That They May Be One:
Evangelicals and Catholics in
Dialogue

What began as a coming together to fight abortion has become a
serious dialogue between evangelicals and Catholics. Rick Wade
introduces the conversation.

This article is also available in Spanish.

The Cultural Crisis and the Plea of Jesus

Sometime in 1983 I began working with the Crisis Pregnancy
Center in Chicago. A few times I participated in sidewalk
protests in front of abortion clinics. I son realized that
many of those I stood with on the sidewalks were Roman
Catholics! I even had the opportunity to speak before a group
of Catholics once. As I soon learned, Catholics had been
fighting abortion for some time before such people as Francis
Schaeffer made evangelical Protestants aware of the situation.

Roman Catholicism was a bit of a mystery to me then. There
weren’t many Catholics in southeast Virginia where I grew up.
All I knew was that they had a Pope and they prayed to Mary
and they sometimes had little statues in their front yards.
The lines were pretty clearly drawn between them and us. Now I
was being forced to think about these people and their
beliefs, for here we were standing side by side ministering
together in the name of Jesus.

Cultural/Moral Decline

At the grassroots level, Christians of varying stripes have
found themselves working to stem the tide of immorality
together with those they never thought they’d be working with.
In the 1980s, abortion was perhaps the most visible example of
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a gulf that was widening in America. Not only abortion, but
illegitimacy, sexual 1license in its various forms, a
skyrocketing divorce rate and other social ills divided those
who accepted traditional, Judeo-Christian morality from those
who didn’t. People began talking about the “culture war.”
Because our influence has waned, we have found that we no
longer have the luxury of casting stones at “those Catholics
over there,” for we are being forced by our cultural
circumstances to work at protecting a mutually held set of
values.

In the book Evangelicals and Catholics: Toward a Common
Mission, Chuck Colson reviews the social/ethical shift in
America.{2} With the loss of confidence in our ability to know
universal, objective truth, we have turned to the subjective
and practical. Getting things done is what counts. Power has
replaced reason as the primary tool for change. Liberal
politics determines the readings offered in literature courses
in colleges. Radical multiculturalism has skewed
representations of the West to make us the source of
oppression for the rest of the world. “Just as the loss of
truth leads to the loss of cultural integrity,” says Colson,
“so the 1loss of cultural integrity results in the
disintegration of common moral order and its expression in
political consensus.”{3} Individual choice trumps the common
good; each has his or her own rules. Abortion is a choice. The
practice of homosexuality is a choice. Self-expression is the
essence of freedom, regardless of how it affects others. And
on it goes.

One of the ironic consequences of this potentially is the loss
of the freedom we so desperately seek. This is because there
must be some order in society. If everyone goes in different
directions, the government will have to step in to establish
order. What are Christians to do? Evangelicals are strong in
the area of evangelism. Is there more that can be done on the
cultural level?



The Grassroots Response

Back to the sidewalks of Chicago. “In front of abortion
clinics,” says Colson, “Catholics join hands with Baptists,
Methodists, and Episcopalians to pray and sing hymns. Side by
side they pass out pamphlets and urge incoming women to spare
their babies.” This new coming together extends to other areas
as well. Colson continues:

Both evangelicals and Catholics are offended by the
blasphemy, violence, and sexual promiscuity endorsed by both
the artistic elite and the popular culture in America today.
On university campuses, evangelical students whose Christian
faith comes under frequent assault often find Catholic
professors to be their only allies. Evangelicals cheer as a
Catholic nun, having devoted her life to serving the poor in
the name of Christ, boldly confronts the president of the
United States over his pro-abortion policies. Thousands of
Catholic young people join the True Love Waits movement, in
which teenagers pledge to save sex for marriage, a program
that originated with Baptists.{4}

This has provided the groundwork for what is being called the
“new ecumenism,” a recent upsurge in interest in finding
common cause with others who believe in Jesus Christ as the
divine Son of God. Having seen this new grassroots unity in
the cause of Christian morality, scholars and pastors are
meeting together to see where the different traditions of
Christians agree and disagree with each other, with a view to
presenting a united front in the culture war.

Jesus’ Prayer

Speaking of His church, Jesus asked the Father, “that they may
all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that
they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you
have sent me. . . . I in them and you in me, that they may
become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent



me and loved them even as you loved me.” (John 17:21-23 ESV)
In addition to the culture war, Christians have as a motive
for unity the prayer of Jesus. Division in the Church is like
a body divided: how will it work as a unit to accomplish its
tasks? Jesus was not talking about unity at any price, but we
can’'t let that idea prevent us from seeking it where it is
legitimate in God’s eyes.

The New Ecumenism

The cultural shift and the prayer of Jesus have led thinkers
in the different Christian traditions to come together to see
what can be done to promote the cause of unity. A conversation
which began in earnest with the participants of Evangelicals
and Catholics Together in the mid-'90s has branched out
resulting in magazines, books and conferences devoted to this
issue. In fact, in November 2001, I attended a conference
called “Christian Unity and the Divisions We Must Sustain,”
which included Evangelicals, Catholics and Eastern Orthodox
believers.{5}

Participants in these discussions refer to themselves as
“traditional” Christians. By “traditional” they mean those who
“are freely bound by a normative tradition that is the bearer
of truth,” in the words of Richard John Neuhaus.{6}
Traditional Christians trace their heritage back to the
apostles, rather than adopting as ultimately authoritative the
ideas of modern scholarship. They accept the Bible as the
authoritative Word of God and the great creeds of the early
centuries as summaries of authentic apostolic teaching. They
agree on such things as the Trinity, the Virgin Birth, and
salvation through Jesus Christ the divine Son of God. Because
of their acceptance of such fundamental truths, it is often
noted that a traditional Evangelical has more in common with a
traditional Catholic than with a liberal Protestant who denies
the deity of Christ and other fundamental Christian truths.



20th Century Ecumenical Movement

For some of our older readers the word ecumenical probably
brings to mind the movement of the 20th century spearheaded by
the World Council of Churches and the National Council of
Churches, which took a decidedly unbiblical turn in the mid
1960s. I can remember hearing people in my church speak of it
is very disparaging tones. Is this new ecumenism like the old
one?

Participants take great pains to distinguish the new ecumenism
from the old one. The latter began in 1910 in Edinburgh for
the purpose of bringing Protestants together, primarily for
missions.{7} At first its aims were admirable. After World War
II, however, the focus shifted to the social and political. In
1966 at theWorld Conference on Church and Society the shift
became public. “Thereafter the ideological radicals
increased,” says theologian Tom Oden. The movement took a turn
“toward revolutionary rhetoric, social engineering, and
regulatory politics.”{8} It tried to form alliances around the
“edges” of Christian life and belief, so to speak. In other
words, it was interested in what the Church’s role was in the
world on the social and political level. Orthodox doctrine
became expendable when inconvenient. Today that movement 1is
floundering, and some predict it won’t last much longer.

The New/0ld Ecumenism

The new ecumenism, on the other hand, rejects the demands of
modernity, which seeks to supplant ancient apostolic truth
with its own wisdom, and instead allows apostolic truth to
become modernity’s critic. Oden says that, “We cannot rightly
confess the unity of the church without re-grounding that
unity in the apostolic teaching that was hammered out on the
anvil of martyrdom and defined by the early conciliar process,
when heresies were rejected and the ancient orthodox consensus
defined.”{9}



The new ecumenists look to Scripture and to the early
ecumenical creeds like the Apostles Creed as definitive of
Christian doctrine. With all their differences they look to a
core of beliefs held historically upon which they all agree.
From this basis they then discuss their differences and
consider what they together might do to influence their
society with the Christian worldview.

In this day of postmodern relativism and constructivism, it
would be easy to see this discussion as another example of
picking and choosing one’s truths; or putting together beliefs
we find suited to our tastes with no regard for whether
they’'re really true. This isn’t the attitude being brought to
this subject; the new ecumenism insists on the primacy of
truth. This means that discussions can be rather intense, for
the participants don’t feel the freedom to manipulate doctrine
in order to reach consensus. At the “Christian Unity”
conference speakers stated boldly where they believed their
tradition was correct and others incorrect, and they expected
the same boldness from others. There was no rancor, but
neither was there any waffling. I overheard one Catholic
congratulate Al Mohler, a Baptist, on his talk in which Mohler
made it clear that, according to evangelical theology, Rome
was simply wrong. “May your tribe increase!” the Catholic
priest said. Not because he himself didn’t care about
theological distinctions or was trying to work out some kind
of postmodern mixing and matching of beliefs. No, it was
because he appreciated the fact that Mohler was willing to
stand firm on what he believes to be true. This attitude 1is
necessary not only to maintain theological integrity within
the Church but is essential if we wish to give our culture
something it doesn’t already have.

This is the spirit, says Tom Oden, a Methodist theologian, of
the earliest ecumenism—that of the early Church—which produced
the great creeds of the faith. Oden provides a nice summary of
the differences between the two ecumenisms. Whereas the old



ecumenism of the 20th C. distrusted the ancient ecumenism, the
new one embraces it. The old one accommodated modernism
uncritically, whereas the new is critical of the failed ideas
of modernism. The former was utopian, the latter realistic.
The former sought negotiated unity, whereas the latter 1is
based on truth. The former was politics-driven the latter is
Spirit-led.{10}

Meetings and Documents

How did this movement shift from abortion mill sidewalks to
the conference rooms of Christian scholars? In the early ’'90s,
Charles Colson and Richard John Neuhaus began leading a series
of discussions between Evangelical and Catholic scholars which
produced in 1994 a document titled “Evangelicals and Catholics
Together: The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium.”{11}
In the introductory section one finds this statement
summarizing their fundamental conviction:

As Christ is one, so the Christian mission is one. That one
mission can be and should be advanced in diverse ways.
Legitimate diversity, however, should not be confused with
existing divisions between Christians that obscure the one
Christ and hinder the one mission. There is a necessary
connection between the visible unity of Christians and the
mission of the one Christ. We together pray for the
fulfillment of the prayer of Our lord: “May they all be one;
as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, so also may they be
in us, that the world may believe that you sent me.” (John
17)

Based upon this conviction they go on to discuss agreements,
disagreements, and hopes for the future. Participants in the
discussion included such Evangelicals as Kent Hill, Richard
Land, and John White. Such notables as J.I. Packer,{12} Nathan
Hatch, Thomas O0den, Pat Robertson, Richard Mouw, and Os
Guinness endorsed the document.



This document was followed in 1998 by one titled “The Gift of
Salvation,” which discusses the issues of justification and
baptism and others related to salvation. The level of
agreement indicated drew some strong criticisms from some
Evangelical scholars,{13} the main source of contention being
the doctrine of justification, a central issue in the
Reformation. Critics didn’t find the line as clearly drawn as
they would like. Is justification purely forensic? In other
words, is it simply a matter of God declaring us righteous
apart from anything whatsoever we do (the Protestant view)? Or
is it intrinsic, 1in other words, a matter of God working
something in us which becomes part of our justification(the
Catholic view)? To put it another way, is it purely external
or internal? Or is it both?{14}

In May, 1995, the Fellowship of St. James and Rose Hill
College sponsored a series of talks between evangelical
Protestants, Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholics with a view
to doing much the same as Evangelicals and Catholics Together
except that Orthodox Christians were involved. {15}
Participants included Richard John Neuhaus, Harold 0.J. Brown,
Patrick Henry Reardon, Peter Kreeft, J.I. Packer, and
Kallistos Ware. As James Cutsinger writes, the purpose was “to
test whether an ecumenical orthodoxy, solidly based on the
classic Christian faith as expressed in the Scripture and
ecumenical councils, could become the foundation for a unified
and transformative witness to the present age.”{16} An
important theme of this conference, as with ECT, was truth.
Says Neuhaus: “The new ecumenism, as reflected also in ECT, 1is
adamant that truth and unity must not be pitted against one
another, that the only unity we seek is unity in the truth,
and the only truth we acknowledge is the truth by which we are
united.”{17}

Two Projects

There are two projects guiding this discussion which sometimes
overlap but often don’t. The first is the culture war. Some



are convinced that there cannot be full communion between the
traditions because our doctrinal differences are too
significant, so we should stick to doing battle with our
culture over the moral issues of the day. After all, this 1is
where the conversation began. Here, it 1is the broader
Christian worldview which is important, not so much detailed
questions about justification and baptism and so on. What
these scholars hope to do is make us aware of our
commonalities so we feel free to minister together in certain
arenas, and then to rally each other to the cause of
presenting a Christian view in matters of social and cultural
importance today

The second project is shaped by Jesus’ prayer that we be
united. Having seen that we do believe some things in common,
as evidenced by the fight against abortion, the next step is
to dig more deeply and see if we can find a more fundamental
unity. The focus here is on theological agreements and
disagreements. The beliefs of all involved come under
scrutiny. Some scholars will be satisfied with discovering and
clarifying beliefs held in common. Others state boldly that
the goal can be none other than full communion between
traditions if not the joining of all into one.

Impulse of the Holy Spirit

Participants are convinced that this is a move of the Holy
Spirit. How else could those who have battled for so long and
who are so convinced of the truth of their own tradition be
willing to discuss these matters with the real hope of being
drawn closer together? Theologian Tom 0Oden says this: “What is
happening? God is awakening in grass roots Christianity a
ground swell of longing for classic ecumenical teaching in all
communions. There are innumerable lay embodiments of this
unity.”{18} There is a new longing to go back to our roots to
rediscover our historical identity in the face of a world that
leaves identity up for grabs. Could it be that the Spirit is
indeed working to bring the church closer together in our day?



Theological Agreements and Disagreements

As noted previously, those who participate in the new
ecumenism refer to themselves as “traditional Christians.”
They look to the early church to rediscover their roots. They
hold to the Apostles and Nicene Creeds and others of the early
ecumenical creeds.

J.I. Packer provides a helpful summary of the doctrines
traditional Christians hold. They are:

= The canonical Scriptures as the repository and channel
of Christ-centered divine revelation.

= The triune God as sovereign in creation , providence and
grace.

= Faith in Jesus Christ as God incarnate, the one mediator
between God and man.

» Seeing Christians as a family of forgiven sinners
empowered for godliness by the Holy Spirit.

» Seeing the church as a single supernatural society.

 The sacraments of baptism and Holy Communion “as
necessities of obedience, gestures of worship and means
of communion with God in Christ.”

= The practice of prayer, obedience, love and service.

 Dealing appropriately with the personal reality of evil.

» Expecting death and final judgment to lead into the
endless joy of heaven.”{19}

Because Roman Catholicism is such an unknown to many
evangelicals, it is just assumed by many that its teachings
are all radically different from our own. The list of
doctrines just given, however, proves how close we are on
central issues. In fact, the well-respected Presbyterian
theologian J. Gresham Machen said this in the context of his
battles with liberalism:

How great is the common heritage that unites the Roman
Catholic Church, with it maintenance of the authority of



Scripture and with it acceptance of the great early creeds,
to devout Protestants today! We would not indeed obscure the
difference which divides us from Rome. The gulf is indeed
profound. But profound as it is, it seems almost trifling
compared to the abyss which stands between us and many
ministers of our own church.{20}

With all this in common, however, we must recognize our
differences as well since they are significant. Roman
Catholics believe the church magisterium is the ultimately
authoritative voice for the church since it is the church that
has been made the pillar and ground of the truth. At the very
head, of course, is the Pope who is believed to be the
successor of Peter. Protestants emphasize the priesthood of
the believer for whom Scripture 1s the final authority.
Catholics believe the grace of God unto salvation is mediated
through baptism while Protestants see baptism more as symbolic
than as efficacious. Catholics revere Mary and pray to her and
the saints. Evangelicals see Mary as a woman born in sin who
committed sin herself, but who was specially blessed by

God.{21}

Probably the most important difference between Catholics and
Protestants is over the matter of how a person is accepted
before God. What does it mean to be justified? How 1is one
justified? This was the whole issue of the Reformation for
Martin Luther, according to Michael Horton.{22} If one’'s
answer to the question, “What must I do to be saved?” 1is
deficient, does it matter what else one believes? The answer
to this will be determined by what one’s goals are in seeking
unity. Are we working on the project of ecclesial unity? Or
are we concerned mostly with the culture war? Our
disagreements are more significant for the former than for the
latter.

What is the significance of our differences? The significance
will relate to our goals for coming together. The big question
in the new ecumenism is in what areas can we come together? In



theology and then in cultural involvement? Or just in cultural
involvement? Some are working hard to see where we agree and
disagree theologically, even to the point of examining their
own tradition to be certain they have it correct (at least, as
they see it). Others believe that while we share many
fundamental doctrinal beliefs, the divisions can’t be overcome
without actually becoming one visible church. Cultural
involvement—cultural cobelligerency it has been called-becomes
the focus of our unity.

Some readers might have a question nagging at them about now.
That is this: If Catholics have a deficient understanding of
the process of salvation, as we think they do, can they even
be Christians? Shouldn’t we be evangelizing them rather than
working with them?

Surely there are individuals in the Catholic Church who have
no reason to hope for heaven. But the same 1is true 1in
Evangelical churches. Although of course we want to understand
correctly and teach accurately the truth about justification,
we must remember that we come to Christ through faith in Him,
not on the basis of the correctness of our detailed doctrine
of justification. How many new (genuine) converts in any
tradition can explain justification? J.I. Packer chastises
those who believe the mercy of God “rests on persons who are
notionally correct.”{23} Having read some Catholic expositions
of Scripture and devotional writing—even by the Pope
himself—it is hard to believe I'm reading the words of the
anti-Christ (something Protestants have been known to call the
Pope) or that these writers aren’t Christians at all. Again,
this isn’t to diminish the rightful significance of the
doctrine of justification, but to seek a proper understanding
of the importance of one’s understanding of the doctrine
before one can be saved.

There is no doubt that there are Christians in the Roman
Catholic Church as assuredly as there are non-Christians in
Evangelical churches. We should be about the task of



evangelism everywhere. As with everyone our testimony should
be clear to Catholics around us. If they indicate that they
don’t know Christ then we tell them how they can know him.
What we dare not do is have the attitude, “Well, he’s Catholic
so he can’'t be saved.”

Options for Unity

I see three possible frameworks for unity. One is unity on the
social/cultural/political level. In these areas we can bring
conservative religious thinking to bear on the issues of the
day. I think this is what Peter Kreeft is calling for in an
article titled “Ecumenical Jihad,” in which he broadens the
circle enough to include Jews and Muslims.{24}

The second option is full, ecclesial unity. The focus here 1is
on Jesus’ prayer for unity. As Christ 1is one, we are to be
one. This goes beyond cooperation in the public square; this
is a call for one Church—one visible institution. Neuhaus says
we are one church, we just aren’t acting like it. One writer
points out that this kind of unity “is a ‘costly act’
involving the death and rebirth of existing confessional
churches.”{25} Catholic theologian Avery Dulles believes that
such full unity might be legitimate between groups that have a
common heritage, such as Catholics and Eastern Orthodox. “But
that goal is neither realistic nor desirable for communities
as widely separated as evangelicals and Catholics. For the
present and the foreseeable future the two will continue to
constitute distinct religious families.”{26} The stresses such
a union would create would be too much.

A third possibility is a middle way between the first two. It
involves the recognition of a mutually held Christian
worldview with an acknowledgement and acceptance of our
differences, and with a view to peace between traditions and
teamwork in the culture war. Here, theology 1is important;
evangelicals share something with Catholics that they don’t
with, say, Muslims who are morally conservative. These could



stand with Abraham Kuyper, the Prime Minister of Holland in
the late 19th century who said,

Now, in this conflict [against liberalism] Rome is not an
antagonist, but stands on our side, inasmuch as she
recognizes and maintains the Trinity, the Deity of Christ,
the Cross as an atoning sacrifice, the scriptures as the
Word of God, and the Ten Commandments. Therefore, let me ask
if Romish theologians take up the sword to do valiant and
skillful battle against the same tendency that we ourselves
mean to fight to death, is it not the part of wisdom to
accept the valuable help of their elucidation?{27}

Kuyper here was dealing with 1liberal theology. But the
principle holds for the present context. If Kuyper could look
to the Catholic Church for support in theological matters to
some extent against liberal Protestants, surely we can join
with them in speaking to and standing against a culture of
practical atheism.

Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger has proposed a two-prong strategy
for achieving church unity. The first task 1is complete,
visible unity as called for in the “Decree on Ecumenism.” Full
unity, however, can only come about by a special work of the
Holy Spirit. “The second task . . . is to pursue intermediate
goals.” He says:

It should be clear that we do not create unity, no more than
we bring about righteousness by means of our works, but that
on the other hand we should not sit around twiddling our
thumbs. Here it would therefore be a question of continually
learning afresh from the other as other while respecting his
or her otherness.{28}

Avery Dulles says that the heterogeneous community of
Catholics and evangelicals still has much to do together.
“They can join in their fundamental witness to Christ and
the gospel. They can affirm together their acceptance of the
apostolic faith enshrined in the creeds and dogmas of the



early Church. . . . They can jointly protest against the
false and debilitating creeds of militant secularism. In all
these ways they can savor and deepen the unity that 1is
already theirs in Christ.”{29}

Dulles offers some advice on what to do in this interim
period.{30} I'll let them stand without comment:

= Seek to correct misunderstandings about the other
tradition.

 Be surprised at the graciousness of God, who continues
to bestow his favors even upon those whose faith comes
to expression in ways that we may consider faulty.

» Respect each other’s freedom and integrity.

» Instead of following the path of reduction to some
common denominator, the parties should pursue an
ecumenism of mutual enrichment, asking how much they can
give to, and receive from, one another.

» Rejoice at the very significant bonds of faith and
practice that already unite us, notwithstanding our
differences. (Reading the same Scriptures, confessing
the same Triune God and Jesus as true God and true man,
etc.)

= We can engage in joint witness in our social action.

= Pray for the work of the Spirit in restoring unity, and
rest in knowing it has to be His work and not ours.

Protesting Voices

Not all Evangelical scholars and church leaders are in favor
of the Roman Catholic/Evangelical dialogue, at least with the
document “Evangelicals and Catholics Together.” Such well-
known representatives as R.C. Sproul, John MacArthur, Michael
Horton, and D. James Kennedy have taken issue with important
parts of this document.

The basis of the ECT dialogue was the conviction that
“Evangelicals and Catholics are brothers and sisters in



Christ.”{31} It was upon this foundation that the two groups
came together to consider a Christian response to current
social issues. But some question whether such a sweeping
statement is correct. Are we really “brothers and sisters in
Christ”?

MacArthur presents the central concerns in an article in the
journal of The Master’'s Seminary, of which he is president. He
believes “Evangelicals and Catholics Together” was so
concerned about social issues that it downplayed and
compromised key doctrines.

The fundamental issue is the matter of justification. Are we
saved by faith plus works, or by faith alone? Is justification
Imputed or infused (Are we declared righteous or are we made
righteous?)? The Council of Trent, convened by the Roman
Church in the late 16th century, anathematized those who
believe “that faith alone in the divine promises is sufficient
for the obtaining of grace” (Trent, sess. 7, canon 8)."{32}
Trent also made plain that justification is obtained through
the sacrament of baptism (Trent, sess. 6, chap. 7).{33}
Furthermore, the Roman Church holds that justification is an
ongoing process by which we are made righteous, not a
declaration that we are righteous. MacArthur contends that
this constitutes a different gospel.

R.C. Sproul says this: “The question in the sixteenth century
remains in dispute. Is justification by faith alone a
necessary and essential element of the gospel? Must a church
confess sola fide in order to be a true church? 0Or can a
church reject or condemn justification by faith alone and
still be a true church? The Reformers certainly did not think
so. Apparently the framers and signers of ECT think
otherwise.”{34}

MacArthur insists that, even though we might all be able to
recite the Apostles’ Creed together, if we differ on the core
matter of the Gospel we’re talking about different religions



altogether. If Evangelicalism and Roman Catholicism are
different religions, how can we claim to be “brothers and
sisters in Christ”?{35}

Thus, there are some who believe the dialogue between
Evangelicals and Roman Catholics to be a misbegotten venture.
However, even among those who take a strong position on the
Reformation view of justification, there are some who still
see some value in finding common cause with Catholics on
social matters. For example, a statement signed by John
Armstrong, the late James Montgomery Boice, Michael Horton,
and R.C. Sproul among others—who also signed “An Appeal to
Fellow Evangelicals,” a strong statement against the Roman
view of justification-says this: “The extent of the creedal
consensus that binds orthodox Evangelicals and Roman Catholics
together warrants the making of common cause on moral and
cultural issues in society. Roman Catholics and Evangelicals
have every reason to join minds, hearts, and hands when
Christian values and behavioral patterns are at stake.” This
doesn’t preclude, however, the priority of the fulfillment of
the Great Commission.{36}

The Importance of the Issue

There are several reasons why the current conversations
between Evangelicals and Catholics (and Eastern Orthodox as
well) are important. First is simply the reaffirmation of what
we believe. In this day of skepticism about the possibility of
knowing what is true at all, and the practice of many of
picking and choosing beliefs according to their practical
functionality, it is good to think carefully through what we
believe and why. A woman I know told me she doesn’t concern
herself with all those denominational differences. “I just
love Jesus,” she said. “Just give me Jesus.” One gets the
sense from all that is taught us in Scripture that Jesus wants
us to have more, meaning a more fleshed-out understanding of
God and His ways. As we review our likenesses and differences

n



with Roman Catholics we’re forced to come to a deeper
understanding of our own beliefs.

We also have Jesus’ high priestly prayer in which he prays
fervently for unity in his body. Was he serious? Is it good
enough to simply say “Well, the Roman Church differs in its
doctrine of justification so they can’t be Christians,” and
turn away from them? Or to keep a distance from them because
they believe differently on some things? While not giving up
our own convictions, isn’t it worthwhile taking the time to be
sure about our own beliefs and those of others before saying
Jesus’ prayer doesn’t apply?

J.I. Packer says this: “However much historic splits may have
been justified as the only way to preserve faith, wisdom and
spiritual life intact at a particular time, continuing them in
complacency and without unease is unwarrantable.”{37} A simple
recognition of the common ground upon which we stand would be
a step forward in answering Jesus’ prayer. The debates which
will follow as our differences are once again made clear can
further us in our theological understanding and our kingdom
connectedness.

Of course, the culture war which brought about this discussion
in the first place is another good reason for coming together.
Discovering our similarities in moral understanding will open
doors of cooperative ministry and witness in society. Chuck
Colson believes that the only solution to the current cultural
crisis “is a recultivation of conscience.”{38} How can the
conscience be recultivated? “At root, every issue that divides
the American people,” Colson says, “is religious 1in
essence.”{39} It will take a recultivation of the knowledge of
God to bring about change. Sharing the same basic worldview,
we can speak together in the public square on the issues of
the day.

Finally, consider what we can learn from one another.
Evangelicals can profit from the deep theological and



philosophical study of Catholic scholars, while Catholics can
learn from Evangelicals about in-depth Bible study.
Evangelicals can learn from Catholics what it is to be a
community of believers since, for them, the Church has the
emphasis over the individual. Catholics, on the other hand,
can learn from Evangelicals what it means to have a personal
walk with Christ.

In sum, there are important, legitimate discussions or debates
which must be held in the Church over theological issues. But
such discussions can only be held if we are talking to each
other. We are obligated to our Lord to seek the unity for
which He prayed. This isn’t a unity of convenience, but a
unity based upon truth. If one studies the issues closely and
determines that our differences are too great to permit any
coming together on the ecclesial level, at least one should
see the value of joining together on the cultural level-of
speaking the truth about the one true God who sent his only
Son to redeem mankind, and who has revealed his moral standard
in nature and Scripture, a standard which will be ignored to
our destruction.
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The Enlightenment and Belief
in God

The skepticism and relativism seen in our society today didn’t
just pop up out of nowhere. They received new life during the
era of the Enlightenment. Rick Wade provides an overview of
this important period.

This article is also available in Spanish.

We are often tempted to think of our own day as truly unique,
as presenting challenges that others have not known. Among
other challenges, Christians in the West today have to deal
with a foundational philosophical matter: namely, the question
of the possibility of knowing truth. The mindset in our
society today is either one of skepticism or of relativism.
Skepticism says there is truth but we can’t know it;
relativism says there is no fixed truth. These mindsets affect
all claims to truth, of course, but they are especially
significant for Christians as we seek to proclaim the Gospel
to others and hold onto it ourselves in these days of
uncertainty.

Is the challenge of the loss of truth new? Not at all. There
have been periods of skepticism throughout the history of the
West. In this article we’ll take a look at the era known as
the Enlightenment, that period in the history of the West
extending from the late 17th through the 18th centuries. What
we'll see is that the very issues we’'re dealing with today
were problems three centuries ago. Of particular concern to us
will be the knowledge of God.{1l}

Before looking at the Enlightenment itself, let’s take a brief
look at the mindset preceding this extraordinary era.
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Prior to the Enlightenment, believing in God in the West was
like believing in the sunrise; the answer to all the big
questions of life was God (whether a given individual was
inclined to obey God was another matter). The Bible was the
source of knowledge about Him, especially the 0ld Testament,
for there one could learn, among other things, the history of
humankind and the divine purposes. Even political questions
were to be solved by the 0ld Testament.

Everything was understood to work according to God’s plan. The
events of history were not chance occurrences, but events that
served to carry out God’s will. The universe was fairly young,
having been created by God about 4000 years before Christ, and
it was kept in operation through God’'s immediate involvement.
The earth was at the physical center of the universe; since
man was the highest level of creation, clearly God’s purposes
were centered on him.

For some people this picture of the world made for a
comfortable home: nice and neat and orderly. However, the
world was a mysterious and sometimes frightening place. This,
along with the generally held belief in “that Last Judgment
where many would be called but few chosen,”{2}

produced in some a pessimistic outlook. “‘Certainly there is
no happiness within this circle of flesh,’ said Sir Thomas
Browne, ‘nor is it in the optics of these eyes to behold
felicity.'”{3}

Although the various major landmasses of the earth were known,
other civilizations were not. Europeans knew little about
other cultures. It was easy to believe that theirs was the
highest civilization.

With the rise of science and the discovery of other
civilizations came a new way of thinking about “God, man, and
the world.” Let’'s look at these briefly.



A Shift in Thinking

Science

In the Renaissance era, the world started getting bigger for
Europeans. Knowledge increased rapidly, and from it followed
major changes in life. The various strands of change merged in
the Enlightenment, culminating in a new way of looking at the
world.

A major shift took place in the world of science with the
development of the ideas of such people as Francis Bacon
(1561-1627). Bacon, an English philosopher and statesman,
abandoned the classical deductive way of understanding nature
handed down from Aristotle, championing instead an
experimental, inductive approach. He rejected the authority of
tradition, and provided “a method of experiment and induction
that seemed to offer an infallible means of distinguishing
truth and error.”{4}

Although science was later to become the source of confidence
for people in the West, in the early days scientific
discoveries were unsettling. For example, the invention of the
telescope resulted in the overturning of Aristotle’s theory of
the universe in which the earth, and hence man himself, was
the center. Aristotle taught that the universe was a series of
concentric spheres, one outside the other. “Copernicus and his
successors shattered this world,” says historian James
Turner.{5}Now man was understood to live on a tiny planet
flung out into a space that had no center. It was a time of
great confusion. In the words of poet John Donne, “‘Tis all in
pieces, all cohaerence [sic] gone.'”"{6}The discovery that we
aren’t at the center of the universe made people wonder if we
are truly significant at all.

More disturbing than this, however, were geological
discoveries.{7} It appeared that the earth was older than the
current understanding of the 0ld Testament, which seemed to



some to say the world was created about 4,000 years before
Christ. The Bible had long been the authority on such matters.
Could it be wrong? To question the Bible was to question
Christianity itself. Because Christianity provided Europeans’
their basic worldview, such questions were extremely
troubling. Exploration

Voyages of discovery had a profound impact on Europeans’ view
of their place in the world and of their Christian beliefs.
Discoveries of other civilizations made Europeans wonder if
their Christian civilization was truly any better than any
others. China was a particular problem. It apparently predated
European civilization, and possibly even the Flood! Like the
Europeans, the Chinese saw themselves as the center of the
world. And China wasn’t Christian!

Other more primitive societies presented their own
difficulties. For example, reports of how gentle and loving
American Indians were made people wonder about the doctrine of
“original sin.” They wondered, too, if it could be that God
would destroy such people as these in a Flood.

Furthermore, if other civilizations were able to function
without Christian beliefs, maybe Christianity itself wasn’t so
significant, at least on the cultural level. Maybe it was just
one religion among many.{8} Norman Hampson concludes that “The
intellectual challenge of non-European societies [were] a much
more direct and fundamental challenge to traditional Christian
beliefs than any which seemed likely to come from the
scientists.”{9}

Thus, the discoveries of science and of voyages first
disrupted Europeans’ orderly world, and then made people doubt
the significance of their religion itself.



The New Cast of Mind

Shift in Knowledge Let’s look more closely at changes 1in
thinking that developed during the Enlightenment.

In the early 17th century, French philosopher René Descartes
(1596-1650) formulated a very rationalistic philosophy. His
primary goal was to produce a logically certain argument for
the existence of God. To do so, he employed what has come to
be known as the method of doubt. Descartes believed we were to
doubt any idea that wasn’t “clear and distinct.” The only idea
he could hold in such a manner was that he himself existed.
Hence the phrase, “I think, therefore I am.” From there
Descartes developed his philosophy in a logical, rational
manner. He even approached nature from a deductive,
rationalistic perspective. Beginning with general principles
and known facts of nature, Descartes would deduce what the
rest of nature should be like.

Although Descartes’ way of looking at the world was overthrown
by the experimental approach, his philosophy in general had a
profound impact. He is considered by some to be the first
modernist philosopher, for he looked for certainty in
knowledge within the individual, not from an outside
authority. Reason became more important than revelation.

Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727) was an immensely significant
figure in the developing world of science. His discovery of
the law of gravity showed that nature could be understood by
man. Man would no longer be at the mercy of an unknown world.
Newton’s work was so significant for understanding nature that
Alexander Pope was prompted to write, “Nature and Nature’s
laws lay hid in night, God said ‘Let Newton be!’ and all was

light.”{10}

John Locke (1632-1704) was another major thinker in the
Enlightenment era. Historian Norman Hampson says, “the new
currents of thought all seemed to flow together in [him]”.{11}



Locke believed that knowledge by experience 1is superior to
that which is accepted by belief and trust — “the floating of
other men’s opinions in our brains,” as he called it.{12} He
rejected the theory of innate ideas taught by Descartes,
believing instead that our minds begin as blank slates to
which 1is added knowledge by experience. Locke carried this
approach into the realm of human nature and morality. He
believed that “moral values arose from sensations of pleasure
and pain, the mind calling ‘good’ what experience showed to be
productive of pleasure.”{13} Although Locke was a Christian,
he set the stage for a naturalistic understanding of morality.

New Optimism

This new way of looking at the world, of listening first to
experience rather than to tradition and the church, was a
major characteristic of the Enlightenment. James Turner calls
this a “new cast of mind.” No longer were people to be
dependent upon the Church to tell them about their world. Now
they could learn about it in other ways.

In time the unsettling first wrought by scientific discovery
was replaced by an “unprecedented optimism” based on the
confidence in man’s ability to “shape his material and social
environment.”{14} There was “a gradual and complex shift in
the intellectual climate,” Norman Hampson says. “As science
seemed to establish itself on an impregnable basis of
experimentally verified fact, doubt and confusion eventually
gave way to self-confidence, the belief that the unknown was
merely the undiscovered, and the general
assumption—unprecedented in the Christian era—that man was to
a great extent the master of his own destiny.”{15}

Secularization and the Church

The findings of science had profound effects on people’s
thinking about God and their religion during the
Enlightenment. However, science wasn’t alone in this. Other



forces were at work pushing Europe into a new secularism.
The Beginnings of Secularization

As temporal rulers consolidated their power in Europe, the
political power of the Church waned. Fragmented feudal
kingdoms began to merge together into nation-states and
assumed more power over the people. The Reformation sped up
the secularization of politics as governments distanced
themselves from the warring churches to maintain peace.

Capitalism and technology furthered the separation as they
weakened the hold the Church had on the populace. Before the
printing press was invented, for instance, the Church heavily
influenced the flow of information in society. But now “the
printing press effectively ended church regulation of
learning.”{16} Other secular institutions arose taking up more
of people’s lives in areas not governed by the Church. Trade,
for example and all it involved- travel, the establishment of
businesses, banks and stock exchanges- -added more
institutions that were outside the control of the Church. As
James Turner says, “The church’s words, though still
formidable, competed with a widening range of alluring voices
that . . . did not have the church’s vested commitment to
defend Christianity.”{17}

Secularization didn’t necessarily undermine Christianity,
however. People might actually have developed a firmer faith
as a result of being able to read about and discuss the faith.
It could be that “with worldly ambitions curtailed and legal
powers short, the churches exercised deeper spiritual
influence.”{18} Nonetheless, in society the voice of the
Church grew weaker.

The Church

The new experimental cast of mind had profound effects on
religion and the Church. Religion now came under the same
scrutiny as other areas of thought. Doctrine drew greater



attention since it suited the new concern with rational and
orderly thought. Mystery was downplayed, and tradition lost
significance. The new intellectual mood called for individuals
to think matters through for themselves, and as a result,
people began to divide over doctrinal differences. If “clear
and distinct” ideas were what should be believed, as Descartes
taught, then the individual person took on an authority
previously held by tradition or the Church.

The Protestant Reformation played a major role in the
fracturing of the Church and its loss of power. According to
Norman Hampson, rival claims to leadership in the Church
contributed most to the decline of its intellectual authority
in society. If church leaders couldn’t agree on what was true,
who could? Although cutting edge thinkers were satisfied that
traditional attitudes and assumptions should no longer
prevail, they were not able to come up with clear
alternatives. “The picture,” says Hampson, “was one of a
confused mélée.” {19}

Church leaders began “revising belief to fit the new

intellectual style. . . . The very meanings of ‘religion’ and
‘belief’ began subtly to change . . . during the Middle Ages
religion involved not so much assent to doctrines . . . as

participation in devotion, particularly communal ritual.
Religion was more a collective than an individual affair and
collectively it came closer to a system of practice than a
parcel of tenets, while individually it meant more a person’s
devoutness than his adherence to a creed.”{20} In the
Enlightenment, however, doctrines became more important than
practice for some, and the result of doctrinal debates was the
breakup of the Protestant Church into multiple denominations.

The Bible itself was subjected to the new way of thinking.
First, since all texts of antiquity were now open to question,
the Bible too became subject to rational scrutiny. Which parts
were to be accepted as historically accurate and which
rejected? Second, since scriptural teachings were no longer to



be accepted simply on the basis of authority, specific matters
were brought up for debate — for example, the matter of the
reality of hell.

Frenchman Richard Simon (1638-1712) subjected the O01ld
Testament to such scrutiny. His book, Critical History of the
Old Testament, was the first to examine the Bible as a
literary product. He treated “the 0ld Testament as a document
with a history, put together over time by a variety of authors
with a variety of motives and interests, rather than a
divinely-revealed unity.”{21} Although his work was condemned
across many Christian denominations, the die was cast, and
others continued the same kind of analysis.

Political separation from the Church, new means of learning,
the loss of tradition, dissension in the churches, doubts
about Scripture—these things and more served to turn attention
more to the secular than to the sacred.

Belief in God

Nature and God

All of this — the findings of science and exploration and the
new experimental way of thinking, along with doubts about the
validity and significance of Church teaching — took its toll
on belief in God.

One concern was the relationship of God to nature. Newton
believed God had to be actively involved in nature because the
laws he discovered didn’t seem to work uniformly throughout
the universe. God had to keep things working properly.{22} For
those like Newton, the findings of science were exhilarating;
they saw them as God’s means of ordering His world. “Even
those few minds who had entirely given the universe over to
orderly natural law,” says Turner, “still needed to assume
God’'s existence. For natural laws themselves presupposed a
divine Lawgiver.”{23}



Nonetheless, a distance developed between God and nature since
nature was now understood in terms of natural laws that were
comprehensible to men. René Descartes had believed that nature
was to be understood in terms of ultimate realities. Thus, he
kept science, theology, and metaphysics together. The new
experimentalism of Bacon and Newton, however, separated them.
“The modern conception of the natural world, understood as
clearly distinguished from and even opposed to an impalpable
spiritual world, was being invented,” says Turner.{24} God was
withdrawn more and more “as nature came to be understood

as governed by God through secondary causes.”{25} He didn’t
disappear; He just adopted a new mode of operation. A
mechanistic strain in science suggested a more impersonal
Deity. God began to be thought of as a “divine Engineer.”{26}
Thus, scientists stopped concerning themselves with
metaphysical answers. They looked to nature to explain
itself.{27}

Now that God didn’'t seem to be necessary to the operation of
the world, some began to doubt His reality altogether. Prior
to the Enlightenment, atheism was a “bizarre aberration” for
well over a thousand years in the West. One writer said that,
“As late as the sixteenth century, disbelief in God was
literally a cultural impossibility.”{28} One couldn’t explain
the world without God. Growing vegetation, intellectual
coherence, the orbits of the planets, the existence of life
itself, morality—these and other issues all found their roots
in God. With science now able to explain how the world worked,
however, doubts about God began to rise. Belief in His
existence now rested more on the idea of Providence, the
beneficial acts of God on our behalf. It was believed that the
earth was made for man’s happiness, that there was a morally
meaningful order to things, and there had to be a God to
explain this.

However, with time there developed a more pessimistic view of
nature, which lessened the force of Providence. Nature



produced poisonous plants and dangerous animals as well as
good things. In the words of the poet William Blake:

Tiger! Tiger! Burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye

Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?{29}

While there was obviously no wholesale abandonment of belief
in God, the foundations for belief seemed to be eroding. And
when God’'s existence became debatable, says Turner, “the
center fell out of Western intellectual life. If divine
purpose did not undergird the cosmos, then whole structures of
meaning collapsed and new ones had to be built up, brick by
precarious brick.”{30}

Natural Religion-Deism

Norman Hampson notes that, with the splintering of the Church
in the Reformation, and with the pressure of looking at
everything in terms of the new cast of mind, churches began
making concessions in their teachings. “When the churches were
prepared for so many concessions, and seemed encumbered rather
than sustained by such dogma as they retained, there was a
tendency for the educated to drift by easy stages from
Christianity to natural religion.”{31} Natural religion, or
Deism, was religion divorced from the supposed “superstition”
of revealed religion such as Christianity. Human reason
unaided by revelation, it was thought, could lead thinking men
to the truth of God. Deism was a very basic, not highly
elaborated theistic belief. God was “a kind of highest common
denominator of the revealed religions.” In fact, some thought
all the major religions worship the same God!{32} Natural
religion was the religion of all mankind. It was centered on
man, and it bound all men to a common moral law. Living right
counted more than right doctrine. As Pope said,

For Modes of Faith let graceless zealots fight;



He can’t be wrong whose life is in the right.{33}

Apologetics

The need to prove the truth of Christianity would scarcely
have crossed the mind of a medieval preacher.{34} “The known
unbelievers of Europe and America before the French
Revolution,” says Turner, “numbered fewer than a dozen or
two.”{35} Now the possibility of an intellectually grounded
atheism was very real. Fear of unbelief prodded Christian
apologists into action.

There were four possible responses to problems created for
belief by the many new ideas: to be ignorant of them, to
firmly reject new ideas, to accept the new thinking but keep
religion autonomous, and to recast Christian beliefs in terms
of the new ideas. The latter was the route Deists and others
took. “Reason and observation gave always the most certain
knowledge of any reality that lay outside our minds,” says
Turner. “Belief for its own good must therefore be fitted to
the new cast of mind.”{36}

Some, like the Quakers, believed that belief in God eluded
rationality. “On the contrary, the rationalizers insisted,
belief in God was entirely reasonable and plausible,” says
Turner. “And they trimmed it accordingly where 1its
reasonableness seemed shaky. They played down creeds 1in
general and mysterious doctrines in particular. Truth could
not be obscure. They repudiated the metaphysical flights of
scholasticism, both Catholic and Protestant, in favor of
common-sense arguments grounded in palpable reality. Truth
must be plain to see. . . . The use of science soon became a
phenomenally popular apologetic tool.”{37}

Morality assumed greater importance as a test of the truth of
the faith. As secularization pushed religion more to the
private sphere, “emphasis fell increasingly on inner
religiousness rather than externalities of ritual. Cultivation



of a clean conscience, then, seems to have become a more
common test of inward sanctity, a measure of how close one
stood to God.”{38} Religion grew more preoccupied with
everyday behavior.

This was important in apologetics, because it allowed an
escape from concerns about divisive doctrinal concerns and the
uncertainties of new philosophy. It had universal appeal.
Human nature and conscience worked like natural law: they
revealed the moral law in us as natural laws showed God’s
rational wisdom in nature. Turner comments:

Ethics and physics confuted the atheist and confirmed the
reasonableness of Christianity. The vrational man
demonstrated God and everything essential to religion
through the marks that Deity had left in this world, ready
for reason and observation to discover. Only the fool
stumbled into the pit of atheism or the mumbo-jumbo of
mystery. . . . Good morals and a small clutch of plain,
rational beliefs kept the Christian safe from unbelief and
guided him to eternal reward.{39}

This attitude shaped the thinking of subsequent generations of
apologists. Perhaps they did stave off atheism for a while.
Turner tells us, “These believers . . . had come to terms with
modernity and had refitted belief to sail in its waters. With
much of the incomprehensibility and mysterious taken out of
it, belief in God was now based more solidly in morality and
rationality; that 1is, 1in tangible human experience and
demonstrable human knowledge. Confusion and uncertainty,
apologists might rationally hope, would now give way to a new
confidence in reasonable and moral religion.”{40}

Conclusion

In the Enlightenment, people were shaken by a new way of
thinking that challenged the simple acceptance of tradition
and religious authority, but their confidence was restored



through science and technology. Today, people are shaken by
the loss of this confidence. We are seeing now that putting
our confidence in our own ability to understand our world and
fix it provides a shaky foundation. The need today is for both
a reminder that truth can be known-ultimately through God’s
revelation in Christ- -and modesty in our knowledge, which
recognizes that we do not now, and never will, know
everything.
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Miracles

Miracles: What Are They?

Have you noticed how often the word miracle is used these
days? Skin creams that make us look younger; computer
technology; the transition of a nation from oppression to
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freedom; what a quarterback needs to pull off for his team to
have a winning season. All these are called miracles today.
Anything that takes extreme effort or which amazes people 1is
now a miracle. I'm still amazed that airplanes stay in the
air. But is that a miracle?

To begin our discussion we’'ll first put forth a definition. To
clarify the nature of a miracle will also require making
distinctions in God’'s activities in creation. Then we’ll
respond to objections to the possibility of miracles. Finally,
we'll consider their apologetic use.

So, what is a miracle? In his book, All the Miracles of the
Bible, Herbert Lockyer said that a miracle 1is “some
extraordinary work of deity transcending the ordinary powers
of nature and wrought in connection with the ends of
revelation.”{1} Notice the three elements: miracles are
supernatural, or the work of deity; they transcend or override
natural law; and they are part of God’s means of revealing His
nature and purposes to us.

In Acts. 2:22, Peter speaks of the “miracles and wonders and
signs which God performed through” Jesus. This reference to
miracles can also be translated power. Miracles demonstrate
the supernatural power of God over nature and evil forces.
This power was seen in Jesus’ healing the sick; calming the
storm; and raising people from the dead. Such events occurred
in opposition to the normal course of nature; they could only
be done by a supernatural power.

The word wonders refers to the response the miracles evoked in
the observers, a response of astonishment and fear. Observers
knew they had seen something out of the ordinary, something
that in its greatness could even be threatening to thenm.

Still a third word used by Peter in Acts 2:22 points to the
revelatory purpose of miracles. There, Peter referred to the
signs of Jesus. This word stresses that aspect of miracles



which draws attention to the significance of the event. Signs
point to or reveal something else.

First, they indicated a relationship between the miracle
worker and God. In John 5:36 Jesus said that his works were
evidence that he had been sent by God. Second, they pointed to
a fuller activity of God still to come. As one writer said:
“The power Jesus exhibited was a foretaste of the power to be
revealed at the end of the age.”{2}

Also, miracles are revelatory themselves in that they reveal
the nature of God. Jesus came to reveal the Father to us. He
said he was the Savior, and he showed he was the Savior by
doing saving things. He healed diseases; he delivered the
demon-possessed; he saved from the fury of the storm.

So, miracles are from God; they override nature; and they
reveal God. They aren’t simply amazing events. When just about
anything amazing 1is called a miracle simply because it's
amazing, real miracles lose their significance.

Miracles and Providence

The word miracle is used so often and to describe so many
things that it’s lost its power. One of the reasons events are
called miracles which shouldn’t be—at least by Christians—is
that we want to give due honor to God for His work in our
lives. This is how it should be. However, in order to give
miracles their due, we should distinguish the different kinds
of activity of God in this world.

We can think of God’s involvement in three categories. First,
what we call providence, which is God’s ongoing work 1in
sustaining the universe He created and the people in it. He
keeps the stars in place; He provides for our physical needs;
and He is active in the governing of societies. People have
come to learn that things work a certain way, whether they are
believers in God or not. No explicit belief in God 1is



necessary to explain such things. Events on this level are not
miracles.

Second, God 1is active in what we might call special
providence. “Special providences,” said theologian Louis
Berkhof, “are special combinations in the order of events, as
in the answer to prayer, in deliverance out of trouble, and in
all instances in which grace and help come in critical
circumstances.”{3} God’'s hand is “visible” in a sense to
Christians who have watched all the pieces to one or more of
life’'s puzzles fall into place in a very special way.

Our move to Texas to work with Probe is an example. When we
survey all the events that led up to our move, we recognize
that God had to have been involved. But that’s because we set
these events in the context of the thinking, the decisions,
and the prayers of people who sought God’'s will. However,
people who aren’t inclined to see God working in our lives
would see nothing supernatural about such events. They might
simply see that we made a decision to move, the leadership of
Probe and our church concurred, and a bunch of other people
who support us agreed. Is this type of occurrence a miracle?
In my opinion it isn’t. Although God was involved in a special
way, the laws of nature weren’t transcended.

The third category of God’s involvement 1is miracles that we
defined earlier as events, which are supernatural in origin,
transcend or violate natural laws, and serve a revelatory
function in God'’s redemptive work. Here the hand of God 1is
clearly visible to anyone who doesn’t deliberately refuse to
believe. The event is contrary to the normal course of nature;
no scientific explanation is possible. Of a purported miracle,
we might ask this question: Is it impossible that the event
could have taken place without God’s special intervention to
alter the inevitable course of nature?

These three categories are not rigidly divided. They form more
of a continuum. The distinguishing mark is the visibility of



God’s hand in a given event. Is He in the background, simply
maintaining His created order? Or has He manipulated certain
events to a certain end without making His presence clearly
seen by all? Or has He acted so powerfully in the realm of
nature that there is no other reasonable explanation?

The purpose of such considerations is that we might not use
the word miracle too lightly. To accomplish their role,
miracles must remain distinct from that which is simply
amazing.

Philosophical Attacks: Miracles and
Natural Law

Miracles have come under attack for centuries now. In short,
objectors seem to assume that our lives’ experience 1is
normative. With respect to environment, it is assumed that
what we see in nature is all there is or can be. With respect
to time, also, critics say that our experience today
determines what could have happened yesterday, or that our
limitations do not allow us to know what happened in the past.
Let’s consider first the question of nature, and then at the
problem of historical knowledge with respect to miracles.

Miracles came under heavy attack during the Enlightenment by
deists and atheists, and later by liberal churchmen. In the
heady days of the rise of science, many came to see miracles
as violations of natural law. To the rationalists of that day,
such a violation was an impossibility. David Hume, the
Scottish philosopher, put it this way: “A miracle is a
violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable
experience has established these laws, the proof against a
miracle, . . . 1s as entire as any argument from experience
can possibly be imagined.”{4}

This raises two questions. First, are natural laws inviolable?
Second, how do we interpret the evidence?



First, the question of natural law. Some critics believe
simply that there is no power higher than nature and thus no
power that could supersede the laws of nature. This 1is
naturalism, a philosophical belief that can’t itself be proved
by what is seen in nature. This is a philosophical assumption,
and we shouldn’t be put off by it. We believe that God exists,
and being the creator of the natural laws, He 1is above them
Himself and able to alter them. They don’t. To undermine the
possibility of miracles, naturalists must prove there is no
God to perform them. On the other hand, if we can show that
non-natural events did or have occurred, the naturalist will
have to find some explanation in his worldview for them.

Other critics may not argue from an atheistic standpoint, but
they hold that a universe in which natural laws can be broken
is inherently unstable. If miracles occurred, all would be
chaos. We answer that if God is powerful enough to create
nature and to override its laws, He is also powerful enough to
keep the rest of nature in order.

Thus, the reality of natural law is no deterrent to miracles.

Second, how do we weigh the evidence for and against miracles?
What about Hume’s objection that there is more evidence
against miracles than for them? First, the abundant evidence
of order at most suggests that miracles are the rare
exception. But this 1is what makes them so significant!
Consider, too, that the proper use of evidences includes being
open to new evidences, including those of unusual occurrences.
Second, evidences should be weighed, not just counted. So, to
illustrate, we are more likely to accept the testimony of one
person known for honesty and integrity over the evidence of
five known liars. The quality of the evidence is what counts.

As I noted earlier, arguments against miracles based upon the
workings of nature typically reveal an underlying philosophy
of naturalism. But there is another kind of objection to
miracles. That is, that history can’t bear the weight of



proving miracles occurred in the past. We’ll turn our
attention to that objection next.

Philosophical Attacks: Miracles and
History

We have looked briefly at David Hume’'s argument against
miracles based on natural law. On the surface, Hume’s argument
was against proving a miracle, not against the reality of
miracles per se. His main point was that we can’t know whether
a miracle occurred because our knowledge is gleaned from
evidences, and the preponderance of evidence 1is always for
natural law and against miracles. He believed that it would be
more likely, that, for example, all the witnesses lied than
that a person was raised from the dead. How was Hume so sure
of this? “Because,” he said, ‘that has never been observed in
any age or country.”{5} So, when someone said they saw a
miracle, Hume said they were deluded or were lying because no
one’s ever seen a miracle! It seems clear that Hume’s argument
against knowing whether a miracle occurred was based upon his
prior conviction that miracles don’t occur.

Of course, if no evidence could be sufficient to prove
miracles in the present, records of miracles in history were
surely faulty. If we don’t experience miracles today, Hume
thought, there’s no reason to think others did in the past.

Anthony Flew, a contemporary philosopher, has built on Hume’s
argument. He says there must be uniformity between the present
(the time of the historian) and the past (when the event took
place) to make any reasonable interpretation of the past. This
is called the rule of analogy. The regularities of nature are
part of our present experience, and we must assume they were
the experience of people in the past.

This argument presupposes that there are no miracles occurring
now. How do critics know this? Either they must be omniscient,
or they must begin with a naturalistic worldview which by



definition precludes miracles. One also wonders how Flew could
accept any unique, singular event in history, such as the
origins of the universe and of life, if regularity is a
requirement for historical knowledge.

Other critics say the problem is with the study of history per
se. They argue that historical knowledge is too subjective for
us to know what really happened in the past. Our own values,
worldviews and prejudices color our understanding so that
there aren’t any historically objective facts. But if this is
so, the critic’s own judgment about historical knowledge is
too colored by his own values, etc., to be taken as objective
fact. As philosopher Frances Beckwith notes, this also means
that no interpretation of history can be considered bad, and
that there is no reason to revise history (except perhaps for
the historian’s amusement).{6}

It would seem that those who deny miracles are typically
predisposed against them. If this is the case, is there any
apologetic use for miracles? Let’s look at this next.

The Apologetic Use of Miracles

“Miracle was once the foundation of all apologetics, then it
became an apologetic crutch, and today it is not infrequently
regarded as a cross for apologetics to bear.” So said a German
theologian in the early part of this century.{7} While it’s
true that evidential apologetics emphasizes the miracle of the
resurrection of Jesus, miracles in general play little role in
apologetics today.

What’'s the proper role of miracles in apologetics? First, of
course, Christians need to answer the charge that miracles
can’'t happen, and that the Bible, therefore, isn’t true.
Miracles are an integral part of Christianity; to side-step
objections to them by downplaying their role is to abandon the
cause.



But what about persuasion? In Scripture, were miracles used as
evidence to persuade unbelievers?

We see in the New Testament that miracles did serve as
evidence and they brought some people to belief. When Jesus
raised Lazarus “many of the Jews . . . put their faith in Him”
(Jn.11:45; see also Acts 2:22-41; 5:12-16; 6:7,8; 8:6-8; Rom.
15:18,19). But note that some went to the Pharisees and ratted
on Jesus.At other times Jesus chastised the Pharisees because
they believed neither His words nor His works (Jn.10:22-32;
15:24). Not everyone believed in response to miracles (cf.
Acts 14:3,4).

Remember that Jesus didn’t do miracles for people who had no
faith-such as the people in His hometown (Matt. 13:58)-or for
those who insisted that He prove Himself to them-such as the
Jewish leaders (Matt. 16:1-4). When He ministered in His
hometown, for instance, people took offense at Him, and
Matthew says, “He did not do many miracles there because of
their lack of faith”. Matthew also reports that Jesus refused
the Jewish leaders when they came to Him “and tested Him by
asking Him to show them a sign from heaven” (16:1-4)

No, Jesus’ miracles were done in response to faith. But this
wasn’'t necessarily explicit faith in Jesus as Savior. It could
have been simply the openness to God of people who were
willing to hear. By doing miracles, Jesus identified himself
as the Messiah who had been prophesied.{8} People either
recognized the fulfillment of prophecy or simply recognized
the hand of God, or both.

Someone might ask, even if people won’t accept miracles, might
they not respond to the simple preaching of the cross?
Remember that miracles were part of God’s revelation of His
redemptive activity. They were set in the context of the
spoken message of Jesus. People who refused the spoken word
also refused to accept the evidence of miracles. As Abraham
said to the rich man in Jesus’ parable, “If they do not listen



to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if
someone rises from the dead.” (Lk.16:31)

Thus, in answer to the question whether miracles can bring
people to belief in Christ, they can if the deep-down
knowledge of God that Paul said we all have (Rom.1:20) is
first awakened. But for those who have deliberately shut God
out of their lives and their worldview, miracles won’t do any
more to convince them than hearing Scripture will.

Miracles, then, provide evidence for the identity of Jesus and
for the truth of the message He proclaimed especially when
paired with prophecy. They should thus be a part of the
package of evidences we employ. We will not convince everyone
of the truth of Jesus Christ. But if God chose miracles as
confirming evidence, we should not shun them.
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The World in Our Worship

Worship is an essential part of the Christian life. Rick Wade
briefly considers a few essentials of corporate worship, and
then looks at three characteristics of secular thought which
undermine proper worship.

Choices 1in Worship

Church historian Bruce Shelley reports on a speaking
engagement he had with a group of senior adults about recent
changes in evangelical churches. When he mentioned drums in
worship, he said, “even the breath-taking surroundings [of the
Colorado Rockies] couldn’t suppress the sanctified outrage” he
heard. “Like a match dropped on a haystack,” he said, “the
room erupted first in a corporate groan, followed by an
outburst of laughter.”{1} Clearly such changes don’t sit well
with many Christians. Those who appreciate a more traditional
approach to worship are concerned that the contemporary style
of worship risks diluting the message of the church by
modeling itself on the secular entertainment industry in its
style, and thus risks the accommodation of the message to the
ways of the world.

On the other hand, those who believe the traditional approach
has become outdated are accepting contemporary worship widely.
For some, the change is simply a matter of taste: they like
contemporary music and a relaxed atmosphere. For others,
contemporary worship seems like a better approach to reach
today’s generations. In his book, The Second Coming of the
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Church, George Barna makes this startling statement: “After
nearly two decades of studying Christian churches in America,
I'm convinced that the typical church as we know it today has
a rapidly expiring shelf 1ife.”{2} The church 1is not
effectively speaking to its surrounding culture, he says, and
is becoming largely irrelevant. Adapting worship services 1is
one part of addressing this problem.

Still a third worship option for evangelicals who are tired of
traditional worship but think the contemporary style 1is
inadequate as well, is that of liturgical worship. Through the
ceremony and ritual of liturgical services conducted 1in
settings with objects rich with symbolism, some Christians
look for a special encounter with God. The October 6, 1997
issue of Christianity Today had on its cover a picture of a
woman with a glazed look in her eyes. Above her head was the
question: “Missing God at church?”{3} A student interviewed 1in
the cover article said this about her church background:
“There was no imagination, no mystery, no beauty. It was all
preaching and books and application.” Another student spoke of
the loss of the sense of the divine in worship today.
“Gymnasiums and impermanent buildings” have replaced “the
splendor and holiness of cathedrals,” she said. “Plastic cups
and folding chairs aren’t enough,” she continued. “There has
to be an environment that communicates God’s holiness to my
senses and to my spirit.”

A fourth option for worship is one championed by Robert
Webber: that of blended worship. This is especially appealing
to young people. It reflects, to a degree, postmodern
thinking. We are no longer restricted to choosing one style
over another. Now that the rigid demands of modernism have
broken down, people feel free to choose facets of different
styles to form something new.

Some might think that differences between worship services are
really merely stylistic. Each person has his or her
preferences regarding worship, right? Some prefer one style,



some another. But are the differences only stylistic? Is it
true that worship style is basically a matter of individual
preference? Are there any objective criteria for corporate
worship? If there are, then we can look for the necessary
elements as we consider a certain style of worship.{4} On the
other hand, we can also look for things to avoid in worship,
things that would hinder true worship. Are influences from
secular culture coming into the church and adversely affecting
our worship?

Let’s consider first some goals of corporate worship.
Following that, we’ll consider three cultural forces that
serve to undermine proper worship.

Three Goals of Worship

In her book, Reaching Out Without Dumbing Down, {5} Marva Dawn
says there are three goals of worship: praising God, building
up the community, and nurturing the believer.

Praising God

The obvious answer to the question “Why do we worship?” 1is,
“To give praise and glory to God.” Said the Levites, “Arise,
bless the Lord your God forever and ever! 0 may Your glorious
name be blessed and exalted above all blessing and praise!”
(Neh. 9:5). In praise we have our focus on God and not
ourselves. At least we think we do.

However, too often our thoughts about God center around what
He has done for us, for me. Consider, for example, the songs
many of us sing in church. So many of them have I as the real
subject. God is praised for what He means to me.

Is it wrong to praise and thank God for what He has done for
me? Not at all! Of course, we should do this. The problem 1is
this: we come to worship God in His fullness, but we end up
praising Him for what we’ve experienced. The being and work of
God is reduced to the limits of our own experience! But we’re



dealing with the transcendent One here! The One who spoke the
stars into existence, who cares for all others in His family
the same as He cares for me, and all at the same time! God's
project is bigger than I am. God’'s being is bigger than what I
have personally experienced. In addition to praising God for
what He has done for us individually, we should be worshiping
God for the things He does that have nothing to do with us 1in
particular. By worshiping Him in His fullness we open
ourselves up for riches we didn’t expect and maybe never even
imagined.

Building Up the Body

In worship we also build up the community of faith. We are
part of something much bigger than our own church or
denomination; we are part of something which began two
millennia ago and which will continue to grow until the Lord
returns.

What does this have to do with worship? First, when we come
together for worship we are a worshiping community, not just a
bunch of individuals gathered in the same room. When we are
together we can turn from our occupation with ourselves and
focus on the development of God’s people as a body. We are not
to mirror our narcissistic and individualistic society, but
rather to turn outward to the community. Says Dawn, “Worship
that draws all its participants into a common understanding of
God will develop vibrant communities—and then the communities
in turn will also deepen the character growth of their
members.”{6}

Second, in worship we can also hear from members of the church
from generations past through their writings and art. In turn,
we nurture and protect that which we have inherited so we can
pass it on intact to succeeding generations. Worship aids
significantly in this project. Says Dawn, “Worship forms us;
all the elements of the service develop the character of
believer in us. And worship forms the community if it unites



us in common beliefs, traditions, renewal, and goals. Worship
schools us in the language of faith as we listen and sing and
participate in its rites.” She continues: “We can only pass on
the faith if it has nurtured our character to be its carriers
and if we are part of a community, the Church, that has
carried the faith down through the ages.”{7}

So, when we sing, for example, do we draw into ourselves and
enjoy our own private worship? Or are we purposefully singing
with other believers, lifting up one sound of praise to God?
Do we come to church with our focus on what we hope to get out
of the service? Or are we thinking about how we are going to
lift others before the Lord? Are we listening to Christians
from ages past who have dealt with some of the same ideas and
issues we struggle with? And are we thinking about those who
will come after us, about the legacy we will leave behind?

The individualism of our age fights us here. It sets us up to
be a lot of little Christian islands in a sanctuary or
auditorium. We are not many individuals who just happen to
have a religious bond. What we are really is a body made up of
many members. Worship that recognizes God as the subject will
be worship that builds up His body.

Nurturing Character

Another goal of worship is the nurturing of our character.
Worship should transform us as a result of being brought into
the presence of the living God. It was entering the sanctuary
of God that gave Asaph a right understanding of God and His
ways with men, which took away Asaph’s bitterness (Ps. 73).
Think of Isaiah, who was made whole and prepared to serve
after beholding the glory of God and his own sinfulness (Is.
6). This isn’t just a matter of growing in faith and going
deeper in our prayer life. It’s also a matter of becoming good
people, people whose character is like that of Jesus!

Too often, however, our idea of being transformed is leaving



church feeling good! We want to feel better about ourselves,
to be lifted up! Yet, we all know in the normal course of life
that building up often means tearing down first. This 1is
especially the case when we think about being conformed to the
image of Christ. In fact, Marva Dawn says that worship ought
to kill us. What does she mean by this? She says:

“In a society doing all it can to make people cozy, somehow
we must convey the truth that God’s Word, rightly read and
heard, will shake us up. It will kill us, for God cannot
bear our sin and wants to put to death our self-centeredness
- Once worship kills us, we are born anew to worship
God rightly.”{8}

Worship, then, serves to praise God, build up the community,
and nurture our character.

Subjectivism: Worship Beginning With Me
Rather Than With God

Let’s begin looking at three forces, which work to undermine
proper worship: subjectivism, self-focused individualism, and
dumbing down the message. Our critique will not be focused on
any particular worship style. Indeed, these problems can be
found across the spectrum.

“Me” As Subject

Let’s begin with subjectivism. This is a common attitude
today. I find what is true and good within myself. My personal
experience 1s what counts.{9} Therefore, I am the judge of
what is worthwhile in my worship. I expect the sermon to be on
my level (none of that heavy theology stuff), the music to
suit the tastes I’'ve already developed, and the service time
to not be too long. And the service is evaluated by how I feel
when it’s over. What matters is my spiritual experience now.

Seeing God As Subject As Well As Object



The problem here is that the center of worship is I, not God.
Although I might be directing my thoughts toward God, I am
patterning my worship so as to satisfy myself. The effect is
that my understanding of God is restricted to what He has done
in my life; my view of God is thus limited by my experience.
When my experience of God sets the limits, I’'ll have a
shrunken view of God.

The key to getting God fully into the picture is to see Him as
the subject of worship, and not just the object. What do I
mean by this? Says theologian Marva Dawn, “The gifts of
worship flow from God the subject and return to God as the
object of our reverence.”{10} The content of our worship comes
from Him; He is the source. He gives us Himself, tells us His
characteristics, and informs us of His plans. Having received
this we turn back to God and make Him the object of our
worship, giving it all back to Him in praise. As one writer
puts it, “Worship . . . 1is an encounter in which God’'s glory,
Word, and grace are unveiled, and we respond, in songs and
prayers of celebration.” In our worship, we “recognize a Lord
whose majesty evokes strong praise, petition, and
transformation.”{11} When we worship, we are reflecting God
back to God. In filling our vision with God, we are met by
Him. If we engineer our worship to meet our needs as we see
them, on the other hand, we risk missing out on being touched
by God in unexpected but vital ways.

I'd like to make one other point. With God as subject or
source of worship, grace once again becomes central, for grace
is the theme of His works on our behalf. When we are the
subjects, however, our actions are the focus making law
central. This leads to an emphasis on what we must do, rather
than what God has done.{12}

On Worship Killing Us

With God as the subject of worship, it then becomes a vehicle
of transformation in His hands. As I noted earlier, worship



ought to kill us. It ought to make us see the great distance
between God and ourselves. Once in God'’s presence our sinful
nature 1s put to death. Then we are ready to be infused with
His life.{13}

Worship 1s a subversive act, Dawn insists. We don’t come
before God to get His stamp of approval on our interests and
agendas. God intends to turn us upside down. As Dawn says, “If
the Church’s worship is faithful, it will eventually be
subversive of the culture surrounding it, for God’'s truth
transforms the lives of those nurtured by it. Worship will
turn our values, habits, and ideas upside-down as it forms our
character; only then will we be genuinely right-side up
eternally.”{14}

When we have the attitude that the worship service is provided
primarily to fix our individual problems, we get the cart
before the horse. We aren’t interested in being brought low
before God. But it is only in being brought low that we can be
lifted up, because it is only then that we both see our real
need and surrender ourselves to God to do with as He pleases,
not as we please.

We thus recognize God as both subject and object of worship,
as the One who fills us with Himself, and as the One upon whom
we shift our focus for our time of corporate worship.

Self-Focused Individualism: Worship
Focused on Me Rather Than on the Body

One of the weaknesses of the church in modern times has been
the failure to give due recognition to the fact that we are
part of a community of faith. Ours is a narcissistic age;
we've been taught to be self-absorbed in our “I did it my way”
culture. Marva Dawn notes that in her observation of the
church today Christians “rarely . . . think in terms of ‘we’
instead of ‘I’.”{15}



The Body Present, Past and Future

We aren’t just a bunch of individuals thrown together in some
loose confederation. We are a body that extends geographically
around the world at the present, and which extends back in
time 2000 years and forward until the Lord returns.

How can the church address this individualistic attitude? Dawn
believes “that worship which keeps God as subject is the most
important key, for God is the Creator of community and the
preserver of the Church. . . . [W]orship that draws all its
participants into a common understanding of God will develop
vibrant communities—and then the communities in turn will also
deepen the character growth of their members.”{16} In our
worship we study Scripture together, we speak the words of the
great creeds to each other, we sing as one voice, we agree in
prayer. Such things foster in us a sense of oneness, of being
part of a unity.

As we are part of the community present in our own day, we are
also part of a community that began with the apostles and that
will continue until the Lord comes. In our worship services
the past can remain a part of the present through the
inclusion of the wisdom of our forefathers through their
writings, prayers, and liturgies. As I mentioned earlier,
there is a new interest in liturgical worship among young
people. Ancient writings “are seen as providing needed
maturity as well as a connection to the faith of the church
historical.”{17} Also, the awareness that we are leaving a
legacy for those who come after us provides an encouragement
to transmit and maintain a correct understanding of God in our
worship. A renewed understanding of the importance of the
community of faith, then, gives us a foundation upon which to
stand, and makes us aware of our responsibility to others.

Speaking to our Society

There is positive change in this regard in churches attuned to



the situation of the younger generations. One of the
characteristics of modernism was the psychological isolation
it produced. We have been thinking in terms of personal needs
and choices rather than in terms of obligations to the group.
Against the existential idea that my experience now 1is what
makes me what I am, leaving me essentially rootless and
radically free, Christians find their identity in the enormous
body of believers made alive through faith in Christ. Today,
however, young people are crying out for community, and
churches are meeting this challenge through various means.
This is a key area where the church reveals its eternal
relevance to the human situation; to ignore it will impoverish
the church body, and will make Christianity seem truly
irrelevant to the younger generations.

Dumbing Down the Message

A third problem sometimes found in churches today is that of
“dumbing down” the message in an effort to make it
understandable to everyone equally, even to non-believers who
may be visiting.

While we should welcome nonbelievers into our churches, we
have to ask whether keeping our worship on an elementary level
is worth the cost of holding believers at the level of
nonbelievers or new believers.

We need to remember first of all that the church is

well, the church. It's the body of Christ made up of those who
have been taken hold of by the Savior. It isn’t unbelievers.
Worship is the work of believers, and the worship service
should be geared toward them. It should not be governed by
what the general population finds acceptable. As Martin Marty
has said, “To give the whole store away to match what this
year’s market says the unchurched want is to have the people
who know least about the faith determine most about its
expression.”{18}



Bringing People Up Rather than Dumbing the Message Down

Part of the mission of the church is bringing people into the
kingdom, and our worship services can be good places to do
this. But if in our worship we water down the message, we are
robbing the visitor of the full truth he or she needs to hear.
If we don’t give visitors an idea of how big God is, in the
long run we won't keep them. Why should they stay if they get
little more than they can get outside the church? Church
historian Martin Marty said this:

This writer fears that we are on the verge of seeing happen
what happened in the 1950s to mainstream Protestant
churches; they retooled for people who were casually
attracted and liked big parking lots, spectacle, and low
demands; and the people left as easily as they came.{19}

One of the problems of the liberal church this century was
that in its effort to be timely and relevant it “plunged more
deeply into the needs and wishes of human beings—-or a God
sculpted more closely to the image of man.”{20} The attempt to
keep God up-to-date winds up allowing “the world to call the
tune for God.” It ignores the complexity of God; it forgets
“the tensions that must exist between human’s wishes and the
Creator’s intentions.”{21}

We must relate the message in accessible ways, but we needn’t
assume that people can’t learn or aren’t willing to be
stretched. The things of God, not the sensibilities of
contemporary culture, should be the measure of our worship.

On Christians Getting Their “Meat” Elsewhere

Some might say that Christians can get their real “meat” in
Sunday schools or in other separate study time. We forget that
we learn about God through all parts of worship, and not just
from the didactic teaching of a sermon or Sunday school class.
To suggest that Christians get the “meat” of the faith in
Sunday school is to reveal a modernistic bias in favor of head



knowledge; i.e., the idea that knowing is simply a matter of
adding to our mental database. Some might say that we are
worshiping in Sunday school when we are being taught facts and
ideas. But this is only a part of worship. Corporate worship
is a special time for interaction with and getting to know God
on multiple levels.

What is lost by not developing our understanding of God in the
context of worship? Worship takes us beyond mere head
knowledge; there 1is interaction between God and man and
between Christians. In Sunday school we listen; in worship we
listen and then talk back to God. It is like the difference
between reading about someone and talking with him or her.

The goal in all of this is to see God as fully as we can and
be touched by Him. We use words and images and whatever else
we need to lift us up to God, to let Him speak to us through
whatever means are available.

Conclusion

Although someone will be hard pressed to find in Scripture a
clear description of a proper worship style, we can find
principles of proper worship, which apply whether one uses
electric guitars or organs or no instruments at all.
Furthermore, we can be careful to weed out of our worship-
indeed, out of our thinking generally-ideas and attitudes that
do not accord with what Scripture teaches. Subjectivism,
individualism, and the dumbing down of the Word of God should
not characterize our worship. It is hard to stand against
one’s culture, especially since we’'re all influenced by it.
But we need to do it, for the health of the body and the
individual, and for the advancement of the kingdom of our
Lord.
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Scripture and Tradition 1in
the Early Church

Rick Wade examines the nature of the gospel message as oral
tradition in the early church, and the relation of that
tradition with the New Testament.

This article is also available in Spanish. =]

Introduction: Evangelicals and Tradition

Evangelical Protestants have historically considered the Bible
to be the final source for faith and practice. Church
tradition plays little or no role in our lives beyond the
celebration of certain holidays. In this article, I want to
look at one context in which tradition was very important in
the church. I'm referring to the relationship between
tradition in the early church and Scripture. In this study,
I'lLlL refer often to the book Retrieving the Tradition and
Renewing Evangelicalism{l} by Daniel Williams, an ordained
Baptist minister teaching patristics at Loyola University.

Most of us don’t realize that tradition played an important
role in the establishment of our faith. We tend to see the New
Testament and its development as separate from the life of the
early church. In fact, if there’s a dirty word in church
history to evangelicals, it is “tradition.” We think of
tradition as something man comes up with on his own. Since
what man produces is tainted, we want to keep it separate from
Scripture. We don’'t think of the Scriptures—specifically the
New Testament—as being a written form of tradition.
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We need to note, however, that all tradition isn’t bad. What
the apostles learned from Jesus, they handed on to others
orally, and what they handed on they called “tradition.” Thus,
the Gospel proclamation began as oral tradition. Recall Paul’s
words to the Thessalonians, “Now we command you, brethren, in
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from
every brother who leads an unruly life and not according to
the tradition which you received from us.” (2 Th. 3:6; see
also 2:15. The NIV translates the word “tradition” as
“teachings.”) The apostles taught people who taught others who
taught others, and this tradition was authoritative for the
church. As the tradition was being conveyed orally, it was
also being written down by the apostles and sent throughout
the church. As the various local churches received these
writings they weighed them against what had been taught
orally. Many writings were circulating at the time, some of
which falsely carried the names of apostles. The major test
for the authenticity of these writings was whether they
accurately reflected the apostolic tradition as taught in the
churches.

Losing the Past

If evangelicals attempt to study the past, it’s typically out
of historical interest alone, not with a view to being taught
by our forebears. While we’re doing better at crossing
boundaries with our contemporaries in the church, we forget
that the church extends back in time as well. We tend to
isolate the church in the here and now.

How is it that we’ve become separated from our past?
Individualism

First, we’'re an individualistic church. A fairly prevalent
attitude in the church is that “me, my Bible, and the Holy
Spirit” are all that we need to understand Christianity. In



most debates today, what is the final word? “Well, it seems to
me that . . .” It is considered impolite or even arrogant to
tell someone he or she is wrong, especially in the area of
religion and morality. This attitude has penetrated the church
as well. It is considered rude and pretentious to say that
someone’s understanding of something in Scripture 1s wrong, no
matter how gently and lovingly it is said. We think, “Why
should we need anyone else to tell us what the Bible means?”
We have let modernistic individualism take root in our psyches
to the extent that we believe we are individually the final
arbiters of truth.

Some consequences of this attitude, however, are disunity in
the church, and the possibility of the intrusion of false
teaching as individuals attempt to understand the faith by
themselves. While we certainly are responsible individually to
be in the Word and seeking to understand it, we learn from a
study of church history that it is the lone interpreter of
Scripture who can easily go astray. Theologian Harold 0. J.
Brown notes that “Solitary study, cut off from the fellowship
of believers seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit and
lacking any awareness of the faith of the church through the
ages, 1is often a source of serious error.”{2} “Evangelicals
should come to grips with the fact that the Bible belongs to
the church,” says Robert Webber. “It is the living church that
receives, guards, passes on, and interprets Scripture.
Consequently the modern individualistic approach to
interpretation of Scripture should give way to the authority
of what the church has always believed, taught, and passed
down in history.”{3} As Daniel Williams notes, “Protestants
must reconsider the work of the Holy Spirit in the 1life
history of the church no less than in the 1life of the
individual believer. For it is with the church that God’s new
covenant was formed.”{4} The Spirit is working to build the
body of Christ, not just individuals. Each of us needs the
church.



Anti-traditionalism

A second problem is our anti-traditional attitude. There have
been several influences on our thinking about tradition. The
Enlightenment era was very significant in this regard.
Enlightenment philosophers taught us to see the world as a
collection of scientific facts, to look forward instead of
back to the wisdom of the past, and to see the individual as
the final authority for what is true. The ideal is the
individual who examines the raw data of experience with no
prior value commitments, with a view to discovering something
new. Unfortunately, knowledge was pursued at the expense of
wisdom. The past had little relevance. What could those who
lived in the past tell us that would be relevant for today?{5}
Besides, the church dominated people in the past. Such
superstition was no longer to be allowed to rule our lives.

This new attitude had an effect on the handling of Scripture.
Bible scholar Christopher Hall writes, “Evangelical scholars
assented to the Enlightenment’s deep suspicion of tradition
and proceeded to produce a traditionless hermeneutic. The
‘Bible alone’ survived the Enlightenment assault against
tradition, but only by becoming a timeless text filled with
facts to be scientifically identified, analyzed and
categorized.”{6} Now we were to 1interpret Scripture
individually through a simple examination of the facts. “As
[historian] Nathan Hatch observes, the Bible ‘very easily
became . . . ‘a book dropped from the skies for all sorts of
men to use in their own way.'”{7} There was no need to look to
the past for help.

Thus, evangelicals came to believe that simply by using their
reason under the guidance of the Spirit they could understand
the Bible as it was intended. Tradition and the history of
exegesis no longer mattered. For some, it was a mark of
triumph to be able to say one wasn’t affected by what anyone
else said about the meaning of the text. Some actually
believed that a lack of formal training was beneficial for



understanding Scripture!{8} Mark Noll sees this as “bordering
on hubris, manifested by an extreme anti-traditionalism that
casually discounted the possibility of wisdom from earlier
generations.”{9}

The Enlightenment’s anti-traditional stance was fostered to
some extent by Pietism, the 19th century movement encouraging
a return to Scripture and ministry by lay people. Pietism
served as a corrective in a church which had given the work of
the kingdom over to the professional ministers. For all the
good that it wrought, however, its emphasis on the individual
and his or her religious experience encouraged a focus only on
the here and now. The larger church, especially the church in
time past, wasn’t so important.

The Free Church Tradition

Following the Reformation, the Protestant Church split into
multiple denominations or traditions. Out of the Anabaptist
branch grew what is called the Free Church tradition. This
includes such offshoots as the Baptist, Evangelical Free,
Methodist, Holiness, Pentecostal and Bible churches. A core
belief is that “the church is not an institution on account of
its structure or external rites, but exists only when it 1is
voluntarily composed of the faithful.” Williams further
explains: “There is little or no sacramental attribution to
any place, thing or ritual, because only the believing members
of the congregation are holy by reason of the indwelling of
the Holy Spirit. . . . The believer is free, therefore, to
follow the faith in accord with his or her conscience
having no other ultimate authorities than the Bible and the
Holy Spirit.”{10} Thus, there is a rejection of authoritative
tradition of the church.

For whatever good this brought about, it also meant “The
councils, the creeds, the grand theologians, the apologists,
and the philosophers—all could now be abandoned.” Protestants
tend to 