Current Theological Trends

Introduction

Many years ago Ernie Edwards, an evangelist working fulltime among the Maori population of New Zealand, told a friend he could stop all the traffic moving along the main Street of Auckland, New Zealand’s largest city. Noticing his friend’s scepticism, Ernie stepped off the side walk and began pointing to the sky with great enthusiasm. Within a few seconds others had joined him, all looking intently at the sky. Soon the street was full of people and all traffic had stopped. At this point Ernie Edwards quietly moved back on the side walk and he and his friend walked away while everyone continued to search the heavens to know why everyone else was looking intently into the blue. 

Ernie Edwards possessed a strong personality which of course made it easier for him to induce others to follow his example. Many of those involved in theological education and training others also have strong personalities which can be used for good or ill. As in the case of Edward’s action of pointing to the sky, we too run the risk of creating trends which have little substance or which remain beyond the grasp of the rest of the church. For example by presenting something in this paper as a trend I run the risk of drawing attention to something that has no bearing on the life of the church in parts of the world with which I am not in touch. I trust that all will feel free to prune the paper of such elements. All I hope to do, by mentioning some trends of which I am aware, is to help us all develop sharper “eye-sight” which will help us to identify trends where they really exist and to give some suggestions as to what our response to such trends should be in the light of Biblical revelation.  

I am aware of a further danger. Besides the existence of different trends on the various continents we represent, we tend to see the same thing from different perspectives. An example will illustrate what I mean. Some centuries ago a Venetian sailor made a globe of the world which shows Australasia at the top and Europe underneath. Unwittingly he gave a New Zealander’s perspective on reality because in New Zealand, no less than in the northern hemisphere, one seems to be on top of the world! We will see more how this works in the second section of the paper. 

Perhaps I should just mention that in this paper I will be using the term “theology” primarily in relation to our task as theological educators. Moreover the theological trends considered are treated with respect to how they impinge on this task.  

Mega-Trends

So what are the current theological trends that we, as theological educators, need to be aware of? Before considering some of them, it might be helpful to ask ourselves what are the mega-trends which give rise to more circumscribed trends. Here are two statements concerning mega-trends: 

Perhaps the most significant mega-trend is the shift from the debate on Biblical inerrancy to the debate over hermeneutics. James Stamoolis, former Secretary of the Theological Commission of the World Evangelical Alliance, writes: “Without referring to inerrancy or infallibility, we hear theologians citing Scripture as their authority to justify any number of departures from generally accepted norms.” 
 He observes that the recent battles over the “openness of God” theology, fought within the Evangelical Theological Society, which has a strong statement on the authority of Scripture
 have “revolved around hermeneutic considerations”.
 Stamoolis mentions, as another example of controversy being over hermeneutics rather than over Biblical authority, the question of the debate in the Anglican communion concerning the ordination of “women to the priesthood”.
 I believe that Stamoolis is right and I would suggest that the crux of discussion concerning what place women should have in church meetings, in Brethren circles, is also more an issue of hermeneutics than of the authority of Scripture.
 

The second, related, trend is the tendency to extend the parameters of Biblical interpretation to include extra-biblical sources (whether ancient or modern, western or african). While we do well to consult ancient extra-biblical sources for information, for a more correct understanding of the Biblical text, and contemporary extra-biblical sources, in order to better apply Biblical truth to the real world in which we live, using such sources as a basis for evaluating the Biblical sources is another question. It is tantamount to redesigning the shape of the canon and modifying concepts of authority and passes over the question of special revelation. Related to this is the “desire to move away from the perceived flatness of traditional evangelical thought towards a more narrative, post-modern and sometimes neo-orthodox direction”.
 While greater attention to Biblical narrative is to be welcomed, as is attention to the Biblical genres in general, in view of greater accuracy in Biblical interpretation, those tending to enlarge the parameters of Biblical interpretation might be tempted to favour the narrative sections of the Bible over passages which contain statements of a propositional nature, such as Romans 3:21-26 (defining the basis of justification by faith) and Ephesians 4:1-6 (defining the basis of Christian unity). If this is linked with post-modern and neo-orthodox  patterns of thinking, it might seem to follow that statements of truth are open to modification as the need arises.

If it is true that new ways of reading and interpreting the Scriptures constitute the mega-trend among Evangelicals, I believe that this trend is very relevant to the enterprise of theological education world wide as it is carried on by Brethren institutions, precisely because of the importance that the Brethren movement has already (rightly) attributed to God’s Word as the centre and ground of their corporate life and activities. 

Some specific trends

1. A current trend in relating Revealed Truth and Church Tradition

Stated briefly: Protestants and Evangelicals are currently viewing Roman Catholicism with much greater sympathy than in the past. I will begin by describing my perspective on this phenomenon. From where I sit in my office at the Italian Bible Institute, I can look over the city of Rome and see the dome of St. Peter’s in the Vatican city. Moreover it is not uncommon for me to witness a Roman Catholic funeral. When a pope dies (this has happened three times since we transferred our residence to Italy), all the news media focus exclusively on this event, creating the impression that life has stopped, much as happens when a loved one dies. Not only is the pope like a super-President of the Italian Republic, but because of his role as Vicar of Christ, commentators are astonished when not everyone in the world cancels other important appointments during the days of mourning. Finally, the decisions of the Roman Catholic Conference of Bishops are translated into action almost immediately. 

All this gives me a particular perspective on the trend mentioned above witnessed to by  rapprochement between the Lutheran and Roman Catholic communions on the question of justification and the agreement reached between some Evangelicals and Roman Catholic leaders in the USA to work together and not engage in proselytism. Here I will focus briefly on another issue of this trend, the relationship between Protestantism and Mariology.

The narrative approach to Scripture is evident in David’s Van Biema’s article “Hail, Mary”, which was featured on a recent issue of Time.
 Biema reasons that, as Mary was present at both the birth and death of Jesus, it is logical that she have a high profile in the life of the church. Brian Maguire, pastor of Westminster Presbyterian Church, Xenia, Ohio, raised the profile of Mary in church life by devoting a special service to mark the day of the Annunciation, much like the Roman Catholic world did on April 4. Beverly Gaventa, a Biblical scholar at Princeton Theological Seminary has been engaged in a similar recovery of Mary at a scholarly level, in part by focussing on the Magnificat. 

It may be that Mary has been unjustly neglected by Protestants but does it follow that we should embrace Roman Catholic teaching concerning Mary or accredit Roman Catholic Mariology? Does “the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints” envisage that Mary be a part of church liturgy? What, in the light of Biblical revelation, are we to make of the Roman Catholic dogmas concerning Mary’s “Immaculate Conception” (1854) and her “Assumption into heaven” in bodily form (1950)? Most important, does the apostolic teaching concerning the uniqueness of Christ’s work, as Redeemer and Mediator, make it possible to venerate Mary as co-redeemer and pray to her? 

2. A current trend in theology proper

Turning to theology proper, one of the more influential trends goes under the name of “Open Theism”. We have already noted that the “openness of God” debate “revolved around hermeneutic considerations”. God’s presumed “openness” has to do with the future. According to this position, God’s omniscience is limited because man’s freedom to choose implies that God cannot know for sure what will happen in the future.

A first, biblical response to such a notion could be to point out that Biblical Revelation does in fact provide us with many examples of God’s precise knowledge of the future. This could be called a canonical approach to the question.

Michael S. Horton deals with some other aspects of the hermeneutical framework of open theism in an issue of the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society (45/2) which presents both sides of the debate. In his article, ”Hellenistic or Hebrew? Open Theism and Reformed Theological method”,
 Horton suggests that the advocates of open theism err when they claim that traditional theology has adopted the Aristotelian concept of God as the “Unmoved Mover”. Their error, Horton claims, is to “conflate immutability and immobility”.
 While the Bible and Christian theology teach God’s immutability, they do not teach his immobility. 

Perhaps the real issue is how the finite (man and contingency) can relate to the infinite (God and omniscience). In this regard, the quest for philosophical consistency (of the type: If I am really free to choose whether or not to eat fish this evening, God cannot know what my choice will be until I have made it; conversely if God does know what my choice will be then I am not really free to choose what I will eat), is ill-conceived. A helpful model for understanding the relationship between infinite knowledge and contingency could be the relationship between eternal truth and the historical contexts in which special revelation was given. 

3. A trend in the understanding of Biblical Ethics

I imagine we have all noticed a certain shift in the typical approach of Evangelicals to ethical questions in recent years. This is especially so in such areas as bioethics as marriage ethics. In this development also hermeneutical factors are very influential. For example some writings which propose new ethical norms appeal to extra-biblical sources and use Biblical statements with little regard for the salvation-history and literary contexts of such statements.
 

Regarding the parameters of Biblical interpretation, some writers on ethics openly suggest that the ultimate in ethical norms goes beyond New Testament ethics, just as the New Testament reflects a higher ethical norm than was practised in Old Testament times.
 In commenting on the use made by William Webb of this approach, Wayne Grudem observes that he “never considers the possibility that the development from OT to NT is the end, and that the NT itself provides the final ethical standard for Christians in the new covenant”.
 Again we are dealing with the hermeneutical question: What should be the parameters of Biblical interpretation?

Our Response to Current Trends

More important than mapping out current theological trends is the need to reflect on how we, who are called to train others, should respond to such trends. Our brief survey has shown that current theological trends all relate in some way to a mega-trend, that of reading the Bible in new ways. 

While no one would deny the importance of giving attention to Biblical narrative and literary structure in order to gain an accurate understanding of the Biblical text, we must be alert to how new ways of reading Scripture are being used to soft-pedal its truth statements. By way of example, a renewed awareness of how Jesus and the apostles restored dignity to women and children should not be allowed to detract from clear statements concerning God ordained structures of authority and their relevance to patterns of authority in the church and the requirement that children obey their parents. Similarly a heightened awareness of the Jewishness of Jesus is no reason to neglect his uniqueness as the God-Man whose primary goal was to accomplish eternal salvation for all who would repent and believe and thus become part of his body, the church.

What then, in practice, should be our response to current theological trends? I suggest that an important part of this response should be honouring what I will call the “Timothy forever” principle. We may assume that Timothy, Paul’s trusted co-worker, was present during the kind of teaching sessions Paul alludes to in Acts 20:27 (cf. 19:8-10), because the apostle’s charge to Timothy reads as follows: "The things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses, pass them on to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others" (2 Timothy 2:2, NIV). Earlier in the same letter Paul links his concern for "the pattern of sound teaching" with the day of Christ's return (1:12-14), implying that this teaching has continuing validity. When the Church fails to maintain this "pattern of sound teaching [and doing]" it ceases to fulfil its role as "the pillar and bulwark of the truth" (1 Timothy 3:15). 

The teaching mandate entrusted to Timothy and to future generations has two dimensions. First it focuses on revealed truth which must be imparted to successive generations of disciples. This content corresponds to what Timothy had heard Paul teach, and seen being worked out in his life and ministry. Assimilating this heritage and passing it on to others is an integral part of what it means to be the Church of Jesus Christ. 

However, the mandate also focuses on those receiving the teaching, described here as "reliable men… qualified to teach others". 2 Timothy 2:2 has sometimes been used in support of a catena of unbroken chain of transmission of truth. According to this understanding of the text, Paul envisaged the existence of a self-perpetuating class of teachers who have the task of preserving the truth. In practice this leads to what we might call “theological embroidery” as the members of one generation pass on to a new generation, in a given part of the world and in a particular ecclesiastical context, what they have learnt from their own teachers. So we get developments such as Roman Catholic theology, Orthodox theology, Lutheran theology, Reformed theology, Dispensational theology and so on. In this case there is the real danger that priority be given to a traditional understanding of truth, with little awareness of the need to do solid Biblical exegesis in order that tradition be tested and that only truly Biblical truth be taught to new generations.

This reading of 2 Timothy 2:2 neglects the fact that heterous (“others”) is in the accusative case, making these “others” the direct object of the teaching activity of “the reliable men” and not a new group of “faithful custodians” to whom truth is entrusted. Bearing this in mind, the mandate acquires a slightly different meaning with far-reaching consequences for understanding the task entrusted to training institutions. While any reading of the text means that faithful men must be instructed in every generation, due attention to Paul’s use of the dative and accusative cases requires that, in each generation “reliable people” (Gk anthōpoi) be trained to teach the rest of the church the same truths that Timothy had learnt from the apostle Paul (not what was taught by Roman Catholics, Baptists, Methodists or Brethren during the twentieth century). This means going back to the teaching of Jesus and to the deposit of truth as preserved in the Biblical canon. In other words, each new generation of theological educators receive the baton from the apostles and not from their immediate predecessors. They stand, like Timothy, between the apostles and the rest of the church. 

Conclusion

In order to lead the churches through the maze of current theological trends, we need some “W. E. Vines”, gifted teachers whose knowledge of the Biblical languages ensures that all teaching is true to the meaning of the Biblical text. Our institutions should provide for the training of such men. 

More in general, some members of each generation, selected on the basis of their proven character and their God given ability, should be trained to teach others. Such people
 should be instructed in the Apostles’ doctrine and understand their primary task to be that of teaching the churches to live by this truth. 
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