as differing dispensations through which God dealt with five different classes of human beings: (1) nonbelievers; (2) those under the Noahite covenant, including the Gentile (non-Jewish) believers in the one God, which Fletcher called the dispensation of the Father; (3) those under the Mosaic covenant, that is the Jews, in a mediating dispensation between that of the Father and that of the Son; (4) those under the ministration of John the Baptist and initiated into Christ, best represented by Anna, Simeon, and the believing disciples during the ministry of Jesus, all “carnal believers” and “imperfect” followers of the Lord; (5) those who have come into Pentecost, that is, who have experienced the fullness of perfection and the abiding grace/witness of the baptism of the Holy Spirit.

Within this framework, Fletcher developed a set of categories within which to locate much of what was known to him as an eighteenth-century Anglican clergyman. One could be trinitarian in confession but not in experience. Further, Roman Catholics may not be entirely perfected by the baptism in the Holy Spirit, but they are nevertheless like the Moravians and as such are members of the kingdom under the dispensation of the Son, following in the footsteps of the disciples of Jesus and John the Baptist. More important were all those whom Fletcher saw as within the divine grace under the dispensation of the Father: Deists, Socinians, unitarians, Moralists, and even Arians.

As we see daily good mistaken men, yea gospel-ministers, who in the sincerity of their hearts, turn antinomians in theory, and decry the doctrines of justice and holiness, out of a
partial
regard for the doctrines of grace; may not good mistaken men, in the sincerity of their hearts, turn Arians, or Socinians, and oppose the doctrine of the
Trinity, out of a partial regard for the doctrine of God’s
Unity. Are not both those mistakes equally unscriptural? Have we any more right to doom
such
Arians to destruction than to threaten
such
Antinomians with the damnation of hell? . . . Nay, if we believe the Scriptures, we must candidly allow, that it is possible to be under the dispensation of
the Son, without having clearer views of his divinity than John the Baptist
seems
to have had. (FD 73)[21]

 

For our purposes, the result for Fletcher is that all Christian bigotry toward non-Christians and those in other faiths is undermined, since, “as God had formerly children among the gentiles, as well as among the Jews; so he has now sons and daughters among the heathen, as well as among the Christians” (FD 66). It is not that Fletcher wishes to condone Arianism, Socinianism, or other religions, but neither does he want “to send to hell all the righteous men, who are
strong
in the dispensation of the
Father, and all the believers who are
weak
in the dispensation of the
Son, merely because the former have not been blessed with a revelation of the Trinity, and because the latter cannot admit human and philosophical explanations of that deep mystery” (FD 75–76). Rather, the various dispensations of God enable each class or category of persons to “speak the truth in love
according to the proportion of
their
faith, and according to
the measure of the rule, which God hath distributed, and they have attained” (FD 76).

In short, Christians who come into an understanding of the doctrine of dispensations as articulated by Fletcher “would not be so ready to enter the lists of dispute to prove, that there cannot be salvation for sincere heathens under the dispensation of the Father, as well as for sincere Christians under the dispensation of the Son” (FD 70). Fletcher thereby affirmed not universalism[22] but only the possibility of the salvation of the unevangelized if they responded to the light that they had. Further, Fletcher was aware that his doctrine could certainly be taken in directions fostering elitism, and so he insisted that “those in the highest dispensation of grace would reflect the humility of Christ.”[23] Finally, Fletcher’s doctrine of dispensations has a trinitarian progression, somewhat akin to Joachim of Fiore’s triune dispensationalism. Yet Fletcher was clear that “at whatever stage one may experience faith in God, it is always faith in the one God of Jesus Christ. It also means that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are at work at each stage of salvation.”[24] Within this scheme, Fletcher felt able to harmonize the universal salvific will of God (e.g., 1 Tim. 4:10; Titus 2:11; Heb. 11:6; Rom. 2:6, 15) with the empirical fact of the masses of unevangelized “heathen.”

Why do I call Fletcher’s doctrine of dispensations a protopneumatological theology of religions? Partly because of the place allowed within the Fletcherian scheme at least for the monotheistic traditions and their orientation toward the baptism of the Holy Spirit as the culmination of the full revelation of the triune God and partly because of his claim that the works of each triune member are present during each dispensation. Still, Fletcher conceived his model fundamentally in linear terms, and only with great difficulty are we able to locate in it those in Eastern religious traditions (of which Fletcher shows little awareness).

I suggest reframing Fletcher’s doctrine of dispensations within the pneumatological soteriology developed in this book (§2.2). Two shifts in particular are important. One is that the doctrine of dispensations can also be understood more concretely, in terms of the dynamic processes of conversion that stretch across human lives. This more accurately describes the human experience of the multidimensional saving work of God even as it enables clearer recognition of the work of the Spirit throughout the entire process. The other is that the doctrine of dispensations can be understood as directed toward the eschatological appearance of the kingdom. This eliminates the static connotations of the concept of dispensation in favor of the more pneumatological concept of the reign of God, thus allowing clearer articulation of the dynamism of Fletcher’s doctrine. These moves, incorporating the dynamic, holistic, and relational theology of conversion previously developed, can carry Fletcher’s dispensational and inchoate theology of religions toward a pneumatologically informed understanding more consistent with the overall emphases of his theological system.

6.2.2 The Holy Spirit as God Present, Active, and Absent in the Religions. Traveling in this direction, we arrive at three hypotheses that provide a rudimentary framework for a pneumatological theology of religions:[25] (1) Granted that God is universally present by the Spirit, God in this sense sustains even the religions for divine purposes. (2) Granted that the Spirit’s work is to usher in the kingdom of God, the Spirit is active in and through various aspects of the religions insofar as the signs of the kingdom are manifest. (3) Granted that the Spirit’s universal presence and activity presume a resistant and retarding presence and activity that work against the kingdom of God, the Spirit is also absent from the religions to the extent either that the signs of the kingdom are absent or that they are being prohibited from being manifest.

First, to affirm the Spirit’s presence in the religions is to make nothing more than a basic theological statement about the omnipresence of God. Where, after all, can we go away from the Spirit of the Lord? the Psalmist asks (Ps. 139:7–12). Put alternatively, using Pauline language, what in all creation can separate us from the love of God in Christ (Rom. 8:39), which is no less than the Holy Spirit given to our hearts (Rom. 5:5)? Following out the scriptural witness, why would the realm of the religions be exempt from the Spirit’s presence? This is not to say that all religions are good, holy, and truthful, nor is it to say that the entirety of any particular religion (including Christianity as a historical religion)[26] is good, holy, and truthful. Further, this claims neither that any religion is fully salvific in the Christian sense nor that any religion is fully revelatory of God’s mystery. To say that all governing authority is from God (Rom. 13:1) requires saying neither that all governments are from God nor that the entirety of any particular government is from God. Whether any or all are from God is something that we will have to discern, and this goes also for the religions. Therefore, to affirm that the religions are not accidents of history that catch God by surprise is, at one level, a theological truism.

Second, to affirm the Spirit’s activity in the religions is to confess much more, though all the qualifications of the first hypothesis apply here as well. One classic example is Cyrus the Medo-Persian king and patronizer of the Babylonian god Marduk, who was yet anointed with the Spirit of God to act on behalf of the people of God (Isa. 45:1; cf. Ezra 1).[27] In this case, we have a pagan who was also a Christ figure (an anointed one) accomplishing the purposes of God. But it is not simply that God can use pagans (e.g., Balaam and his divination). Consider the nature of human religiosity (dependent, of course, on the world religious traditions) and its mediation through the material, social, cultural, political, economic, and other spheres of human existence. Human religiousness is not an accidental feature of human life that can be put on and taken off at will. Rather, it informs these spheres even as it is formed in and through them. Thus religion is resolutely intertwined with the human condition and with human hopes and aspirations and is only arbitrarily divorced from individual and communal identities. So the Christian claim that the kingdom of God is now coming (even if also not yet) cannot be limited only to any one sphere (e.g., the social, political, or economic) and detached from any other (e.g., the religious). This is no more than the claims previously made about the multidimensionality of salvation (§2.2.2), which locates God’s saving deeds not only in the private space of the human heart but in the material, social, political, and other domains of life. For similar reasons, religious conversion, as previously discussed (§2.2.3), is precipitated by conversion in other realms even as it transvalues conversion in these other realms. In short, given this interconnectedness, to say that the Spirit is active in the world at all is to say that the Spirit is active in the world of the religions in some way.

Third, although the Spirit is God present and active in the world, this presence and activity are still eschatological—not yet fully experienced but punctuated here and now by the Spirit. This points to our human experience of God’s hiddenness or God’s absence. Using religious parlance, I identify this with the demonic in order to preserve some means to retrieve and reappropriate the traditional claim that the religions are bearers not only of the divine but also of the demonic.[28] But the demonic signifies not only the apparent absence of the divine but also the forces that actively resist the arrival of the divine kingdom. Because of this, the specifics of any demonology make sense only with an understanding of the perceived threats precipitating demonological reflection. Thus, insofar as the medievals were concerned with monastic purity, on the one side, and with the Turks, on the other, the demonic was identified with the seductions of the flesh and with the Islamic religion. Insofar as the fundamentalists were concerned with theological liberalism, on the one side, and with Darwinism, on the other, the demonic was identified with higher criticism and with the carriers of evolutionary theory—teachers, textbooks, school systems. Today, insofar as (evangelical) Christianity is concerned with terrorism and the Arab nations are concerned with secularization, the demonic is identified with Al-Qaeda, on the one hand, and with Western capitalism, on the other; and so on. Yet although religious persons and communities usually demonize religious traditions other than their own, the demonic is pervasive, from a Christian theological perspective, with traits of its presence and activity throughout the domains of human experience and even in Christian lives and institutions—anti-Semitism, the Crusades, the witch hunts, sexism, racism, and classism, to name a few of the demonic’s most obvious manifestations in Christian history.

What about the demonic and the pentecostal imagination? Pentecostal demonologies respond to at least three kinds of threats. First is the threat of the former life from which we have been saved and that still may retain a certain degree of attractiveness to us (thus acting as a competitor for our Christian commitment); at this level, the demonic is identified with everything that stands for that life—for example, sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. A second response is the personalizing and the psychologizing of the demonic; André Corten is right to say that “the Devil is a symbolic device used to designate social ills which oppress the poor: unemployment, hunger, prostitution, street children, drugs, and so on.”[29]
A third response is the socializing and the politicizing of the demonic, that the demonic is all that opposes the values of the kingdom and inhibits the fulfillment of the Great Commission, from the “spirit of blindness” to other kinds of territorial spirits. Insofar as the forces resisting the kingdom operate at every level and in every domain of human life, pentecostals are right to say, “The Devil is a ubiquitous presence.”[30]

6.2.3 The Spirit and the Spirits: Discerning the Spirit(s) in the Religions. The challenge is to discern which spirit is which in the world of the religions. Where is the Holy Spirit? What is the Holy Spirit doing? What other spirits are present in the religions, and what are they doing? This task of discerning the religions can be an exceedingly complex affair.[31] I suggest three interrelated sets of questions that pertain to this challenge.

First, we need to discern the various background factors in our encounter with other faiths. There are not only a pluralism of religions but a plurality of contexts in and through which the religions subsist: geographical, historical, economic, political, and social. As important, there is also a pluralism of encounters between persons of faith: daily coexistence, domestic settings (interfaith marriages), social interactions, spiritual practices (meditation, worship, multifaith prayer), doctrinal understanding, the comparative science of religions (which brackets truth claims), formal intrareligious discourse (as in the Christian attempt at self-understanding in a religiously plural world), and formal interreligious dialogue. To discern the religions requires that we accurately discern the contexts within which our discernment proceeds.

Second, we need to pay close attention to what demands understanding—in this case, the multifarious phenomena of the religions. Insofar as discernment is always about concrete realities, discerning the religions will need to focus on the particularities of other faiths. How can we say anything about the Spirit’s presence, activity, or absence in the world of the religions without empirical investigation of this complex reality? We need to learn how to observe other faiths from an insider’s perspective (so far as that is possible) so as to avoid our own biases, which pick out only what we have been trained to pick out. Still, discernment is about measuring a reality with previously established criteria (e.g., the marks of the kingdom) to determine congruence or divergence. So does not each side of the process undermine the other? Is it possible to fully adopt an insider’s perspective so as to understand the religions and at the same time retain our Christian criteria in assessing them?[32]

I suggest that the pneumatological imagination derived from the outpouring of the Spirit enables this kind of impartial (so far as that is possible), sympathetic, and yet critical inquiry to proceed. This is because we realize that the pentecostal mission of the Spirit is never abstract but concretely and historically realized and manifest in actual persons, bodies, communities, experiences, languages, and so forth. The miracle of Pentecost is that the Spirit enables the difficult and even impossible task of understanding the other in all his or her otherness, strangeness, and difference (see §4.3.3). Only in the Spirit are we able to follow in the footsteps of Jesus, who fulfilled his mission by emptying himself and taking the form of another (Phil. 2:5–8). Granted, the process of discernment is never easy. Discerning the Spirit in the world of the religions can never be the merely intellectual exercise of reading the doctrinal texts of other faiths (although this is a necessary task). Discernment further requires an incarnational mindset, made possible by the Spirit of Pentecost, that is willing to get one’s hands dirty with and in the particularity of religious lives and practices of those in other faiths. And given that the religions are never static entities, discernment is always provisional—sufficient for the moment but requiring us to check again and again to see if our previous conclusions hold up. It is important to discern the various goals, purposes, and functions of the diversity of religions. But most important, with the Christian conviction that the Spirit is ever active in the world, even that of the religions, who knows whether a determination of the Spirit’s absence today in a given religious phenomenon may not produce a determination of the Spirit’s presence tomorrow in a phenomenon that is now both the same and yet different?

Finally, to discern the Spirit in the world of the religions is to pursue a multileveled inquiry that is best measured by its fruits. At one level, discerning the religions transforms (as does increased knowledge most of the time) our understanding, attitudes, and approaches to those in other faiths. Here our neighborly, social, and missionary relationships are affected. We interact with those in other faiths who have a different demeanor and strategies because we see religious others first as complex human beings and only then as Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, and so forth. To discern the Spirit in the world of the religions correlates with living in the Spirit with the world of the religions.

At another level, the interreligious encounter transforms us as Christians not only in relationship to religious others but also regarding our own self-understanding. To enter into relationships is to be transformed by them, as all genuine relationships are dialogical. This transformation affects our Christian identity.[33] To discern that other spirits are present and active there and then is to discern both the otherness of the religions and the presence and activity of the Spirit of Jesus and of his body here and now. In this sense, discernment is always twofold: of self and other simultaneously. On the one hand, to be a Christian is not to be a Buddhist, Hindu, or Muslim insofar as there are mutually contradictory elements of these identities. At the same time, there may be essential elements of Buddhism, Hinduism, or Islam that are not contradictory to the fruits of the Spirit and the marks of the kingdom. In these cases, that in itself enriches the Christian self-identity even while the challenging process of engaging religious others on their terms also deepens the Christian self-understanding.

Is it possible that our Christian identity might be transformed altogether? Theoretically, yes; since authentic relationships never decide in advance about how things will end up, we must be open to the idea that those who are doing the discernment may undergo various levels of conversion depending on what they find and on whether they are open to being transformed by their findings. This is how I understand the journey of faith, which requires that my confidence lie not in myself but in the Spirit of God, who is able to bring this work to completion.

At the third level of discerning the Spirit in the world of the religions is the question of criteria for discernment. According to the pneumatological soteriology and pneumatological ecclesiology developed in this volume, what are minimal clues to the Spirit’s presence and activity? First, are the fruits of the Spirit being manifest in the religious phenomenon in question? Second, are the works of the kingdom manifest in the life and ministry of Jesus—after all, the Spirit witnesses to Jesus—seen in the religious phenomenon (§2.1.2)? Third, is salvation, understood in its various dimensions (§2.1.3; §2.2.1), discernible in the religious phenomenon? Fourth, is conversion in the various human domains (§2.2.3) occurring in the lives of those in other faiths? Fifth, is the ecclesial mark of holiness (§3.2.2), understood in its realized and eschatological senses, discernible, however dimly, in the religious phenomenon? Put alternatively, can the processes of purification according to a trajectory anticipating the coming kingdom be discerned in the religious tradition in question? These criteria are abstract in the extreme. Knowing how to apply them to the various contexts and religious phenomena will itself affect our understanding not only of the criteria—since the religions will have their own criteria—but also of how criteria function epistemologically and theologically. They are nevertheless heuristic devices representing our best, even if feeble, attempts to discern the Spirit in the world of the religions in our time.

For these reasons, then, at the level of theology proper, discernment will always leave as many questions as answers. And why should this not be the case in the theology of religions when it is the case in theology’s relationships with the sciences and even in understanding the world of the Bible on its own terms? The point here is to forestall those who want to insist that unless discerning the religions can provide some hard and fast answers on whether the Spirit is present, revealing and saving through them, the interreligious encounter (and interreligious dialogue in particular) is a waste of time. Three brief responses are in order. First, not all are called to formal interreligious dialogue, even though all Christians are called to bear the witness of Jesus to their neighbors, including those in other faiths (§6.1.2). Second, if bearing Christian witness takes the form of establishing dialogical relationships with others, including those in other faiths, then the question to ask is whether having relationships is ever a waste of time. For those who measure valuable activities only by conversion to Christian faith, most things done in life are a waste of time. Finally, the Christian life is a journey toward the truth that is to be revealed fully in the day of the Lord. Life in the Spirit, directed toward that eschatological goal (cf. John 16:13; 1 John 2:27), will be impoverished and debilitated if the hard questions concerning the religions are subordinated to the pragmatic tasks of world mission and evangelization, traditionally understood.

6.3 THE SPIRIT AND THE CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM ENCOUNTER: A CASE STUDY

 

Now that the biblical, pneumatological, and theological grounds for the interreligious encounter have been developed, this section returns to the theological question, opened up at the end of chapter 4 and discussed in the context of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity in chapter 5, concerning the identity of the Spirit. Here, however, this question is pursued in the world religious context, in dialogue with Islam. We will survey the Christian-Muslim encounter, focus in on the pneumatological question through an exegesis of relevant Qur’anic passages, and step back from the exercise to assess our progress (or digress, as the case may be). This section is also concerned throughout with two other related matters: to test the above theory of discernment in a concrete multifaith engagement and to suggest a way forward for interreligious dialogue and comparative theology in the late modern world.

6.3.1 The Christian-Muslim Encounter: An Overview. In many ways, the history of Christian-Muslim relations is better characterized as confrontation rather than encounter.[34] Although the spread of Islam by the sword during the first few Islamic centuries was welcomed by some Christians who saw Islamic rule as relief from oppression at the hands of other Christian rulers, Christian-Muslim interactions were characterized, for the most part, from the beginning by mutual criticism and hostilities rather than by dialogue. Polemical and oftentimes acrimonious debates; forced conversions (on both sides); extended wars, the Crusades being the most bloody; and, most recently, the Arab-Israeli conflicts—these have combined to inform the powerful and negative images both sides use to characterize the other. In the process, the cordiality that has existed at times has been all but forgotten, whether it be the scholarly interchange of ideas in the East during the eighth and ninth centuries and in the West during the medieval period or the peaceful coexistence of Christians and Jews in Muslim-occupied territories throughout the centuries.

Intrafamily feuds are often more heated and prolonged than those between strangers, and this has certainly been the case between the grandchildren of Isaac (Christians) and those of Ishmael (Muslims). From the Muslim perspective, the revelation of Allah to Muhammad supersedes the corrupted revelations to the Jews and the Christians.[35] The latter especially have twisted the truth by compromising the oneness of God with the doctrine of the Trinity, and the transcendence of God with the doctrine of the incarnation. From the Christian perspective, the Muslim rejection of Jesus as the one mediator of salvation between God and humankind occurs not in ignorance of the gospel message but with an intentionality that adds to and deforms the gospel narrative (both prohibited according to one reading of Rev. 22:18–19). As a result, the history of Christian-Muslim relations at the level of theological and doctrinal interaction has been dominated by apologetics, negatively erected to ward off potential victors over one’s own position and positively directed toward the undermining of the other position.

The emergence of the academic study of religion in the West has produced more recently a generation of scholars less interested in adjudicating the doctrinal and theological disagreements between these two traditions and more interested in fostering mutual understanding and toleration. The former approach is claimed to have been a dead end, answerable (if at all) only in the eschaton but meanwhile only producing misunderstanding, motivating strife, and even resulting in bloodshed. Sympathetic and open-minded investigation of each other, it is claimed, will reveal that there are as many continuities as discontinuities between the two traditions[36] and that neither tradition is the devil’s tool to undermine the other, as has so often been thought. The result of the second approach, however, has been an emphasis on descriptive methods and studies to the neglect of engaging the normative questions of truth—witness the separation of departments of religion from divinity schools and seminaries. The scholarly study of both traditions has facilitated open and civil conversation, but at the expense of the things that really matter to most Christians and Muslims.

Still, many have come to see that acknowledgment of the interconnectedness between religion and culture (e.g., §4.3.3) has implications for the relationship between religion and theology and therefore that this division of labor between the science of religion and the theological sciences is also rather arbitrary. No doubt, they can be demarcated; but equally without doubt, they are inseparable. Witness how scholars of religion operate with theological assumptions in their work—for instance, defining religion in social (Durkheim), economic (Marx), or psychological (Freud) terms is already reductionistic, revealing a theological bias—and how theologians who ignore the findings of religious studies do so to their own detriment and produce an ivory-tower theology of abstraction. Another way forward is needed, one that builds on the gains made in the scholarly study of religion but that also wrestles with the normative theological and doctrinal matters at the heart of all religious traditions, including Christianity and Islam.

What has emerged is a new kind of comparative theology. Its features include (a) an approach to other faith traditions on their own terms as much as possible, which includes the recognition of the need to develop adequate and yet revisable categories for comparison that are able to register the important values and aspects of other traditions from their perspectives; (b) the commitment to engage other faiths, including their theological and doctrinal claims, first and foremost from standpoints internal to the traditions themselves; and (c) the willingness to allow the deliverances of these comparative theological projects to challenge and perhaps inform one’s own theological thinking alongside the need for critical analysis of the other tradition from the perspective of one’s own position. In short, comparativists must recognize that they do not stand on neutral ground but must allow their biases to be checked by insider perspectives from the other tradition. Further, comparativists must cultivate an awareness of the complex dynamics that drive a religious tradition to be critical of itself, resulting in a pluralism of discourses within it. Finally, only then can outside criticism of a tradition proceed, and even so, not apart from a willingness to be critiqued by the other faith as well. The model proposed here is therefore a relational and dialogical one that includes critical engagement moving in both directions at various moments in the interreligious encounter.

Making Christian-Muslim interaction operate at this level is no simple task, but sympathetic Christian interpreters of Islam such as Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Kenneth Cragg, and F. E. Peters and sophisticated Muslim interpreters of Jesus such as Seyyed Hossein Nasr and S. Nomanul Haq have taken the first steps. Even evangelicals are attempting to reengage Islam by listening and learning instead of only asking polemical questions.[37] The kind of energy and effort applied to understanding Christian texts from historical-critical and literary perspectives is now being applied also to Islamic texts[38]—a development especially pertinent to the future of Christian-Muslim interaction. John Kaltner, for example, has proposed an “intracanonical reading” of the Bible and the Qur’an, seeking illumination of the biblical text from the Qur’anic perspective (as a Christian, Kaltner is less focused on how the Bible can illuminate the Qur’an) and hoping to further the dialogical relationship between these two traditions instead of exacerbating their historical polemics.[39]

Our immediate question, however, concerns the identity of the Spirit in the world religious context. Following the lead of Kaltner and others, I propose to explore this question in dialogue with the Qur’an. I claim no particular expertise on either Islam or the Qur’an. My motivation is simply to follow out the interreligious path of inquiry charted by the pneumatological imagination and to learn from Islam.

6.3.2 Ruh
in Qur’anic Perspective. The word translated “spirit” in the Qur’an,
ruh, has etymological roots similar to those of the Hebrew
ruah, “wind.”[40]
Ruh
and its derivatives occur only twenty-one times in the Qur’an: 2:87, 253; 4:171; 5:110; 12:87; 15:29; 16:2, 102; 17:85; 19:17; 21:91; 26:192–95; 32:9; 38:71–72; 40:15; 42:52; 58:22; 66:12; 70:3–4; 78:38; and 97:4.[41]

First, a rough categorization of ruh as it appears in the Qur’an yields at least six associations, some interrelated. (1) Ruh is associated with the revelation of the Qur’an in various ways. On the one hand, ruh is the deliverer of the Qur’an (16:102; 26:192–95); on the other, ruh is allied with, and derivative from, the word of command of Allah (16:2; 17:85; 40:15). Further, ruh is explicitly identified as the source of Muhammad’s inspiration (42:5).[42] (2) Ruh is associated with the angels of Allah (16:2; 70:3–4; 78:38; 97:4). The angels are also deliverers of Allah’s word and warning to the world. (3) Ruh is said to be the source of human breath (15:29; 32:9; 38:71–72). This is a marvelous creation of Allah, one before which even the angels are admonished to prostrate themselves. (4) Ruh is also given to Mary, the mother of Jesus (4:171; 19:17; 21:19; 66:12). She who was chaste was nevertheless enabled to believe the word of Allah through the ruh of Allah in order to bear the prophet of Allah. (5) Ruh is also said to assume the form of Jesus, the son of Mary (2:87, 253; 4:171; 5:110). Jesus is the Messiah, a messenger of Allah who accomplished signs and wonders of the Spirit. He is also declared to be the “perfect man” (19:17) and a token for all people (21:91) by the powers of ruh. (6) None who have ruh despair; rather, they are comforted and strengthened as believers in Allah (12:87; 58:22). Even this simplistic classification shows that, like ruah in Jewish thought and pneuma in Christian theology, no one reading of ruh has been received in the Islamic tradition.

Second, a Christian reading of ruh in the Qur’an cannot but ask to what extent Muhammad depended, in his understanding of this concept, on prevailing ideas circulating about the Arabian peninsula in the early seventh century. None of these associations seem particularly novel, and many have a biblical warrant at some level. Yet Christian apologists should curb their zeal on this point, since originality is not a necessary authentification of divine revelation. The Bible itself draws from a wide range of sources in the surrounding ancient Near Eastern culture, and yet Christians affirm the entirety of the Bible as the word of God and inspired by the Spirit.

Third, with the realization that the order of suras in the Qur’an is not chronological but by length, from longest to shortest, how can historical criticism illuminate the progression of the usage of
ruh, if at all? Here Thomas O’Shaughnessy’s work is very helpful.[43]
One of the few to explore this topic, O’Shaughnessy concludes that references to
ruh
emerge from four distinct stages or layers of Qur’anic composition: the first Meccan period, which connects
ruh
with angels; the second Meccan period, which associates
ruh
with human beings, especially Adam and Mary; the third Meccan period, which identifies
ruh
with the Lord’s
amr
(command or word); and the final Medina period, in which
ruh
is the spirit of holiness imparted to Jesus. O’Shaughnessy finds confirmation of this thesis in the classical commentarial tradition of Tabairi (d. 923), Zamakhshari (d. 1143), al-Razi (d. 1209), and Baidawi (d. 1286). He concludes that the resulting Qur’anic concept of
ruh
is a creative contextualization and appropriation of previous sources rather than just a bland plagiarism.

Finally, before attempting a theological synthesis, however provisional, we should note the limitations of the preceding map of
ruh
in the Qur’an. First, we are obviously hampered by reliance upon
one
English translation. This itself will undermine, in the eyes of devout Muslims, for whom the divine word should not be translated from the Arabic, the authority of any conclusions we might draw. Second, the Qur’anic texts identified above beg for further historical-critical, rhetorical, and literary analysis, and each verse needs explication within the broader Qur’anic narrative. Third, usage of the texts in question—whether in the mosque, in devotional life, or elsewhere—should be taken into account to determine how each text functions in Muslim life and piety. Fourth, the Islamic commentarial tradition needs to be consulted at far greater depth, especially the classical Muslim commentators, just as Christians value the postapostolic and patristic interpretations of the apostolic tradition because of their proximity to the New Testament writings. Fifth, the symbol of
ruh
needs to be analyzed in terms of its role within the broader scope of Islamic life and thought. I have neither the space nor the expertise for these further tasks and therefore defer to others more capable than I. Our more limited goals in this exercise, however, have been twofold: the pedagogical goal of providing a model for what the interreligious dialogue can look like from a pentecostal perspective, and the theological goal of reflecting on this encounter in the global religious context. What can we say about these objectives, given these limitations?

6.3.3 Discerning the Spirit/Ruh: Toward a Comparative Christian-Muslim Pneumatology. The most obvious observation about the Qur’anic concept of ruh is its convergence with Christian pneumatology, including many ideas already discussed in these pages. Ruh’s relationship to Jesus, so pronounced in the Qur’an, justifies consideration of at least a kind of Spirit christology, especially since Jesus is also recognized to be the Messiah (4:171). Further, the connection between ruh and the revelatory word (amr) of Allah is consistent with the Christian understanding of the Spirit as inspiring the word of God. In addition, ruh as the breath of human beings points, along with nafs (“soul”) and qalb (“heart”), to the “trinitarian” anthropology of the Qur’an.[44] Last for our purposes, ruh is also the “comforter,” Allah’s means of strengthening and encouraging believers especially. This is connected to the controversy in the Muslim interpretation of 61:6: “And when Jesus son of Mary said: O Children of Israel! Lo! I am the messenger of Allah unto you, confirming that which was (revealed) before me in the Torah, and bringing good tidings of a messenger who cometh after me, whose name is the Praised One.” Is this “Praised One” to be understood as Ahmad (some texts), that is, Muhammad, or as períklytos (other texts), that is, the Paraclete (“advocate” or “comforter”) also promised by Jesus (John 14:16)?[45]

In spite of these similarities, Christians and Muslims entertain clearly documented theological disagreements on Spirit/ruh. Most obvious is the Christian understanding of the Spirit as fully divine. In contrast, “the general conception among Muslims is that the Spirit is a created, empowered entity who is not coeternal with God, and who does not share in the divine nature.”[46] This theological and dogmatic issue threatens to terminate the conversation, even if not as dramatically as does the christological question. What, if anything, can be done to keep the discussion afloat? How might our pneumatological imagination see the way forward?

At the level of comparative exegesis, John Kaltner appropriately reminds us that the New Testament authors did not have the post-Nicene trinitarian pneumatological understanding. Rather, their view (Kaltner calls attention to Luke’s in particular) “of the nature of the Holy Spirit is probably closer to that found in the Isaiah and Psalm texts of the Hebrew Bible where it refers to God’s bestowal of a spirit of holiness on an individual.”[47]
This reminder enables us to contrast the historical factors leading to the Christian trinitarian understanding with the historical factors sustaining Islamic monotheism and antitrinitarianism. In what ways does the Qur’anic understanding of
ruh
reflect a pre-Nicene viewpoint perhaps prevalent in the Arabian peninsula of the sixth century? Further, in what ways can we discern in the Islamic tradition of monotheism the Spirit who calls attention not to himself but to the Son
and
the Father?

At the dogmatic level, I propose a way forward that I am somewhat ambivalent about: to apply the Oneness pentecostal witness (see §5.3.2). According to the Oneness conviction, “the Spirit of the Father, the Spirit, and the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit of His Son, were different expressions of the one and self-same Spirit.”[48] Can this mediating point invigorate the Christian-Muslim dialogue? The high Oneness christology still needs to be confronted, even as the Oneness articulation of the gospel narrative remains at best a marginal Christian perspective. Nevertheless, is it not possible for the Spirit, who empowers the diversity of voices to bear witness to the wonders of God, to bring forth unexpected gains from this specific Christian-Muslim dialogue?

At the theological level, we have yet to ask in a more nuanced way if we can learn anything about the Holy Spirit from the Qur’an.[49] The connection between ruh and the angels certainly comes to mind as calling for deeper investigation. More intriguing for our purposes, however, are the connections between ruh and the command or word of Allah. Kenneth Cragg notes that the command of God (Amr) represents the creative power of God (6:73; 16:40; 36:81; 40:68) and “is also closely linked in the Qur’an with the Spirit (e.g. al-Ruh min Amrihi, 40:15) whence flows the revelation.”[50] The implications of this Qur’anic motif for Islamic and Christian wisdom theology, for a Jewish theology of the word (dabar), and for a more pneumatologically robust Christian theology of revelation can propel the interreligious trialogue between Christians, Jews, and Muslims into the next generation. Is it too much to expect from the Spirit, who blows from where no one knows, to energize even Christian theological reflection from Islamic sources?

At the grassroots level, can we observe through a pneumatological lens what is happening in the Christian-Muslim encounter on the ground? This means not so much the use of “power-encounter” concepts in evangelizing
Muslims, advocated by those who recognize the prevalence of Islamic concepts of power especially in the popular understanding.[51] Rather, I’m referring to situations where the Christian presence stimulated Islamic growth, even as Muslim influences have informed Christian development. Thus James Haire calls attention to the rural Indonesian context, where Islamic Wahhabism has flourished partly through Christian activity and where Christian doctrines and practices have emerged with a distinctively Muslim shape—for example, the reinforced doctrine/idea of predestination; the adoption, in the Christian rite of the remission of sins during the Lord’s Supper, celebrated twice a year (Easter and October), of the popular Muslim practice of warding off evil during Ramadan; and the emergence of a congregational government influenced by Muslim concepts and language and functioning in ways similar to Muslim courts.[52]
In the West African context, the need for improved ecumenical and interreligious relations has led to new “revelations” from charismatic Aladuran (West Africa) church leaders such as Elijah Oshitelu, who proclaimed in 1952, “Let one Friday be separated for the Moslem community to worship for thanksgiving in their mosques right round the country; while a Sunday should be separated for all the Christians . . . for the same purpose. . . . Christianity and Mohammedanism alone should be recognized in the nation throughout, and paganism and the worshipping of idols should be totally discountenanced.”[53]
Much more controversial are African prophets of independent charismatic churches who assume that the two genuine religions recognized by God/Allah are Christianity and Islam; that the true prophethood of Muhammad is inspired by the Holy Spirit; and that acquiring the Holy Spirit as a Muslim amounts to experiencing the salvation of Allah and deliverance from the grip of Satan.[54]
My point is not to embrace all of these developments but to be spurred on to discernment and theological reflection by what is happening in the Christian-Muslim encounter.

The long-term result, I believe, will be at least threefold. First, there will be a deepened contextualization of the gospel, a more coherent articulation of the message of Jesus in Islamic and even Qur’anic terms. From a missiological and theological perspective, this represents the Christian message of redemption, in this case, the redemption of the languages, cultures, and even religious traditions of the world for the sake of the gospel. Second, the church will thereby be a servant to the religions, seeking after and contributing toward their welfare in ways similar to those envisioned by John Howard Yoder (§5.3.2)—for example, by challenging other faiths to be true to their original commitments, enabling their reform or purification from corrupting elements, or empowering their contribution to human well-being and flourishing.[55] Finally, the Christian faith will also be transformed in anticipation of the impending kingdom of God. Pentecostals have always been told that at the great banquet feast of God, they will be surprised both by who they thought would be there and are not, and who they did not think would be there and are. Might this not also apply to those in other faiths?

This chapter presents concrete suggestions for pentecostals and, more generally, Christians to come to grips with our religiously plural world. These include initially orienting ourselves properly to the religions through a conscious attempt to wrestle with our most authoritative sources (especially the Bible); developing a plausible hypothesis or theory (theology) for this situation that informs our interreligious relationships; and testing and refining (as necessary) our theory through concrete engagement with the religions. Perhaps over time our theory (theology) will show itself to be seriously deficient and will have to be discarded, or perhaps living religious traditions, like human persons, will forever resist objectification and our attempts to neatly theorize (theologize) about them. But this itself would be acceptable, as the heart of a pneumatological theology is precisely its dynamism, which demands an open-endedness commensurate with its eschatological orientation toward the future. Following after the Spirit, who leads us into all truth, is an acknowledgment that the truth is in some ways yet ahead of us. That this fundamental disposition and trust in the process of inquiry informs and shapes our attitudes and actions toward religious others is itself a testimony to the truth. And this is no less so than when we deal with the other major theological question confronting Christian theology in late modernity, the encounter between religion (and theology) and science. Come Holy Spirit, breathe upon the natural world . . .
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The Heavens Above and the Earth Below
 

Toward a Pneumatological Theology of Creation
 

 
 

For the most part, pentecostals have avoided talking about science and the natural world, as they have about the world of the religions, except in polemical and defensive ways. Times are changing, however, as the boldness and confidence that come with the Spirit’s outpouring are understood to include but not be limited to the straightforward proclamation of the gospel. Rather, the “power to witness” occurs not only in the interreligious dialogue but also in academic inquiry in the natural and social sciences. This is an important development, since pentecostals are citizens of the modern world (see §I.2).

The thesis argued here is that the pneumatological imagination undergirding the pentecostal orientation to the world illuminates not only the scientific enterprise but also the human engagement with the natural world in all its complexity. This might seem an odd hypothesis, given the perennial disjunction understood between spirit and nature. At one level, this disjunction is true: the concept of nature as bequeathed by the Enlightenment often presumes a materialistic metaphysics that has explained away the spiritual realm as a figment of the mythological imagination. This is part of the reason our goal in this chapter is a pneumatological theology of creation rather than of nature.[1] My point is that the spirit-nature opposition is a false one to begin with and that resources from the pneumatological imagination help us understand why science is not antithetical to a theistic worldview and enable a more sophisticated and informed engagement with the various orders of creation.

The cues derive from the phenomenology of the day of Pentecost. Not only was there the “sound like the rush of a violent wind”; there were also “divided tongues, as of fire” (Acts 2:2–3). Further, the outpouring of the Spirit resulted in


. . . portents in the heaven above

and signs on the earth below,

    blood, and fire, and smoky mist.

The sun shall be turned to darkness

and the moon to blood. (Acts 2:19–20)



 

At one level, this is metaphorical language functioning, in both Acts and its original context (the prophecy of Joel), as apocalyptic discourse that calls attention to the cataclysmic events attending the arrival of the Day of the Lord and the salvation and vindication of the people of God. But if we remained at this level and then concluded that this language has nothing really to tell us about the created world, then the fact that the Bible is replete with metaphorical language may lead to the correlative conclusion that the Bible also has nothing to say about reality or the human condition. I prefer instead to ask about the theological implications of such phenomenological metaphors. Two converging responses to this question motivate what follows. On the one hand, the presence and activity of the Spirit are amenable to phenomenological portrayal drawn from our experience of the natural world. On the other hand, the phenomenon of nature in particular and the orders of creation in general are intrinsically able to carry and convey theological and pneumatological expression.

From this starting point, we inquire into the relationship between religion and science (§7.1), sketch a pneumatological, semiotic, and philosophical theology of creation (§7.2), and conclude with some theological and ethical implications for spiritual life in the late modern world (§7.3). Our goal throughout is at least threefold: first, to encourage further pentecostal reflection on the theology and philosophy of science and the theology and philosophy of nature, topics still in their embryonic stage in pentecostal scholarship; second, to articulate in the discourses of the sciences the pentecostal and Christian claim about divine presence and activity in the world, both because the pentecostal charism of the interpretation of tongues enables such translation and because the commitment to doing theology in a fully public context requires that we engage any and all conversations, including the sciences, that directly or indirectly implicate theological claims; and finally, to contribute to the religion/theology-and-science conversation from an explicitly pneumatological perspective. These are bold and far-reaching endeavors, and in the scope of one chapter, the discussion can only be programmatic. Yet the preliminary and provisional success (or not) of this venture even at this basic level will be another indicator of whether pentecostal theology is ready and able to participate in the articulation and reformulation of Christian theology in the world context of the twenty-first century.

7.1 APPROACHING CREATION: SCIENCE IN SEARCH OF THE SPIRIT

 

To begin this particular assignment toward a theology of creation in dialogue with the sciences, we need to get our bearings on the state of the question regarding the complex relationship between religion and science.[2] This section sets out the broad landscape, obtains another assist from the Wesleyan tradition toward a theology of science, and surveys the emerging engagement of pentecostals with the sciences.

7.1.1 The Challenge of Modern Science. The emergence of modern science over the last few hundred years has posed one of the most sustained challenges to Christian theology. Christian thinkers have responded either by subordinating one to the other, separating the two completely, or attempting some kind of synthesis. Let me speak briefly to each in turn.[3]

The subordinationist response works both ways. On the one side are those who say science should always be subordinate to religious revelation. A range of positions prevails even in this camp. On the far right are those who reject science completely, partly because of a misreading of the entire scientific enterprise as requiring atheistic, naturalistic, and materialistic presuppositions. For those on this end, science is the most pervasive example of unbelief and is oftentimes caricatured as such. Toward the left are those who are cautiously accepting of the scientific endeavor but vigilant about not compromising theological convictions in order to learn from science. For these, contradictions between theology and science are the result of scientific inaccuracies. Science will need to reassess its presuppositions, refine its experiments, and revise its conclusions in order to be theologically acceptable. Among conservative Christians, especially in popular pentecostalism, it is still commonplace to find widespread adherence to this subordinationism of science to divine revelation.

On the other side of the subordinationist response are those who insist on the reverse: that religion and theology should always be subject to the advances of the sciences. Here again is a spectrum of positions. At the far left are those who reject religion completely, partly because of a misreading of religious commitment as signaling intellectual weakness at best or superstitiousness at worst. For those on this end, religion is a hindrance not only to science but to the progress of humankind. Toward the right are those who are cautiously accepting of the tenets of religion—some may even be religious practitioners—so long as religious authoritarianism does not hinder the advance of science. For these, contradictions between science and theology are the result of theological ineptness, religious misinterpretations, scientific misunderstandings, or just plain ignorance. They hold that theology needs to be shorn of religious mythology before it is able to engage adequately the world (of science) as we know it. Not surprisingly, this position remains popular primarily among practicing scientists.

These two subordinationist positions divide on various issues, but most emphatically on that concerning methodology. The question is, What is the most reliable approach to discovering truth? Those who subordinate revelation to science insist on an empirical approach that pays close attention to what there is. Those who subordinate in the other direction are not necessarily rationalists but nevertheless are convinced that some kind of a priori starting point inevitably informs our engagement with the natural world, and they ask why it should not be God-given Scripture. What, in other words, should be the authority that guides our scientific inquiries?

Another response completely separates the realms of religion and science. For some who practice this separation, there is an incommensurability between the domains and methods of religion and science; for others, religion and science might be two parallel discourses, each providing alternative perspectives on human life in the world. But both would agree that the domain of religion includes the spiritual, moral, and aesthetic dimensions of life whereas the domain of science includes the natural, physical, and material dimensions of the world. Because of this fundamental conviction, the separatist position denies that religion and science can ever truly conflict with each other. All contradictions are only apparent, the result of either science overreaching its domain of expertise (the natural world) or religion overreaching its domain (the spiritual, moral, and aesthetic worlds). According to this position, theology can never contribute anything of substance to a scientific understanding of the natural world, even as the sciences cannot illuminate the authentically religious life. Although this division of labor seems awkward and forced, it is quite widespread especially among those who do not wish to (or cannot) give up their religiosity as practicing scientists and cannot find any other way forward except through such compartmentalization.

There is, however, an alternative to both subordinationism (in its two forms) and separatism—the way of synthesis. Again, there is a spectrum of positions within this camp, ranging from those who see both religion and science as mystical practices, on the left, to seeing both religion and science as empirical modes of knowledge, on the right. In between these extremes are those who believe there are convergences between religion and science: at times they overlap, providing confirmation one to the other, and at other times they remain in a dialogical relationship, each seeking to provide a more comprehensive account of reality and acknowledging the need for help from the other in order to do so. Contradictions between religion and science could be the fault of either or both. In any case, because both are concerned with ultimate truth and reality, they cannot finally disagree.

My own view of this matter includes three components. First, I want to emphasize the fluidity and dynamic nature of both the religious and the scientific pursuit. Neither is a static or infallible enterprise. This leads, second, to the recognition that on any particular issue, either kind of subordinationism, separatism, or synthesis may be most appropriate. This is not only a descriptive claim about what happens in the science-religion interface but also a normative claim about the unpredictability of the relationship. On any issue, the “correct” response may be to subordinate either to the other, or to acknowledge that they concern divergent realities or domains, or to see that a genuine synthesis is uncovered. Finally, then, as in the interreligious dialogue, the integrity of both theology and science must be preserved. Each must be allowed to speak in its own voice, to define its own categories of importance, to identify its own values and perspectives. The other side must be ever ready to learn but should also be given opportunity to speak a critical or cautionary voice in turn. Instead of attempting to justify theology through science or vice versa, we should proceed, on the one hand, with the conviction that religious beliefs and theological claims should not be counterindicated by scientific or empirical evidence,[4] even as we recognize, on the other, the provisionality of the deliverances of science and the fact that all inquiry, scientific and otherwise, is based on assumptions that can never be questioned wholesale and are yet constantly being revised. In short, the quest for a theology of creation should include nothing less than an ongoing dialogical relationship between theology and science, each clarifying, complementing, and perhaps even correcting the other’s self-understanding at appropriate junctures in the human quest for truth.

But to ask that we take the voice and perspective of science seriously is to raise the question of the exact nature of scientific discourse. Here the debate proceeds in two related trajectories. On the one hand, philosophers of science argue over the epistemological and linguistic underpinnings of the scientific enterprise. Some hold to a traditional view of science as providing a language that describes an objectively existing world as it actually is. Others hold an assortment of positions advocating a view of the language of science as instrumental for human purposes, internal to the discourse of science, or simply metaphoric and self-referencing.[5] On the other hand, this raises the question whether the world exists independent of knowers (realism) or whether the real is a creation or projection of (at least) human minds (idealism).

At one level, the argument could be made that insofar as science serves the human purpose of getting around in the world, at least a critical-realist position begs to be assumed. At another level, however, that science rests on unprovable assumptions—for example, about the correspondence between scientific concepts and models with the external world, especially at the quantum level—raises some concerns about the scientific enterprise that move us into the realm traditionally known as metaphysics. My view is that pneumatology is what opens us up to the possibility of a participatory epistemology that overcomes the dualistic and dichotomous thinking of subject and object without collapsing the distinction between self and otherness and that mediates between the opposing metaphysics of idealism and realism without lapsing into either positivism or skepticism. This chapter explores this pneumatological approach to science and the natural world.

7.1.2 Toward a Theology of Creation: Another Assist from the Wesleyan Tradition. As pentecostalism is located at least partly in the Wesleyan-Arminian tradition, we have periodically referred to this tradition for theological insights (esp. §2.2.3; §6.2.1). Here we look to Wesley himself—not Wesley the evangelist, homiletician, or theologian but in his lesser-known role as observer of the natural world—to see if and how he can help us articulate a theology of creation.[6]

Granted, Wesley was not a scientist simpliciter. As Robert Schofield informs us, Wesley deemphasized experimentation altogether and had no use for theory development.[7] This was because of his conviction that science is a matter of observing what God has made rather than an authorization for us to tamper with nature and because of the speculative, continually changing, and hence unreliable nature of scientific theorizing and hypothetical abductive reasoning. So the mysterious nature of causation debated in mid-eighteenth-century philosophy and science led Wesley to see causal connections as belonging to the realm of God and not worthy of experimentation.

But Wesley, well versed in the tradition of Baconian empiricism,[8] cultivated and exercised remarkable powers of observation despite being but an amateur scientist. He did not ignore the findings of science, incorporated science into his writings and teaching, and considered science to have great utilitarian value, especially in terms of its medicinal effects. This is seen in Wesley’s three “scientific” compilations: Primitive Physic; or, An Easy and Natural Method of Curing Most Diseases (1747; 13th ed., 1768), The Desideratum; or, Electricity Made Plain and Simple (1759), and A Survey of the Wisdom of God in the Creation; or, A Compendium of Natural Philosophy (2 vols., 1763; 5 vols., 1777).

Primitive Physic and The Desideratum were in effect medical manuals. The former begins with a preface discussing the maintenance of good health and presents an alphabetized list of 274 sicknesses and recipes for their cure. The latter is basically an introduction to electricity, advocating a variety of therapeutic uses for physical, physiological, and psychological ailments. By modern standards, Wesley’s proposals are more commonsense practices than solid medical treatises or scientifically rigorous arguments. In the eighteenth-century context, however, these are far from the quackery found in the popular literature and, in the case of The Desideratum, perhaps even on the cutting edge of electrotherapeutic studies.[9]

Clearly, these manuals emerged out of Wesley’s ministry to the sick, especially in the free medical clinics he established for the poor. This is important because it points to the pragmatic and soteriological context of Wesley’s “scientific” inquiries. Further, both manuals exhibit Wesley’s empirical orientation. He made sure to commend only remedies with empirical confirmation. Taken together, Wesley’s work in this area convinced him of the interconnectedness of natural, human, and divine processes. Medical cures were but attempts to capture the movement of nature’s rhythms and harness its powers toward healing the sick.

Against the backdrop of this work done in the 1740s and 1750s, Wesley was led to a more intense study of nature itself. Called natural philosophy in his time, the subject matter included the entire scope of the created order. Wesley’s
Survey of the Wisdom of God in the Creation
therefore includes selections from the broad spectrum of scientific literature, covering, in order, the realms of human beings, animals, organic life, the earthly elements, and the cosmos.[10]
This eighteenth-century version of the Great Chain of Being reflects Wesley’s wide-ranging scientific interests.

Although a quick perusal of Wesley’s Survey reveals that he was not trained in any of these fields of inquiry, the compilations do show that Wesley was a voracious reader who was well aware of the major developments in the sciences of his time and quite discerning about the most promising trajectories of scientific inquiry.[11] They also illuminate Wesley’s theological conviction that all creation revealed the glory of God. Wesley’s articulation, throughout the Survey, of a pre-Darwinian doctrine of evolution in terms of the “gradual progression” of the accepted “Scale of Being” did not question God as ultimate Creator, apart from whom creation would not be self-sustaining. Yet Wesley also spoke very pointedly of evolutionary transitions within the animal kingdom: from worms to insects, to reptiles, to fish, to birds, to quadrupeds.[12] Although he seemed to suggest that human beings were but the last step in the evolutionary process, he never explicitly said so.[13]

My purpose is not to defend Wesley’s scientific conclusions but to retrieve his scientific orientation as a model for those in the Wesleyan-Arminian scholarly tradition, particularly in pentecostalism. Wesley’s scientific legacy is significant for various reasons. First, although Wesley’s science was not systematically integrated into his theological system, he was not a systematic theologian, nor was he interested in writing systematic theological treatises. Rather, Wesley was a practical theologian who nevertheless recognized the importance of engaging the science of his day. As such, he provides a model for pentecostal practitioners to emulate even as his commitment to scientific inquiry challenges those who think that Christian life and thought in the twenty-first century can proceed in ignorance of the sciences. That Wesley’s scientific pursuits originated in the context of his healing ministry testifies to the interconnectedness of science and faith, theory and practice.[14]

Second, if we step back to locate Wesley’s scientific interests against the broader intellectual currents of his time, we see better the theological stakes involved. The reigning theological model of the mid–eighteenth century was Deism, the idea that God had created the world and left it to run according to its built-in laws and mechanisms. On the left of the Deistic position was the atheistic materialism of the philosophes, and on the right were the reactionary subjectivism and enthusiasm of Pietism and popular religion. In this context, Wesley was looking for ways to understand God’s activity in the world and the human experience of freedom.[15] My point here is not to determine whether Wesley was successful but to highlight the unavoidable challenge to any theology: that it has to engage in the questions of its time if it is to speak forcefully beyond a small parochial circle. In our late modern world, any theology that neglects the sciences and the natural world will be severely handicapped in addressing many of the pressing issues calling for reflection. But in what would be even more detrimental for a pneumatological theology, how can we avoid engaging these matters, given that the root metaphor driving our theological vision is that of God’s presence and activity in the world by the Holy Spirit?

Last but certainly not least, however, it is precisely a pneumatological theology that can provide the means for integrating Wesley’s scientific orientation within a systematic theological and philosophical framework. Wesley’s methodical instincts are sound. I propose to build on Wesley’s legacy with a complementary assist: that of the pneumatological imagination derived from the outpouring of the Spirit.

7.1.3 Pentecostalism and Science: A New Conversation? Although anti-intellectualism and, with it, suspicions regarding the scientific enterprise continue in many quarters of the pentecostal world, advances have been made in the pentecostal encounter with modern science.[16] Especially in the second half of the twentieth century, pentecostals are increasingly pursuing graduate education not only in the humanities but in the natural, social, and even technological sciences.[17] Not surprisingly, the increasing number of such students has correlated with the transformation of pentecostal Bible schools and institutes into centers of higher education granting degrees across the disciplines. The quest for accreditation has required that these institutions find ways to mentor and nurture gifted pentecostal students through the maze of higher education in order to return with terminal degrees to teach in their faculties. Although many of these students struggle to integrate their pentecostal faith and their scientific learning and vocation (somewhat in the separatist model discussed in §7.1.1), the more reflective are confronting the issues more straightforwardly.

Though remaining theologically conservative on most issues, pentecostal reflections on science cannot be simplistically pigeonholed into fundamentalistic or even conservative evangelical categories. To take the theory of evolution as an example (still controversial among the theologically conservative), already in the early 1970s, the Society for Pentecostal Studies was alerted to the wrongheadedness of the vicious polemics against science in popular pentecostal circles and was called to carefully “distinguish between fact and theory, original works (experimental evidence) and philosopher’s thinking.”[18]
Pentecostals have therefore sought to carve out their own space to reflect on the scientific data. Although their theological dialogue partners on this topic remain primarily other evangelical thinkers, the results so far, even if minimal, have not been constrained by the conservative evangelical subculture. Literal, twenty-four-hour-day scientific creationism is by no means the norm for pentecostals who have taken science seriously—witness Paul Elbert’s defense of an evolutionary position that sees the biblical days as cosmological and geological phases.[19]
Charles Hummel suggests what he calls a “partial-view” understanding whereby science and the Bible offer complementary but nonexhaustive perspectives on reality (a version of the synthesis position above).[20]
And even back in the 1970s, Duane Thurman adopted a liberal-arts approach and insisted on laying out the creation-evolution issues in a very open-ended and inconclusive way instead of indoctrinating conservative pentecostal students in either direction.[21]

The gains made in such efforts have spurred some pentecostals to reflect on the scientific enterprise within the broader framework of a world theory or worldview. Edited by Michael Palmer,
Elements of a Christian Worldview
contains chapters in philosophy, Scripture, history, natural science, human nature, work, leisure, ethics, music, literature, media, and politics.[22]
Especially pertinent to our topic are Lawrence McHargue’s chapter on natural science, Billie Davis’s on human nature, and Dennis McNutt’s on politics.[23]
McHargue is concerned with the history and philosophy (basic assumptions) of science, especially with the fact that the assumptions of modern science have come to permeate contemporary Western culture. Though not looking to curb the direction of research suggested by such scholars as Elbert and the others noted above (none of whom McHargue mentions), he focuses on highlighting the limits of the scientific method along three lines. First, the haphazard nature of scientific progress should caution us against an overenthusiastic embrace of science’s capabilities. Second, following Thomas Kuhn, he points out that the shifting nature of scientific paradigms not only underscores the subjectivity of the scientific enterprise but also reveals the uncertainty underneath all scientific endeavors. Finally, science answers only questions that can be empirically investigated; it cannot tell us anything about “what is worthy of attention, cannot tell us what we should aspire to or what we should hope for, and cannot tell us what finally matters in life.”[24]
These limitations enable reflective criticism on both our scientific assumptions and activity and our efforts to (re)construct a Christian worldview. Even with these limitations, however, McHargue emphasizes the importance and legitimacy of Christian participation in the scientific enterprise.

Davis’s “A Perspective on Human Nature” is a multidisciplinary discussion of the theological, anthropological, psychological, and sociological dimensions of what it means to be human. Her purpose is to provide a Christian framework for personal knowledge and sociorelational understanding in order to evaluate other scholarly and popular ideas about human nature. The discussion weaves through the maze of contemporary psychological and sociological models of the human being. These, like the assumptions of modern science, have become central to the worldview of the West, especially among secularists. Davis’s conclusion that human behavior is shaped and perhaps determined biologically, psychologically, and socially would indeed be pessimistic apart from Christian understanding. What is basically true about secular explanations of human behavior needs to be supplemented by biblical revelation. The latter is a source both of increased pessimism in pointing to the impact of sin, on the one hand, and of optimism in revealing the activity of the Holy Spirit, on the other. Working diligently to integrate faith with social-scientific learning, Davis finds that her Christian commitments enable her to affirm the insights and wisdom gained from all sources of study and research.

McNutt’s “Politics for Christians (and Other Sinners)” deserves mention because he includes discussions about politics, human nature and politics, the nature and problem of power, and ecclesiastical, governmental, national, and international politics. Especially helpful is McNutt’s analysis of power. This brief discussion shows awareness of the pervasiveness of power in the sociopolitical realms and of its tendencies toward being used exploitatively and manipulatively. McNutt’s essay, however, does not provide a more precise consideration of how the webs of power relations in which we all exist shape our worldviews and hinder or help their re-formation.

Thus, in one generation, pentecostals have gone from scientific illiteracy to engagement with some of the issues, at least within the broader context of evangelical theology. They have also come to ask larger questions about the scientific method and about how the advances of science inform our late modern worldview. And they have begun to see the human condition as enmeshed with the various orders of creation, so that human health partly depends on medical science, and human culture and politics partly depend on natural processes.

Still, as open as pentecostals are to engaging current issues in the sciences, they have done so mainly on the modernist assumptions of their evangelical mentors and dialogue partners instead of being motivated by their own pneumatological commitments. What would happen if they were to understand scientific inquiry within a pneumatological framework? How might the contemporary discussion in the theology of nature be enriched by a more robust theology of creation from a pneumatological perspective?

7.2 MAPPING CREATION: TOWARD A PNEUMATOLOGICAL SEMIOTIC

 

This section pursues the above questions about a pneumatological framework along two lines. First it explores the biblical materials suggestive of understanding the orders of creation as the handiwork of the Spirit of God, then it inquires into the experiential and epistemological issue of how these biblical insights regarding a pneumatological theology of creation can be empirically confirmed. One of the more fruitful lines of response to these matters is analysis of the semiotic process, the human activity of sign interpretation. Most helpful, especially with an eye toward the theology of nature and of creation this chapter aspires to, is the North American philosophical tradition, particularly the triadic semiotic of Charles Sanders Peirce and, building on Peirce, the metaphysics of experience of Donald Gelpi.

7.2.1 The Spirit and the Orders of Creation. In our environmentally conscious age, an increasing number of biblical interpreters are calling attention to the “Creator Spirit,” the Spirit as being intimately involved with the orders of creation.[25] The Christian Testament’s association of the groanings of creation with the eschatological work of the Spirit (Rom. 8:22–23) can only be understood against the Hebrew Bible’s depictions of creation as the theater of the Spirit’s presence and activity. Not only does the Spirit transform deserts into fertile fields and forests (Isa. 32:15); all creatures—donkeys, birds, goats, lions, fish, and so on—are nourished by the breath of Yahweh, apart from which “they die and return to their dust. When you send forth your spirit, they are created; and you renew the face of the ground” (Ps. 104:29–30; cf. Job 34:14–15). And when the psalmist also says, “By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, and all their host by the breath of his mouth” (Ps. 33:6), he is clearly echoing the Priestly author’s account of the creation of the world by the ruah (“wind” or “breath”) of God sweeping over the waters and the word of God speaking things into existence (Gen. 1:2–3).

Yet the ruah of God does not make a solitary appearance at the beginning of the creation narrative; ruah is also present at its culmination, with the formation of ha adam. Only when the Lord God breathed into ha adam did ha adam become a living being (Gen. 2:7). The Spirit’s appearance on both ends of the creation narrative justifies rereading the creation story within an explicitly pneumatological framework.[26] In this perspective, a few observations can be made toward a pneumatological theology of creation that bridges the Genesis narrative with the science-religion dialogue of the late modern world.

First, the ruah of God blowing across the primordial world and the breath of life given to ha adam provide insight into the interrelationality of the Spirit and the orders of creation. The Spirit is not contradictory to nature, as modernity would have it; rather, the Spirit infuses the world. The vivifying breath of God provides the ontological conditions not only for the relationality of the spiritual and the material dimensions of reality but also for the relationality of human beings as male and female (1:27) and of human beings with the natural world, with each other in community, and with the divine. Is this not suggestive for the more recent attempts to overcome the dualism between spirit and nature, long assumed in scientific circles?[27]

Second, even as the life breath given to ha adam empowers ha adam to be a responsive creature, capable of being addressed by the divine and of taking responsibility for the orders of creation (1:26), so also the wind of God blowing across the primordial waters enables creation to respond to the divine command. In fact, the breath of God vivifies the orders of creation and empowers them as creative agents in their own right. In some cases, the divine commands given in a passive voice are followed by specific divine actions of making (1:7, 16, 21, 25). But in other cases, God creates by saying (emphases mine): “Let the earth put forth vegetation: plants yielding seed, and fruit trees . . . that bear fruit” (1:11); “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures” (1:20); and “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind” (1:24). In the first and third case (but not the second), God’s command is followed by “And it was so,” before indicating God’s response and activity. Further, on the third day, the dry land is allowed to appear, and God then proceeds only to call it Earth (1:9–10), and the earth itself is said explicitly to bring forth vegetation (plants, fruits, and trees). A case can be made that these hints from the Priestly author are fully consistent with the nuanced accounts of contemporary science.[28]

Third, not only does creation respond to the divine; God also responds in turn and interacts with the orders of creation. God sees, evaluates, and pronounces: at the end of each day—long before the appearance of human beings—what appears is good. In this sense, as Miroslav Volf puts it, creation is “an end in itself,” having a value independent of human beings.[29] This demands a nonanthropocentric view of the orders of creation, including an environmental and ecological ethic of care for the earth on its own terms and not just for the benefit of human habitation.

Finally and perhaps most significantly for the contemporary science-religion dialogue, the ruah of God sweeping across the primordial waters infuses the orders of creation with a teleological dynamic, so that creation is best understood in terms of processes directed toward the eschatological intentions of God. Here we must be careful, given the many wrong turns and dead ends coughed up by the evolutionary process (e.g., the extinction of so many species of animals, not to mention the incalculably long periods of time before the appearance of life forms in the universe). Yet is not the evolutionary struggle also implicit in the “formless void and darkness” that covered the face of the deep (1:2)? Is it not precisely in and through this formlessness that the wind of God separates out, divides, and particularizes the orders of creation so as to bring forth complexity out of chaos? The cosmological, geological, and biological orders of creation emerge as increasingly complex systems of organization, each intrinsically connected to the others. Might the presence and activity of the ruah of God illuminate some of the topics much debated in the present science-religion dialogue: the teleological processes of emergence and the anthropic principle; the holistic interactivity and causal relations between systems and their constituent parts; and the interrelationality and interactivity of the mental and material domains of the world?

The challenge for Christian theology, however, is to translate these convictions into public discourse accessible to those without the community of faith and to provide for some means to clarify the validity of these interconnections besides just saying, “The Bible says so.” Here we return to the task of doing theology in the public square, in this case, in dialogue with the sciences. Although mathematical proof can never be the goal of theological argument, neither is fideism an acceptable option. All this talk about the Spirit and the orders of creation—do they come together only in the figments of the exegetical imagination? My claim, however, is that all truth is God’s truth and therefore communicable universally and verifiable in other tongues. How, then, can a pneumatological theology of creation proceed, especially when (at least historically) other voices, in particular the voices of the sciences, have made counterclaims? Do we not need a mediating discourse that allows for translation between the language of science and that of theology? For these particular needs, what we are calling for is a mutual context, a context as wide as the creation itself and amenable to the languages of the natural world, of the sciences, and of theology. Such would be a metaphysics, along with an interpretive account that justifies its articulation. Among various alternatives, the metaphysics of experience developed by Donald Gelpi in dialogue with the North American philosophical tradition provides one sure way forward. Its justification is the semiotic of C. S. Peirce.

7.2.2 Interpreting Creation: The Triadic Semiotic of Peirce. Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–1914) was a mathematician, logician, scientist, and philosopher extraordinaire whose work is gaining appreciation in our time.[30] Whereas I have previously availed myself of his ideas in developing what I then called a symbolics of nature,[31] I wish to appropriate Peircean insights toward what I here call a semiotic of the orders of creation. Despite the explosion of Peirce scholarship, few thinkers have taken his insights in the direction of a theology of creation in dialogue with the sciences. Yet Peirce’s scientific methodology, theory of signs (semiotic), and triadic metaphysics beg for such a synthesis. And although my exposition must be extremely selective and fitted only to the argument being developed, it can be helpful not only to pentecostals but also to Christians looking for a way forward in the late modern world. First some comments on Peirce’s method.

In an early essay, “The Fixation of Belief” (1877), Peirce identified four ways human beings come to establish their beliefs: tenacity, authority, taste, and shared methodical inquiry.[32] The first secures a kind of epistemic certainty, but does so by being a form of fideism that insulates one’s beliefs from questioning. The second also provides assurance for one’s beliefs, but through reliance upon external authorities and only at the risk of dogmatism, hierarchicalism, and parochialism. The third either acquiesces to the prevailing zeitgeist (fashion of the times) and finds certitude in the majority opinion or traffics in a kind of a priori form of deductive reasoning as being (allegedly) most pleasing to the human quest for knowledge; but times change (hence Kuhn talked about the shifting nature of paradigms), and a priori rationalism has bred divergent metaphysical visions unchecked by inductive testing. Although religious beliefs are indeed derived legitimately from any of these three ways (especially the second), they can only be adjudicated or clarified through the fourth approach, shared systematic inquiry, exemplified in the scientific method. This last way is the most promising way to fix one’s beliefs. Peirce’s methodical inquiry, however, is far from any kind of positivistic or dogmatic scientism. Rather, it is fallibilistic in being open to confirmation, falsification, or revision, as dictated by our engagement with, or experience of, reality, not only regarding its conclusions but also regarding itself as a method of fixing beliefs.

What led Peirce to this kind of provisionalism as a method of scientific inquiry? The response to this question leads us to the heart of Peirce’s philosophy: his theory of signs, or semiotic.[33] Although considered a cofounder of contemporary semiotic theory with Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913), Peirce’s semiotic is distinguished from de Saussure’s by its triadic structure.[34] De Saussure’s claim to fame is his application of the traditional dyadic construct of the sign-object relation to linguistic theory. In this view, the sign divides into a signifier (a tangible thing) and what is signified (a conceptual meaning). Embedded in Saussurean semiotics are the perennial dualisms of philosophy: between the sign and the object of signification, between language and reality, and between thought and thing.

In contrast, Peirce defined signs as triadic sets of relations:

A sign, or
representamen, is something which stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. That sign which it creates I call the
interpretant
of the first sign. The sign stands for something, its
object. It stands for that object, not in all respects, but in reference to a sort of idea, which I have sometimes called the
ground
of the representamen. (CP
2.228)

 

Signs are divisible by three trichotomies; first, according as the sign itself is a mere quality, is an actual existent, or is a general law; secondly, according as the relation of the sign to its object consists in the sign’s having some character in itself, or in some existential relation to that object, or in its relation to an interpretant; thirdly, according as its Interpretant represents it as a sign of possibility or as a sign of fact or a sign of reason. (CP
2.243)

 

A
Sign, or
Representamen, is a First which stands in such a genuine triadic relation to a Second, called its
Object, as to be capable of determining a Third, called its
Interpretant, to assume the same triadic relation to its Object in which it stands itself to the same Object. (CP
2.274)

 

Using these texts as a springboard, let us unpack several basic features of Peirce’s semiotic, keeping in mind our problematic of justifying a metaphysical framework sufficient for the science-religion dialogue (initially) and a pneumatological theology of creation (in the longer run).

Note, initially, the irreducibility of the triadic relation of representamen, object, and interpretant. Signs are not just things but relational functions. Smoke in the distance, for example, is a representamen, grounded in fire which creates in human minds any number of interpretants: “There is a forest fire caused by today’s high heat”; or “Someone is lost”; or “Someone is in danger!” The ground in this case is real enough, but is also a vague abstraction regarding the complex dynamics of the fire. This vagueness, however, can be clarified. Each of the interpretants, like all interpretants, either enables the prediction of certain kinds of behaviors or future events or serves as a guide for some course of action (or both). When these future events unfold and/or when the interpretants are so acted upon, each interpretant becomes another representamen grounded in the original interpretant—“Oh no, not a forest fire, just a farmer burning rubbish”; or “Boy scouts cooking salmon for lunch”; or “Yes, a boy is trapped on the third floor of the farmhouse!”—that produces further interpretants in the same or other interpreters, and so on. Observe what Peirce’s triadic semiotic accomplishes in contrast to a dyadic construct. On the one hand, insofar as signs are grounded in their objects in some respect, their interpretants are constrained in those respects; thus interpretation cannot just be a subjective matter within human heads. On the other hand, insofar as signs produce interpretants in certain respects, not only can interpreters miss the respects with which the signs are communicating; in addition, all interpretants are necessarily vague in their various respects and thus demanding of further interpretation. Thus all interpretation, because it cannot just be an objective matter capable of definitive settlement, is fallible. In practice, certain things are decided upon in that their interpretants provide for settled courses of action. But given the qualitative open-endedness of the process of interpretation, one cannot predict when future events may call the “settled” interpretant into question. For these reasons, Peirce’s semiotic avoids the fallacies of rationalisms that ignore the groundedness of ideas in real objects, and of empiricisms that ignore the open-endedness of interpretants in the signifying process. It emphasizes a contrite fallibilism over and against either a positivistic objectivism that fixes beliefs on the basis of presumed (but unreal) access to the objects of inquiry or a relativistic subjectivism that fixes beliefs on the basis of only social conventions. So, although it is true that “semiosis is in principle without absolute beginning, as well as without end,”[35]
it is also true that relativism, skepticism, or nihilism is undercut, since Peirce’s triadic semiotic establishes how human activity proceeds in engagement with the real world.

This leads to another important feature of Peirce’s semiotic: his classification of signs. Here again we run into complex territory, given that Peirce identifies as many as sixty-six types of interpretants.[36] For our purposes, we will focus on the triad of icon-index-symbol. An icon is a sign with its own character that imitates, images, or resembles its object or exemplifies the qualities of its object. Maps, diagrams, and pulses are iconic signs. An index is a sign that is acted upon physically by its object. Fuel gauges, weather vanes, raps on doors, swelling, scents, and smoke are indexical signs. A symbol is a sign of a law, related to it by habit or by general rule. The (articulated) laws of physics, social conventions of language (e.g., words, sentences, books), and arguments toward conclusions are symbolic signs. The important element to note here is that human signifying activity, including language, is set within the broader framework of interpretation in general. Indeed, interpretation is central to creation’s or nature’s processes in Peirce’s semiotic. Animals, for example, interpret pulses and scents, even as human beings can understand how these signs work for animals. Thus, all qualities, things, and experiences are signs of some kind, interpreted by other qualities, things, and experiences in certain respects. For this reason, Peirce mused that “the entire universe—not merely the universe of existents, but all that wider universe, embracing the universe of existents as a part, . . . all this universe is perfused with signs, if it is not composed exclusively of signs” (CP 5:448).[37]

Here we arrive at a third basic feature of Peirce’s semiotic theory: its metaphysical connections. The language of First (representamen), Second (object), and Third (interpretant) calls attention to Peirce’s reworking of Aristotle’s, Kant’s, and Hegel’s categories. Peirce, however, created his own nomenclature and argued that any datum of reality could be understood finally in terms of the three categories of quality, fact, and law. Firstness is the pure possibility, the quality of anything in its immediacy, particularity, and suchness, independent from all interaction and thought. Secondness is actuality, the facticity of anything in its brutish opposition or resistance to other things. Thirdness is reality, the lawfulness, generality, and intelligibility of anything in its habits, tendencies, and dispositions as it meets the future. Hence the triadic relation of any sign exemplifies Peirce’s metaphysics in that anything can be analyzed into its constituent parts (categories) but can be understood as a sign only in its triadic interrelatedness—that is, a representamen is what it is precisely in relationship to an object and an interpretant; remove either of the latter, and the representamen ceases to be that (the same goes for the other two elements of the sign).

But for our purposes, this metaphysical dimension of Peirce’s semiotic is important for three other reasons. Initially, Peirce’s category of Firstness as pure possibility provides for real novelty and spontaneity in the universe. Perhaps, from a pentecostal perspective, Firstness points to the realm of the Spirit’s unpredictable activity, the impossible possibility of the world of the Spirit. Herein may be a metaphysical intuition regarding the Spirit’s silence and hiddenness.

Secondarily, Peirce’s category of Thirdness found a way to account for the reality of laws and universals that modern nominalism had dismissed. Modernist thinking had assumed the scholastic rejection of universals as no more than ideas at best or names at worst, partly because this seemed to legitimate the emerging scientific view of the world in purely material or physical terms. Peirce saw, however, that the scientific method assumed the reality of laws not only for the formation of hypotheses but also for their testing and experimentation. With this insight, Peirce’s semiotic was able not only to correlate the human mind’s interactions with the actualities of the physical world but also to align the mind’s anticipations with the regularities (laws) of the orders of creation in practical ways.

Finally, Peirce’s semiotic metaphysics (or metaphysical semiotic, if you prefer) provides an account for the causal interface between human mentality and the orders of creation.[38]
Things become present to us through their signifying qualities, resistances, and lawful effects. The example, provided above, of smoke in the distance illustrates the congruence between mind and nature. A more artificial but no less real example of semiotic causation refers to the future determining the identity of the past, much as when an umpire calls a ball fair or foul after it lands. Certainly, the call can be debated—producing interpretants upon interpretants—even if these debates do not change the call. Hence what I call the eschatological character of semiosis as inquiry in the infinite long run which anticipates that reality will eventually reveal the truth behind all interpretants.

What gains have been made through the retrieval and appropriation of Peirce’s semiotic theory, and what kind of help can we expect toward a pneumatological theology of creation? Most important is that its triadicity avoids the intractable dualisms that have plagued modern thinking on all fronts. Might not a triadic semiotic also be suggestive for crossing the disastrous chasm separating modern construals of mind and matter and of spirit and nature? Second, Peirce’s triadic semiotic is realistic regarding the objects of interpretation. The importance of a realistic view of creation cannot be overstated for any theology of creation. Third, Peirce’s semiotic also accounts for the pragmatic dimension of interpretation: we interpret to answer questions or to get things done. A pneumatological theology of creation is certainly concerned not only with theory but also with praxis. Fourth, the essentially triadic character of the sign relation means that human interpretation is an intersubjective and social process whereby interpretants are adjudicated for the achievement of various values in reality. It encourages shared communal inquiry: the more perspectives one has on any matter in question, the better grounds one has for arguing one interpretant to be superior to rival interpretants.[39]
This is the best way to respond to the subjective dimension of interpretation, which emerges more as a factor of the causal process of semiotic interaction and less as a problem of individual perspectivism.

7.2.3 Interpretation and a Metaphysics of Experience. The groundwork has now been set to appreciate Donald Gelpi’s metaphysics of experience and its capacity to contribute toward a pneumatological theology of creation. Almost from the beginning, Gelpi’s project has been to develop an enculturated North American theology, and he has proceeded toward this end in dialogue with the North American philosophical tradition.[40] Insofar as the whole point of metaphysics is to provide a framework of explanation that can account for any known datum of experience, Gelpi’s metaphysics of experience also aspires to universality. But having learned well from his North American philosophical dialogue partners, particularly from Peirce, Gelpi realizes that metaphysical speculation is not a purely rationalistic enterprise of deductive conclusions derived from a priori premises but a fallibilistic and communal form of inquiry guided by inductive testing and engagement with empirical reality. For this reason, he makes no apologies for locating his proposal within the North American philosophical context, even if he believes it to be sufficiently robust as a metaphysical hypothesis.

Also from the North American philosophical tradition—including William James’s “stream of experience” and Alfred North Whitehead’s “reformed subjectivist principle,” which asserted that reality consists of nothing else but experiences of subjects[41]—Gelpi has discerned a root metaphor appropriate to his metaphysical vision: experience. Fully realizing that “experience” is a “weasel word” laden with unwanted baggage and rife with popular misuse, Gelpi nevertheless deems it important enough to rehabilitate for his own purposes.[42] I have elsewhere argued, on the basis of the development of Gelpi’s own writing and thinking, however, that his project has from the beginning been driven by the attempt to think through his charismatic experience of the Spirit as a Roman Catholic Jesuit religious.[43] Indeed, his entire theology of conversion, so valuable for our own soteriology earlier (§2.2.3), is part and parcel of what he calls foundational pneumatology, the attempt to articulate how Christians can and should relate to and experience God. Gelpi rightly saw that a metaphysical account was required for this. Not to articulate a metaphysics leaves one working with unquestioned metaphysical assumptions at best or presuming faulty metaphysical ideas antithetical to one’s experience at worst. Further, for the overall pentecostal purposes of this volume, the capacity to interpret strange tongues or to give public testimony to our own personal experiences assumes some theory of the whole (a metaphysics) that defeats any incommensurability thesis denying the possibility of truly communicating across languages, cultures, and even religious traditions. Finally, for our discussion of the science-religion interface in this chapter, neglecting metaphysical issues leaves the door open to the metaphysical naturalism or materialism so prevalent among those working in the natural and social sciences. So the question is not whether or if metaphysics, but whose or what kind of metaphysics.

James and Whitehead helped Gelpi embrace a process view of reality, but the former’s tendency to psychologism (reducing ontological matters to psychological states of mind) and the latter’s dipolar nominalism (dividing reality into objective actual occasions and subjective elements of mind incapable of explaining the reality of laws or habits) led him back to Peirce. Although Peirce did not call his own a metaphysics of experience, Gelpi suggests that Peirce’s triadic vision is not only consistent with, and anticipatory of, Whitehead’s philosophy of organism but also able to preserve all the virtues of the Whiteheadian philosophy without its liabilities.[44] Gelpi therefore rearticulates Peirce’s basic categories—quality, fact, and law—as relational and elemental forms of feelings at the heart of reality’s processes, with higher life forms such as human beings consisting of evaluative feelings (qualities), decisional feelings (facts), and tendencies/habits (laws or generalities). Gelpi argues that these moves render the proposed metaphysics of experience logically consistent, applicable to all things one is attempting to account for, adequate (there is nothing known that it cannot account for), and coherent with other dimensions of our experience (including religious experience in general and Christian experience in particular).

Any metaphysical hypothesis worth its salt should meet these requirements. Space constraints prohibit me from explicating Gelpi’s accomplishment on all of these points (but see §7.3.1), but I substantially agree with Gelpi that his metaphysics of experience avoids the most damaging fallacies that have plagued rival metaphysical hypotheses. For starters, its triadic character overcomes all of the dualisms of the philosophical tradition. Plato’s unchanging ideas and changing phenomena, for example, undergird other misleading notions, such as the gnostic devaluation of the material world and the Kantian noumena-phenomena dualism. Whereas Peirce’s categories of Firstness and Secondness account for Plato’s ideas and phenomena, Thirdness means that reality is dynamic, always becoming something else, as its laws and habits mediate the transformation of the present into the future. Similarly, the Cartesian mind-body problematic, imbued as it is with medieval nominalism, is resolved in a triadic metaphysics that defines nature’s processes in semiotic terms, on the one hand, and sees human cognition as a higher-level manifestation of the category of law, on the other. Finally, Aristotelian substance dualism is replaced with a dynamic view of reality shaped by real laws and habits. Essentialism, the idea that things have definite and immutable identities, is rejected insofar as essences become the hows of experience (qualities that make things present to us, which we then reify and arrange alphabetically in dictionaries), which are continuously evolving according to their accumulation of habits and tendencies, rather than whats (facts that resist or oppose us).

In addition to overcoming the traditional dualisms of philosophy, a metaphysics of experience provides for a more reliable process of inquiry over the one-sidedness characteristic of previous approaches. Classical approaches were divided between the rationalists, on the one side, and the empiricists, on the other. The Kantian revolution adopted the former in a radical turn to the subject (since all knowledge is mediated through the forms of the mind) whereas the sciences purported to be driven just by the facts. Peirce’s Thirdness defended the intelligibility of reality even as Secondness secured the place of facts external to any human mind whatsoever. But insofar as representamens yield interpretants regarding certain respects of their objects (and not in the entirety of their objects), to that degree human knowledge proceeds according to inferential hypotheses, deductive clarifications, and inductive confirmation or falsification and back again (Peirce’s version of the hermeneutical circle). Further, in contrast to Kant’s turn to the subject, Peirce’s triadic semiotic called for a “turn to the community”—a turn brought to fruition by his friend and colleague Josiah Royce[45]—wherein truth is attained, in the potentially infinite long run, through a shared process of inquiry. In this way, solipsistic subjectivism is traded in for intersubjective engagement with the world.

This leads, lastly for our purposes, to a metaphysics of experience as capable of avoiding the ontological fallacies of idealism and (especially naïve) realism considered on their own terms. Reality is much richer when considered in experiential terms of qualities, facts, and laws or of values, decisions, and habits. But mind is not absent from a triadically structured universe either. A metaphysics of experience considers what is ultimately real in dynamic and relational terms. Both idealistic and realistic accounts assume a subject-object distinction overturned in a triadic framework. If experiences are the ultimately real things, then objects of experience lie within, not without, experience—hence also the objects of signs lie within, not without, the semiotic triad—and subjects and objects are mutually subsistent or in-existent. If this is the case, then mind is not opposed to nature, nor is spirit opposed to matter. Does not this kind of triadic, social, and realistic metaphysics of experience thereby chart one path toward a pneumatological theology of creation?

7.3 ENGAGING CREATION: LIFE IN THE SPIRIT

 

The hypothesis explored in this final section of the book can be plainly stated: if pneumatology leads us beyond binitarianism toward trinitarianism, does not a triadic metaphysics, by analogy, overcome all dualism toward a dynamic, social, and interrelational view of creation as a whole? Insofar as Peirce’s philosophy insists that the meaning of any claim is to be discerned in the habits and activities such a claim generates, I will test this theological hypothesis by inquiring into the creaturely experiences of the divine (in further dialogue with Gelpi), of revelation and truth, and of the orders of creation. Throughout, our concern remains that posed by the science-religion problematic sketched in the first section of this chapter. Put summarily, we need to make good on theological claims in our late modern Western, secular, and scientific context. Given the metaphysics of experience outlined in the preceding, what can a pneumatological theology of creation say about our experiences of God, of revelation, and of the world in this context?

7.3.1 Experiencing God: The Spirit, the Charisms, and the Orders of Creation. The challenge for theology in the late modern world, with its scientific assumptions about the closed nature of the universe, is to make sense of the claim that human beings can experience the divine. In one sense, Gelpi’s metaphysics seeks to address exactly this question by “rethinking the relationship between nature and grace.” Insofar as Peirce’s triadic and semiotic metaphysics overcomes the dualisms of the philosophical tradition, it also enables a reconsideration of the God-world relationship.

Standing in faith and seeking understanding, Gelpi begins with the conviction that God is most clearly identified with creation in the incarnational and pentecostal events. Proceeding then to apply Peirce’s categories to the biblical revelation (remember Gelpi’s goal of developing an enculturated North American theology), Gelpi suggests that “the different ‘winds,’ or ‘spirits,’ described in the Bible are the laws that give experience purpose and direction” and “the ‘Holy Breath’ of Jesus is a life-force functioning in the midst of other vectoral feelings that shape experience. The history of the Breath’s influence upon human experience can be described; its future consequences anticipated.”[46] In one sense, Gelpi’s project for the last twenty years and more has been to elaborate on the philosophical and theological implications of this line of thinking.

In brief, within a triadic, social, and realistic metaphysical framework, Gelpi suggests that human beings experience the Spirit of God in at least the following ways.[47] First, the Spirit’s presence and activity transmute (set in a new framework) every other dimension of human experience, be it the affections, the intellect, the moral, or the interpersonal. Second, divine grace is mediated through the concrete realities of the sacraments, the communion of saints, or whatever other events are chosen by God. Third, the charisms reflect the increased sensitivity, receptivity, and docility of the human person to interpret the habitual activities of the Spirit. Fourth, the Spirit enables human freedom by gifting human experience with the genuine opportunity to collaborate with the divine offer of grace; there can never be a simple dualistic opposition between divine and human willing in a triadic metaphysical framework. Finally, the Spirit personalizes human beings more and more fully (through the conversion process), orienting human experience toward the full assimilation of the image and life of Christ in their own lives. In these ways, Gelpi’s pneumatology and his theology of conversion (see §2.2.3) find public expression within a metaphysical framework more conducive to late modern thinking. More important, this framework itself provides the needed public language to make twenty-first-century sense of the dynamic, holistic, and multidimensional soteriology and the ecumenical, sacramental, and charismatic ecclesiology for which this volume argues.

Here it is appropriate to build on Gelpi’s insights toward a “charismology,” or theology of the charismatic gifts of the Spirit. Most pentecostal treatments have focused on exegetical and experiential explications of Saint Paul’s listing of the nine charismata (1 Cor. 12:4–11). Within the philosophical and pneumatological theology-of-creation framework in this chapter, however, pentecostal thinking about the charisms of the Spirit needs to be broadened in various ways. First, the problematic early modern distinction between “natural” and “supernatural” should be abandoned when one talks about the charismata, precisely because of the fallacious dualisms these imply.[48] If other gifts of the Spirit resist this kind of dichotomy—for example, the five “office gifts” identified in the Letter to the Ephesians (4:11) or the eight “personality gifts” enumerated by Paul in Romans (12:6–8)—then why not the charismatic gifts of the Spirit? On the one hand, a triadic metaphysics allows us to overcome the dualism altogether. On the other hand, it also helps us avoid the pantheistic identification of the Creator and the orders of creation because it preserves their distinctiveness (even as Peirce’s Thirdness does not sublate Firstness and Secondness, as in Hegel’s philosophy, but instead exists relationally with them). This helps us to reconceive of the spiritual gifts beyond the impasse of either “natural” or “supernatural.” In this case, Paul’s lists of charisms are not exhaustive of the Spirit’s gifts to and through human beings.[49]

This means, second, that the manifestation of the charismata is simply a more obvious sign of the interpenetration of the divine and the orders of creation. The incarnation is the most obvious event through which this mystery of the togetherness of the divine and the human is revealed. For Christians, the Bible is the word of God even as it contains the words of human beings. From a pentecostal perspective, the movement of the Spirit enables speaking in strange tongues, but only as the Spirit gives utterance (Acts 2:4). By analogical extension, why would the charismatic gifts be any different, and not be either merely transcendent or merely immanent?

Third, in this case, the charismata can be cultivated and developed. Though gracious endowments of the Spirit, they are not necessarily arbitrary. Walking in and after the Spirit sharpens our capacity to discern and imitate the Spirit’s ways. Being mentored or discipled by those more mature in the ways of the Spirit will teach us to interpret the movements of the divine Breath. Contrary to popular belief, the more in tune we are with the Spirit, the more infused our lives will be with the Spirit’s charismatic presence, even if we cease to marvel as much about it.

Fourth, cultivation of the gifts should not be for self-aggrandizement but for the edification of others. The charismata are for the common good (1 Cor. 12:7b)—for unifying the body of Christ; for enabling the gospel witness; for meeting human needs; for insight into the human condition and for guiding human action; for empowering human speech to name, to expose, to speak the truth—and herald the coming kingdom of God. Although “the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom. 11:29), the gifts belong not to their particular human vessel bearers but to those who receive the edification of the Spirit through them and to the Spirit, “who allots to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses” (1 Cor. 12:11).

Finally, the charismatic gifts need to be discerned in all circumstances. We experience the Spirit not only in the ecclesial context but in and through the various orders of creation, especially in the complex layers of human interaction.[50]
Thus we must be discerning of the values, decisions, and tendencies (to use Gelpi’s categories) present in and to our experiences. Life in the Spirit requires discerning the Holy Spirit from the various spirits of this world. The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus the Christ is the supreme Christian norm for such discernment, since the Spirit is no less than the Spirit of Jesus. Jesus is the man for others, who loved them and gave himself for them, whose deeds were signs of the eschatological kingdom, and whose virtues were etched in the memory of the earliest disciples and embodied in them as “fruits” by the working of the Spirit of Jesus—in these and other ways, we discern the Spirit’s comings and goings in the community of faith. If, whenever the prophets speak, the congregation has to determine afresh whether these new words are of the Lord (1 Cor. 14:29), then this is true also for every moment dedicated to life in the Spirit.

7.3.2 Experiencing Revelation: Tracking the Spirit in the Late Modern World. The preceding reflections open up a set of interrelated questions pertinent to a pneumatological theology of creation. If the Spirit is to be found in some way within the orders of creation, does this not eliminate any special, supernatural, or miraculous actions of God in the world? How, then, can we conceive of divine revelation? Does theology reduce to anthropology, and if so, are theological claims about human experiences instead of about the divine?

These questions came to the fore during the early modern period because of scientific advances. Modern responses divided between liberals and conservatives. The former sought to ground theological claims on universal human experiences, whereas the latter founded theology on the revealed and inerrant truths of Scripture. Pentecostals have waded into theological waters following their fundamentalist and evangelical cousins and, in most cases, uncritically assumed their categories. Most pointed has been the debate over the nature of the Bible’s inerrancy. Is it absolute (in which case, limited to the original autographs), perspectival (in which case, scientific and historical references are true from the various perspectives and contexts of the ancient biblical authors, as in their telling of the “rising of the sun”), accommodative (i.e., in human terms), and so forth?[51] Less controversial but still important is the question of the inspiration of Scripture. Did it come about through divine dictation, through the illumination of the biblical authors’ powers of perception, through special intuition or insight, or (the most prevalent current response) through some kind of “verbal” means whereby the Spirit of God directed both the thoughts and the words of the human authors?[52] And at the most general level, what about divine revelation? Surely such is historically manifest in Jesus and preserved in the scriptural witness. But pentecostals have also been of two minds about the nature of ongoing revelation by the Spirit: can new revelation be given, and if so, should not this revelation be at least consistent with, and not contradictory to, the Bible?

Preliminarily, a pneumatological theology of revelation would locate the doctrine of inerrancy in its modernist context with its dualistic assumptions, rationalistic optimism, and
sola scriptura
foundationalism. Even in this context, naïve understandings of inerrancy and
sola scriptura
were quickly qualified—for example, inerrancy was limited to the original autographs of Scripture, Scripture has never been alone in a literal sense, and the doctrines of inerrancy and
sola scriptura
were not found in Scripture except deductively—and soon understood to be as much doctrines about God (and divine truthfulness and faithfulness) and about conservative Protestantism defining its norm of authority (against the infallibility of the pope and the experientialism of liberal theology) as about the Bible. With the unraveling of modernity, the explanatory power and theoretical usefulness of the idea of inerrancy (along with papal infallibility and experiential foundationalism) have come under question. But might there be helpful ways of reconstructing this idea in our late modern situation if, with the help of Peirce’s triadic semiotic, conservative evangelical theologians understood the doctrine of inerrancy as a hypothesis about biblical propositions to be confirmed by ongoing inquiry extended infinitely (eschatologically), on the one hand, or as a narrative about Christian living whose operational consequences are tested pragmatically, on the other? From a classical Pentecostal perspective, then, this means that the authority of Scripture rests on its illuminating and transforming power by the Spirit.

(Similarly, the classical Pentecostal doctrine of tongues as the initial physical evidence of the baptism in the Holy Spirit derives from a modernist framework where “evidence” is opposed to “myth.” One can argue toward initial evidence from those assumptions or even from Lindbeck’s theory of doctrine.[53] But if classical Pentecostals are concerned to retain the doctrine in order to preserve our “distinctive testimony” and experience, it is more important to develop our pneumatological imagination instead, the task of this book. Preserving initial evidence without a robust pneumatological theology is to harp on the letter of a dead law; reviving our legal institutions will itself rejuvenate the law. We need more of the Spirit, and the distinctive pentecostal witness will come.)

Further, a pneumatological theology of revelation would affirm the inspired nature of the scriptural witness (2 Tim. 3:16). It is precisely the letter that kills, but the Spirit who gives life (2 Cor. 3:6). Here the triadic semiotic of Peirce illuminates the processes through which the word of God is discerned as normative Scripture. In this view, what is revelatory is received (interpreted) by the community of faith through a dynamic process. The wisdom of the ancients, the encounter of the people with God, the laments of those exiled, the speech of the prophets, the incarnation, the Pentecost experience, the apostolic teachings[54]—in each case, these accounts are deemed by the community of faith to be inspired of the Spirit insofar as the people of God are empowered, healed, and transformed in this encounter. Semiosis confirms the canonical process, doctrinal development, and strategies of enculturation and contextualization whereby past realities are defined in new light over time.

Now that some of these traditional concerns have been addressed, what else needs to be emphasized about the distinctiveness of a pneumatological approach to the doctrine of revelation? First, revelation is transcendental: the Spirit breaks through into the human condition from beyond ourselves. Second, revelation is historical: the Spirit is poured out on all flesh, not suspended in the ethereal heavens. Third, revelation is contextual: the Spirit is concerned with real lives, real history, and real societies. Fourth, revelation is personal: we encounter the person of Jesus as the way, the truth, and the life, and the Spirit of Jesus as one who leads us into interpersonal and intersubjective relationship. Fifth, revelation is transformational: the word of God is living and active by the Spirit to accomplish God’s will in us instead of just telling us about something “out there.” Sixth, revelation is communal: we encounter the Spirit sacramentally (used in our pentecostal, loose sense) in various ways, and we discern the Spirit’s sacramental presence and activity communally. Seventh, revelation is a verb, not a noun: through Scripture, the Holy Spirit evokes a new realm of possibilities and invites us as the church to inhabit this world. Eighth, revelation is progressive and dynamic: the gift of the Spirit calls us to respond, to act, and to interpret, and we are enabled to do so. Ninth, revelation is marked by love: the Spirit of truth is the love of God “poured into our hearts” (Rom. 5:5), leaving us with an unmistakable criterion for discernment. Tenth, revelation is received by humble faith seeking understanding: this gift of the Spirit, who bears witness in our hearts and keeps us in the truth through word and sacraments, cannot be presumed; we must be teachable, not incorrigible. Eleventh, revelation is propositional: words and sentences are the brute facts through which divine communication is narrated and by which divine intentions resist our manipulative (fallen) interpretations. Finally, revelation is eschatological, the truth we long for: the Spirit is the down payment of the glory to be revealed, when “we will be like him, for we will see him as he is” (1 John 3:2).

So, although biblical propositions can be taken at face value—in fact, this is precisely how most pentecostals read Scripture at the devotional and existential levels—Bible reading is not about head knowledge; rather, it is about being able to speak the truth (to bear witness, to give testimony, to make confession) and to inhabit the truth (to embody, to experience, to actualize). And this, I submit, is what life in the Spirit is finally all about. Oral Roberts’s cliché-ish “Expect a miracle today” is not about supernaturalism but about being open to the new, unexpected, and surprising things of the Spirit, who turns the world upside down (cf. Acts 17:6), who breaks the established habits of sin and replaces them with the living realities of Christ, and who opens us up to the transcendental, uncanny, and eschatological in-breaking of the kingdom.

7.3.3 Experiencing Creation: Toward a Pneumatological Theology of the Environment. Life in the Spirit is ultimately about life in this world, our world, God’s world. It is about encountering God sacramentally and semiotically in one another and in the various orders of creation. On the one hand, we do not just make up the world: it will resist our domination. On the other hand, we have the responsibility of contributing to the world: we become what we will be through engagement with it.

The pneumatological approach we are applying here toward a theology of creation shows promise for an environment ethic.[55] And pentecostals are slowly developing a theologically informed response to our interaction with, and responsibility for, the orders of creation. We have already seen what the Spirit churches of Zimbabwe are doing with their “earthkeeping theology” (§1.3.1). Harold Hunter asks us to consider why we pray for healing but address neither the environmental and ecological factors that cause sickness nor the practical obligation to reduce, reuse, and recycle.[56] Agustinus Dermawan blames our lack of attention to this issue on our otherworldliness and pessimism and looks for resources to address this situation in the correlations between the “Creator Spirit” of the Hebrew Bible and the relational concept of the Indonesian Ibu Pertiwi, or “mother earth.”[57]

The pneumatological vision of Isaiah the prophet links the charismatically anointed Messiah with the healing and reconciliation of creation’s destroying forces (Isa. 11:1–9; 32:16–20).[58] Hence the Spirit is poured out upon all flesh, including the wolf and the lamb, the leopard and the kid, the cow and the bear, the lion and the ox, all of whom are included in the blessings of God promised under the covenant with Noah (Gen. 9:8–17). The redemption of the creation is the work of the Spirit, and we have our roles to play in this process. Even the destruction promised for the earth will be accomplished only in and through the purifying fire of God (2 Pet. 3:10–12), but this is no less than the Spirit, whose cleansing work was inaugurated two thousand years ago with the appearance of cloven tongues of fire (Acts 2:3a). Hence not just the bride but the Spirit also says, “Come,” and invites our contribution to the eschatological fountain of life (Rev. 22:17).

Peter Scott’s work on a pneumatological theology of the environment is suggestive for us along this same line of thought.[59] In particular, Scott locates what we call here the theology of creation within a social and political framework—rightly so, given the interrelated multidimensionality of human life. Thus the fellowship of the Spirit is not limited to the human arena but applies even to the human interface with the natural realms, the common realm of creation. The goal is the recognition and enabling of the free space of the Spirit that nurtures fellowship, difference, and peace: “The means to fellowship is provided through those practices which enhance the mutual orientation of the agents of the common realm towards one another.”[60]

How, then, might we summarize the central elements of a pneumatological theology of creation? Most important, the spiritual and the material realms are intertwined both ontologically and epistemologically. Regarding the former, the Spirit both hovers over the waters of creation and gives the breath of life: the human is intimately and intricately connected with the orders of creation. Hence our obligation to love our neighbor as ourselves can be extended here to the world that God called good. Regarding the latter, the heavens and the earth declare the glory of God (Ps. 19:1). We need to read the signs of creation not to tell the future but so we can heal our present for our future.

Second, the Spirit does not simply shape the orders of creation; the Spirit is shaping them in anticipation of the eschatological reign of God. Insofar as the new Jerusalem comes down “out of heaven from God” toward the earth (Rev. 21:10), and insofar as our eschatological reality will include the resurrection (instead of the rotting) of our bodies, we see that the goods God created will ultimately be redeemed as well. The salvation of the cosmos (§2.2.1) demands our sociopolitical conversion (§2.2.3) and the witness of the entire ecclesia of God (individuals make little headway on their own; §3.2) if we wish to participate in the Spirit’s redemption of creation’s orders.

Finally, the triadic, social, and semiotic metaphysics of experience developed in this chapter suggests concrete ways in which we can participate in this redemptive process. Our responsibility is to discern (interpret) the complex web of ourselves and our environments; to be sensitive to how our environments correct our courses of activity; to be proactive in seeing hypotheses for their care, circumspect in deducing the consequences of our plans, and diligent in inducing the results of our actions toward the common good of the various orders of creation. Given the scientific capacities available to us late moderns, we sin against the orders of creation, against our neighbors (and ourselves), and against God should we not rise to meet the environmental challenges of our time. So here again we find ourselves calling upon the power and charismatic giftings of the Spirit to enable us to bear the good news to the ends of the heavens and the earth.[61]

This concluding chapter has had three interrelated and culminating objectives. First, it identifies the outpouring of the Spirit in the most comprehensive sense of touching not only all living creatures but also the natural orders of creation, the heavens and earth included; this calls for, motivates, and engenders a basic pneumatological theology of creation. Second, it engages the challenges posed to theology by modern science; it does so not only in terms of the results of the sciences but (more so) in terms of the methodology and epistemology of science. This has provided the opportunity to test the horizons of what is called here the pneumatological imagination to see if it might be able to engage the science-religion dialogue and debate. Third, this exercise has carried us from the realm of philosophy of science to metascience, or metaphysics: a view of the whole. This was crucial for establishing the plausibility of the pentecostal claim to encounter the Spirit of God in our late modern world. My hypothesis is that the triadic, social, realistic, and semiotic metaphysics of experience developed here has provided a viable framework for interpreting creation, the scientific enterprise, and God for our late modern environment. Its nondualism, relationalism, holism, dynamism, experientialism, communalism, and fallibilism echo themes and motifs seen time and again in our attempts to articulate a pneumatological soteriology, ecclesiology, and theology. Have we thereby succeeded in articulating a plausible Christian theology for the late modern world from pentecostal and pneumatological perspectives?
  


Epilogue
 

 
 

We have come to a resting place in our attempt to discern the untraceable winds of the Spirit. Starting with pentecostalism on the ground, we were led to ask soteriological, ecclesiological, ecumenical, theological, interreligious, intercultural, and scientific/philosophical/environmental questions. We were guided throughout in our reading of Scripture by the Lukan lens, steadied in our theological reflection by Jesus, the Christ and inaugurator of the kingdom, and driven in our speculation by the Spirit (it is hoped!), who has been poured out upon all flesh. My not-so-modest aspiration was to think through pentecostal experience of the Spirit as far as possible toward the reformulation of Christian theology in our late modern world.

In hindsight, however, I must be modest in assessing our success. My thoughts have been identified as provisional throughout, partly because of my fallible nature, partly because I can never fully catch up with my/our experience, and partly because my desire to track the Spirit will always elude me. No doubt, many conclusions proposed here are already dated even as I finish this sentence, and the few valid points leave much unsaid, given my many limitations. I hope that you, my readers—God bless your perseverance through this—can help correct my perspective and deepen my reflections. If either has happened or will happen for you, I consider this labor of love a success for the future of Christian theology.

This said, is the project, then, a failure? Was an attempt to do theology in the world context doomed from the start, given the particularities of any individual’s limited location and perspective? But what other kind of theology could I do if indeed theology is reflection on the good news of Jesus Christ? Good news is meant to be told not just to a few but to all the world. Is this not the impossible task of having to bear witness to the gospel to every creature, every culture, and every tongue? Yes, this is nothing less than the impossible possibility: impossible because of the finitude of my particularity but perhaps possible because of the Spirit who has been poured out on all flesh, who not only gives the gift of speech (in this case, writing) but also the miracle of hearing (in this case, reading) and understanding . . .
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