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Hans Kiing and David Tracy have recently edited an important book.
It reflects a groping about for a basic theological consensus, 'in "a

time of troubles", a time when old certainties are breaking up, a postmodern era, an era post-Auschwitz and post-Hiroshima.'2 Employing
Thomas Kuhn's now foundational category of paradigm,3 they have
titled this work: Paradigm Change in Theology: A Symposium for the
Future (1989).
The book is the result of an international ecumenical symposium
held in the University of Tiibingen and attended by seventy men and
women, mostly theologians, but also sociologists, philosophers and
others. What brought them together was the self-evident loss of a
theological consensus on how to approach the Bible in the postmodern world.
What I would like to suggest in this paper is that those who still
regard themselves as in some sense confessional or catholic, need also
to consider their own crisis. The reigning so-called evangelical
paradigm of Biblical authority is crumbling. They, too, must look for
a 'paradigm change,' in favour of an approach that has, in short,
more integrity; an approach to 'The Bible Without Illusions,' to use
the title of yet another recent work addressing the Bible in the
modern world. 4
Not all may be inclined to accept the pessimistic view of the
popular author Francis Schaeffer, who assessed the evangelical
terrain a few years ago in his final work, bemoaning what he called
'The Great Evangelical Disaster.' 5 The serious criticism of Bernard
Ramm, however, in his After Fundamentalism, (1983); 6 or those of
James Barr in his Beyond Fundamentalism, (1984 U.S.A.), 7 cannot
be disposed of so easily. First, perhaps, I should define what I believe
to be the dominant evangelical paradigm.
It is inevitable that we should turn first to J.l. Packer's book,
Fundamentalism and the Word of God (1958). While there are many
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commendable facets to this work, 8 fundamentally, it is merely a
restatement of the position of B.B. Warfield. 9
As I have argued elsewhere, 1o it is my conviction that Warfield
himself represented a paradigm shift at Princeton, away from the
tradition of Archibald Alexander and Charles Hodge. In this I think
it right to refer to Warfield's paradigm as the first 'neo-orthodoxy,'
because while it differed from what Barth would propose a few years
later, it was, nevertheless, a new orthodoxy. It was Warfield's neoorthodoxy that made possible the final break with the Reformed
dogmaticians who had provided Princeton with a paradigm that
served confessional Calvinists since the seventeenth century. 1 1 In this
break, Warfield anticipated Barth by at least a generation.
Warfield's wholly new paradigm, which relegated final authority
to the autographa, rather than to the apographa, left Princeton
vulnerable to the fragmenting effects of early twentieth century
Biblical criticism. Warfield probably never foresaw that his quest for
the historical text (for here alone is where he would find his
inerrancy) would evolve into the quest for the historical Jesus at
Princeton, just as it did in Britain in the eighteenth century and in
Germany in the nineteenth century. 12 Eventually, even Princeton
was reorganized to make way for the historical criticism and the next
neo-orthodoxy.l3
While Barth's paradigm was an attempt to retain orthodoxy in a
post-critical way, like another mediating theologian, Schleiermacher,
Barth imbibed too much of the prejudice of his age against the
tradition of the Protestant dogmaticians. Like Schleiermacher, for
Barth, Scripture was not a verbal revelation but merely a witness to a
revealing God. In this Barth was not radical enough in his postcritical stance. Had he gone far enough he would have recognized
what other scholars within the Religionsgeschichtliche Schule have
come to see. Namely, considered phenomenologically, analogous to
other sacred texts of other world religions, the Judeo-Christian Bible
has always been revered just because of a belief in its verbally
dictated inspiration. Because Barth was still locked in the polemical
debates of the nineteenth century, his vision was hindered on this
point.
For Barth, therefore, the dogmaticians' view of Scripture was,
paradoxically, 'naturalistic' because it presupposed that God had
actually used human language as a vehicle for divine revelatory
propositions. Consequently, Barth's final judgment was that 'therefore we have to resist and reject the 17th-century doctrine of
inspiration as false doctrine.'l4
In an unguarded moment, however, Barth frankly admitted that
the position of the Protestant dogmaticians was 'merely a development and systematisation of statements which had been heard in the
Church since the first centuries.' 15 John Barton, in his recent
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Bampton lectures for 1988, confirms Barth's interpretation of the
early Church:
We have to acknowledge that the authority of the books in the 'canon'
was [for the early Church] clearly much greater than it is for most
modern people. This authority was felt to inhere in the exact verbal
form of the biblical text to an extent now scarcely believed even by
fundamentalists.t6

The late R.P.C. and A.T. Hanson admitted the same point:
The Fathers' treatment of the Bible is essentially atomic. It rests upon
the assumption, of course, that there is a pretty similar level of
inspiration and revelation to be found in every part of the text.t7

Barth admitted, therefore, that it was not really the seventeenth
century dogmaticians he opposed; it was the catholic doctrine of
Scripture which they had retained. It was this he branded as 'false
doctrine.' A high price to pay to play the role of the supreme
mediating theologian of his day.
While Barth's own dogmatics were intended to replace that of the
seventeenth century, we find they have not fully satisfied the modern
sense of having lost a mother, that is, the mother Church-catholic
tradition. It is my conviction that it is this catholic view of inspiration
which must be reappropriated, in a post-critical, post-modern way,
leaving behind the decidedly modern neo-orthodox paradigms of
both Warfieldianism, as well as Barthianism. Furthermore, for
Protestants, it is the position of the Protestant dogmaticians which
must be creatively rediscovered, if they have any hope of maintaining
continuity with authentic catholic tradition.
Presently, in The United States, we are witnessing a highly
interesting development. Prominent Protestant theologians, scholars
and ministers are going over to the fold of the Roman communion. A
New York Times headline read on 9 September 1990: 'Citing Luther,
A Noted Theologian Leaves Lutheran Church for Catholicism.' The
noted theologian was John Richard Neuhaus, author of The Naked
Public Square and The Catholic Moment.ts He was a former member
of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod and until recently, a member
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.
A few years earlier, the well-published, evangelical author,
Thomas Howard, then Professor of English at Gordon College and
author of Evangelical is Not Enough, 19 also became a Roman
Catholic. Recently, the Revd. Scott Hahn, a graduate of GordonConwell Seminary in Boston and a pastor in the conservative
Presbyterian Church in America, converted to Rome and now
teaches in one of their universities in Ohio. Hahn's significance goes
far beyond his own conversion because as a popular and influential
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leader in his church he has also had considerable pull in bringing
other conservative Presbyterian pastors and laymen over to Rome in
the last few years. The one thing all these men had in common is that
they were serious about theology and were all originally from
conservative traditions.
Why the leap? Could this be one response to Schaeffer's 'evangelical
disaster'? Could it be that much of contemporary Protestantism, both
liberal and conservative, bears little resemblance to the catholicity
preserved in the seventeenth century Reformed, Anglican and
Lutheran dogmatic traditions?
Neuhaus, like many others in the early seventies, felt betrayed by
the Missouri Synod's assimilation of American fundamentalism (by
way of the un-Lutheran influences of John Warwick Montgomery)
and along with Martin Marty, and Jaroslav Pelikan, he left the
Missouri Synod in its time of upheaval in the mid-nineteen-seventies.
He then left the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America because he
could find no echo for his catholic concerns. Howard admits he
simply was not fed by the blandness of American evangelicalism.
Scott Hahn was hungry for an identifiable body of dogmatic tradition
which is so sorely lacking within a brand of Presbyterianism which is
progressively assuming the character of the modern American corporate model, with church growth as the new bottom line.
But why the stress on the Protestant dogmaticians, such an
antiquated and near impenetrable tradition (most of their works have
never even been translated from the Latin)? It is because I have come
to see that one cannot reappropriate the authentic legacy of the
Protestant Reformation, in its catholic dimensions, except by way of
the dogmaticians.
It is this tradition, with its refining definitions, though cumbersome
at times, that prevents the sixteenth century Reformers from being
lifted from their historical moment and forced to speak an alien
discourse reflecting the Sitz im Leben of modernity. It is this alien
discourse, I believe, that has driven at least some earnest folk toward
Rome. Within the bosom of Rome one finds, even after Vatican 11, a
living continuity of dogmatic tradition, ironically, closer in kind to the
seventeenth century Protestantism, than are most contemporary
expressions of Protestantism.
Perhaps one lesson we should learn from Warfield, as well as from
Barth, is not to despise, as they did, the wisdom of the Protestant
dogmaticians, simply because the seventeenth century formulations
were produced in a pre-critical age. Rather, we should see the
seventeenth century context as an advantage. The dominant theological concern of that age was to develop dogmatics fashioned by the
constraints of the Biblical data and secondarily, by catholicity.
Dogmatics in the modern era, both liberal and conservative, tend to
be fashioned as an apologetic response to the age of scientia (a
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discipline which proved to be subject to as many paradigm shifts as
any other intellectual enterprise).
But is it realistic to think one can reappropriate the Protestant
dogmaticians in a post-critical milieu? I believe the proposals of
Brevard Childs offer just such an opportunity. 20 What are his
proposals? I will begin with a brief historical sketch illustrating how
the Bible lost its sacred text status. I will then propose how I believe
Childs can provide the opportunity to rediscover the Bible on this
basis, in a post-critical way.
Ninian Smart and Richard Hecht have provided what I think is the
best definition, from a history-of-religions stand-point, of what
constitutes a sacred text:
We may look at sacred texts as being those which contain a power and
authority and are given certain status within a given community. Such
communities and traditions are held together most typically through
liturgical acts, which help to focus life upon that which is ultimate and
to which the sacred texts give testimony. The status of the sacred text is
canonical: as well as being normative for a community or tradition, it is
also that community or tradition's canon or canonical text. The term
'canon' has a variety of meanings, but in the context of sacred texts it
means the defined groups of texts for the community or tradition . .
one does not add to or subtract from them. 21

The given community we have in view, of course, is the Christian
Church; the liturgy is that, broadly speaking, reflecting catholic
orthodoxy from the fourth century, which in turn, reinforced the
sacred text standard.22
Since (and before) the emergence of catholic orthodoxy, until the
Reformation, the Bible was forever to be found within the context of
church use and so retained its status as a sacred text. 23 It was, in fact,
ecclesiastical use that actually determined the macro canon (books)
as well as the micro canon (the textual form of those books).24
Not only was the Bible regarded as a sacred text in liturgical or
catechetical functions but also in the process of reproduction. We find
that scribal habits became much more conservative from the fourth
century onward-the century that witnessed the emergence of the
canon-particularly within the Greek tradition, if not always in the
Latin. 25
As the Church divided into the Eastern (Greek) and Western
(Latin) communities, the canonical dimensions of the sacred text
experienced a diversity. A Greek vulgate became the standard in the
Eastern Church, corresponding to a Latin vulgate in the West.
Eventually the antagonism between these two bodies extended
beyond doctrinal disputes to the belief that the canonical texts used
to affirm each opposing community's distinctives, were themselves
corrupted: the Greeks distrusted the Latin Biblical texts and the
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Latins were convinced the Greeks had altered their texts. 26
Each textual standard continued to be authoritative, however, for
their given community and constituted a sacred text. In both communities these texts were read, studied, interpreted, as well as conceptualized in icons and mosaics (in the East), or in images and stained
glass (in the West).
Moreover, in an extended definition of sacred text, offered by
Robert Detweiler, he includes the role of 'privileged Interpreterspriests, shamans, prophets, preachers, ayatollahs . . enjoying a
special relationship to the divinity . . and thus able to disclose the
text's "true" meaning.'27 It was within the Christian communities that
the Bible was interpreted, multiplied and distributed as the unique
possession of the Church, by churchmen-monks, priests, and
bishops-as a sacred text.
I say this lasted until the Reformation, which may seem surprising
at first. Was not the Reformation just another form of ecclesial
continuity? Was it not the Enlightenment that truly liberated Biblical
texts from the domain of church and theology? Without wanting to
engage the debate of whether or not the Reformation was the
beginning of modernity or a continuation of medievalism, in many
respects the answer to these questions is, 'yes'.
Nevertheless, I believe it was the Christian humanist, Desiderius
Erasmus, himself a disaffected monk, who in a decisive way, disrupted the canon of the Western Church-putting in its place the
Greek New Testament canon of the Eastern Church-and thus set in
motion a process that by the nineteenth century, culminated in the
loss of the Bible as a sacred text in the West. What emerged was the
Bible as religious text.
By religious text I mean a text which still retains a 'traditional
specialness' but has lost its status as a sacred text. Once it was
removed from the ecclesiastical matrix, its dimensions and interpretation were no longer determined by theologians who were preeminently churchmen. Leaving the context of the Church, the
interpretation of the Bible became subject to a 'new hermeneutic.'
Detweiler observes that the 'history of secularization in the west is, in
one important sense, the story of readers learning to read our sacred
texts in a different way.'28
To read the sacred text in a different way is to now read it within
the matrix of the university, rather than the Church. Hans Dieter
Betz has analyzed what this means:
The function of the Bible in the University appears to be twofold.
First, the Bible is recognized as a piece of world literature with a wide
range of references to many disciplines. Second, the Bible is recognized sociologically as the holy scripture of living religious communities and traditions which exercise great influence in the
contemporary society. 29
266

Brevard Childs and the Protestant Dogmaticians

This is a new, detached, phenomenological view of the Bible as a
religious text-important as religious genre, but not decisive to its
reader as an authoritative and sacred text.Jo
Presently, a tension exists between the continuing use of the Bible
as a sacred text within contemporary faith communities, and the
phenomenological use of the Bible as a religious text within the
university context. This tension, between the Bible as an ecclesiastical text and as the text of the university, reminds us of the words of
Tertullian, 'What indeed bath Athens to do with Jerusalem? What
concord is there between the Academy and the Church?' Tertullian
would be dismayed to learn that since the nineteenth century, the
Academy has completely prevailed over the Church, resulting in 'The
Eclipse of Biblical Narrative,' and the arrival of 'The Strange Silence
of the Bible in the Church.' 31 Keegan has recently captured the
present mood:
The complaint is that biblical scholars have taken the Bible away from
the people. Biblical scholars have rather successfully convinced many
in the community of believers that only they, the biblical scholars, can
really appreciate the Bible. They are the only ones who can determine
what it means. The rest of the community must sit up and listen to the
biblical scholars explain what the Bible means. 32

No 'community consensus' has emerged from the Academy explaining what the Bible means as a 'religious text' (or, these days, even
what are its boundaries), analogous to the great ecumenical or
Reformation creeds of the Church. It is this vacuum that called forth
the symposium mentioned at the beginning of this paper. This gaping
open-endedness has invited Christian atheists to propose a project of
'Deconstruction,'33 while certain feminists seize the moment to offer
a thorough-going 'reconstruction,'34 which happens to coincide with
their revisionist view of history.
To be fair, however, it must be said that it never really was part of
the design of the Academy's Biblical criticism to offer the Church a
new certainty regarding her long cherished belief that the Bible is a
sacred text. Morgan and Barton have recently reminded us that it is
not even a matter of the different methods used by Church and
Academy to study the Bible; it is a matter of their different aims.35 I
believe the aims of both domains to be not only legitimate, but
necessary within their given contexts.
What are the roots of these different aims? A few years back,
Bernhard W. Anderson, in his Presidential Address to the Society of
Biblical Literature in 1980, put his finger on Johann Philipp Gabler's
inaugural address at the University of Altdorf in 1787 as holding a
partial answer to this question. In Gabler's address, De iusto
discrimine theologiae biblicae et dogmaticae regundisque recte utriusque jinibus, 36 he called for a method that would make a distinction
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between the aims of Biblical theology and of dogmatic theology.
Biblical theology would concern itself with what is 'historical in
nature,' what 'the sacred writers thought about the things of God.' 37
While dogmatic theology, which is 'didactic in nature,' would treat
'the philosophizing of a particular theologian concerning Godly
things in terms of his own mode of thinking, historical situation,
denomination and school.'38 This method led, contrary to Gabler's
own wishes, to a
·
separation between two disciplines, as it is to this day. Liberated from
doctrinal controls and ecclesiastical management, biblical studies were
pursued in the liberal atmosphere of academia, where historical
methodology was refined and the larger theological questions were
often ignored in the interests of specialization. 39

Anderson attributes this method to Gabler's Enlightenment presuppositions. Surprisingly, however, one finds antecedents for this
separation in the dogmaticians of the seventeenth century and earlier
yet, in Melanchthon and Luther.
Robert Scharlemann emphasized a dual approach to theology in
Luther and Melanchthon, corresponding to Church and Academy and
to the realms of faith and reason. Melanchthon saw the difference
between theology as academic (what did the text mean in its historical
context) and Kerygmatic (what does it mean to the Church today).
This distinction is contained in the difference Melanchthon saw
between the 'knowledge' and 'true knowledge' (vera cognitio) of the
Scripture. Theological knowledge is the knowledge derived from
Scripture and objectively seen by any competent scholar to be the
content of Scripture. True theological knowledge is the knowledge
which comes through the Scripture when concretely proclaimed and
heard as the voice of God (vox Dei). 40

For Melanchthon, the public, philological method, analogous to
other university disciplines and refined by the humanist tradition,
while not enough to arrive at the vera cognitio, was, nevertheless, the
necessary first stage.
Johann Gerhard (1582-1637) of the University of Jena brought this
distinction forward into the era of Protestant scholasticism. He
recognized the difference between theology 'considered systematically and abstractively' and theology 'considered habitually
and concretively' as 'a divinely given habit conferred on a man by the
Holy Spirit through the Word.' 4 1 It is this distinction, Scharlemann
judges, that determined the domain for each aspect of Bible studythe formal or objective suited for the university and the personal
proclaimed vox Dei, in the Church.
Certainly, neither the Reformers, nor the dogmaticians like
Gerhard, nor even Gabler, could have foreseen the secularization of
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the university. Nevertheless, in germ they each provided, in their
own way, for the two separate domains. The clock cannot now be
turned back to a more idyllic age when a theological world-view
prevailed within the university. For many reasons, perhaps we should
even be thankful for this.
The problem that has been with us since the nineteenth century,
however, is that the Academy's criteria have entered the Church and
subsumed the prerogatives of the ecclesiastical use of the Bible. 42
Brevard Child's canonical approach provides, I think, an opportunity
once again to place both approaches, with their different aims, back
within their own soevereiniteit in eigen kring. 43
There has been a revolt, (in the Academy itself!), over the loss of
the sacred text. There have been many calls to recognize the Bible as
a book sui generis. There is now a call to reconsider The Bible as the
Church's Book, 44 and the New Testament as the Church's Book.45
There are pleas for 'Theological Hermeneutics.' 46 Introductions are
being written for 'the Old Testament as Scripture' (Childs, 1979), and
for 'The New Testament as Canon' (Childs, 1985). This is no doubt
the result, on the part of many of these new advocates, of wanting to
recapture the loss of transcendence in the Church that has accompanied the loss of the Bible as a sacred text.
The Church has not, however, captured the high ground and fully
reclaimed the Bible. The struggle continues to this very hour and is
probably most focused in the current debate between James Barr
(representing a religious text view of the Academy) and Brevard
Childs (representing a sacred text view of the Church, but from an
historical or phenomenological, post-critical perspective). 47
For some years Childs, and others, have been arguing that since the
Bible entered the domain of the Academy, 'critical-historical scholarship has become capsulated within a methodology which has become
incapable of handling the theological dimension of biblical texts'. 48
For Childs, the first step in recognizing the theological dimension is to
begin with the final ecclesiastical form of a Biblical textual standard:
The canonical approach to text criticism applies a very different
methodology in its use of the textual history in the pre-stabilization
period. It does not attempt to establish a 'better' text than the
Masoretic, but chooses to remain with the canonical text and thus
identifies the level of literature with which it is concerned. Nevertheless, this canonical approach is vitally interested in all the evidence
from the recensional history of the pre-stabilization period. It simply
uses the evidence in a different manner towards achieving a particular
goal, namely, the understanding of the canonical text. 49

To return to the theme of this paper, this is perfectly in keeping
with what served as sacred Scripture for the Protestant dogmaticians.
The difference is that in Childs's method we approach the canonical
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texts in a post-critical way, fully informed that no ur text is necessarily
discoverable.so Childs contrasts this with the model that both
Warfield and Barth would have employed:
The usual method of text criticism results in each successive generation
of critics offering fresh suggestions regarding the form of the original
text. This highly individualistic model seems unaware of the continuing
and enduring role of the canonical text, held in common by ongoing
religious communities, which serves an authoritative function. The
point is not to defend unreftected tradition, but at least to remain in
conversation with itY
Childs is concerned that the Academy's near exclusive preoccupation
with biblical criticism causes it to lose sight of the hermeneutical
significance of the canonical configuration of the traditional Church
texts. In a post-critical way, Childs has been calling for a reconsideration of the Bible as a sacred text, for ecclesial, religious purposes, as
it functioned for the communities that produced this final form. In
this way we gain insights into their hermeneutic.sz
Childs believes a post-Enlightenment 'Biblical theology' can be
discovered if one attends to the fact that
a religious reading of Israel's traditions arose early in its history and
extended in different ways throughout the oral, literary, and redactional stages of the growth of the material until it reached a fixed form
of relative stability. This religious interpretation involved a peculiar
construal which sought to give the developing material a shape which
could be appropriated by successive generations. 53
By successive generations Childs means the Bible can, even in our
modern era, be reappropriated as the Church's book, after the
rigours of all aspects of Biblical criticism-indeed, not until such
criticism has been performed.
James Barr disagrees. He has seen too much misconstruing of data
in the area of Biblical semantics, in the name of theology, to turn the
bible back over to the Church. 54 He in fact sees himself as a key
figure in accepting the role of a gadfly, preventing the theologians
from quietly stealing the Bible away from the Academy, only again to
shroud it in medieval-like canonical authority, in the name of 'biblical
theology.' While he is willing to grant that the Bible will continue to
have its use within the context of the Church,
It also has a context in a wide academic community. and it can fully
serve the context of the church only [my emphasis! in so far as it
respects also the integrity of modes of study and interpretation, valid
within that community, over which theology as theology cannot
pronounce. 55

While these remarks are intended for Childs and his advocates,
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certainly Childs would whole-heartedly agree! In fact, Barr himself
freely acknowledges of Childs,
Childs entirely accepts in itself the historical principle, that one can
validly and must necessarily consider previous stages of the books [of
the Bible], that one must consider their relations with writings outside
the biblical canon, and that the books can be understood in terms of
their origins and background.5 6

Furthermore, in the same article, Barr admitted that Childs's
method, in the final analysis, is really a legitimate aspect of historical
criticism;
Traditional biblical scholarship has had a bias toward origins, toward
explaining things through what they had been beforehand. Childs
wants us to look with equal interest at what came afterwards ...
Biblical scholarship, in its claims to be historical, has often been
historical in one direction rather than in the other; it has looked for
antecedents, but been unable to deal with after-effects.57

Nevertheless, it is the project of rediscovering the Bible as canon that
disturbs Barr, because this
accords with much popular religious sentiment: biblical studies are
hideously complex, they require technical expertise, they are full of
divergent sources, periods, and hypotheses: the canonical principle
leaves the believer at peace, alone with his Bible. 58

Barr's more recent criticism reflects an unhappiness with Childs's
additional canonical approach and sees this as too concessive, a
method that finds its justification in a 'valuation of traditional critical
scholarship ... almost exactly the same as the valuation attached to
it by conservative/fundamentalist circles.'59 While this is clearly an
over-statement, it nevertheless reveals Barr's true concern: Childs
aids and abets the theologians.

Conclusion
The struggle between the Church and the Academy continues. What
Childs provides is an opportunity not to have to take sides. The
canonical approach takes seriously all aspects of Biblical criticismsomething neither the Warfield nor the Packer model will allow forand yet permits the Bible to retain its sacred text status at the
canonical level, something Barth disparaged. The implications of this
are varied and promising.
It means that the Academy retains her right of full autonomy, doing
authentic Biblical criticism with integrity, not bound by any individual
community's model of a 'believing criticism,' (which amounts to doing
Biblical criticism with one hand tied behind one's back).
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Furthermore-and as a Lutheran, I speak in terms of a Protestant
catholicism-the Church has an opportunity to rediscover, in a
creative and discerning way, the rich, theological corpus of the
Protestant dogmatic traditions, which operated with Scripture at the
same level as does the canonical approach. This time, however, it can
be in a fully informed and post-critical way.
THEODORE LETIS is a doctoral research student in the Department of Ecclesiastical History, New College, Edinburgh.
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